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  This book is dedicated to my wonderful wife, Denise, who has been my inspiration and sounding board for many stories over the years. I’ve known Denise for some nine years now, and she’s always been my biggest fan. She says she loves me as much as the Steelers, but that probably depends on how well they’re playing. It was tough for me during the 2005 Super Bowl run.


  FOREWORD

  BY ANDY RUSSELL

  UPON FIRST HEARING about Dale Grdnic’s new book, Pittsburgh Steelers Glory Days, I thought, “Oh no, not another Steelers book!” I just wondered how many books our loyal fans could support as former players, retired announcers, and ex-newspaper writers have littered bookshelves trying to connect with the team’s popularity.

  Yet, I was wrong. What makes Dale’s book most remarkable is that he has bravely attempted to involve the Steelers fans. Through their individual opinions—their feelings at a given moment, the personal or familial challenges they were facing, their location during that special game—Dale has comprised a list of the 20 greatest Pittsburgh Steelers games. Our fans were so hugely important in so many of those great games; and it is high time we reflect on their roles in all those victories.

  For example, I will never forget how, in our turnaround year,1972, when we were playing our nemesis, the Cleveland Browns (we had a few games left, but this was a crucial one), in Three Rivers Stadium, hoping to eventually win our first division title. Our great fans, a sellout crowd, were the loudest they have ever been. I remember thinking, “If we don’t start performing better, our fans are going to come out onto the field and beat these Browns for us.” It was an unbelievable feeling that motivated us even more—and all the players knew that our fans cared deeply, that it was every bit as important to them that we win as it was to us.

  Of course, I would argue that most of those crucial games were played back in the early 1970s, when the team was going from perennial loser (we were referred to as “SOS,” Same Old Steelers) to team of the decade. The city had struggled in the ‘50s and ‘60s by losing key businesses and seeing its steel industry nearly going into bankruptcy; but in the early 1970s, the city began to recover. The quality of life rebounded in our fine city: the development of the Cultural District, new stadiums, trees planted along our city streets, a complete urban renewal.

  This comeback coincided with the Steelers’ journey from a very bad team to a great team, and I believe the team became a symbol for the city’s resurgence. We always had a loyal fan base of about 30,000 back in the ‘60s, and they had put up with some woeful incompetence. However, in the ‘70s, new fans embraced the team and became hugely committed to helping us reach our goal—an NFL championship. As Dale notes in this book, interviewing some of those so- committed fans revealed that they all had slightly different perspectives; but Steelers games on Sunday became part of their family ritual, whether it was at home, on television, or tailgating at the stadium.

  It was an amazing transformation, starting with our brilliant new coach, Chuck Noll, a great teacher, and then continued with some of the greatest drafts ever seen in the NFL. From Joe Greene to Terry Bradshaw and on to Jack Ham, then Franco Harris, Jack Lambert, Lynn Swann, John Stallworth, and Mike Webster—all Hall of Famers—the team was blessed with too many other very gifted players to mention here. Only five of us who came from the pre-Noll era, including myself, survived the journey to the team’s first NFL championship appearance in Super Bowl IX, where we beat the Vikings.

  Interestingly, in regard to this book, probably none of the aforementioned players would agree on which game was the most important or how to rank those games in comparison. So many hugely important games played during the Coach Cowher regime that younger fans might consider them the most important games because they were there, and they participated in the victory.

  Personally, I absolutely think that the most important game the Steelers ever played was the first one. Art Rooney (The Chief), as legend has it, had won the team in a card game; and it was clear that it would not be an easy road to success. That first game, played so many years ago—as The Chief worried how he would meet his payroll and how many fans would pay for seats—was a monumentally important Steelers game, perhaps the most meaningful ever. If the Chief had not had the courage of true American entrepreneurship he never would have backed that first game, risking I’m sure what, in those days, was quite a bit of money.

  Yet, the quintessential game of the Steelers history, in my humble opinion, was the 1974 AFC championship game we played against the Oakland Raiders. Why? It was against a great Raiders team, one that had beaten us soundly in the previous year’s playoffs, and they had just beaten the reigning two-time Super Bowl champion Miami Dolphins. We played them in their house, and most experts were picking the Raiders. We came together that day, though, and played an outstanding game to get into our first Super Bowl. Until you win a game like that, you really don’t know whether you can; so it becomes a huge victory, making us all true believers in our winning destiny. Those teams went on to win four Super Bowls in six seasons.

  In reading this book, however, you will discover that all our fans, including Dale Grdnic, have very different opinions as to which games were the most important to The Steelers Nation. Debate amongst yourselves, Steelers fans, because the nostalgia I felt reading your stories reminded me how important those games were to an entire city.

  So, here’s one guy who is very happy that there is one more Steelers book out, especially one as special as this one.
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  PREFACE

  BY DALE GRDNIC

  FOR 75 YEARS, the Pittsburgh Steelers have cemented their role as one of pro football’s most storied franchises—one that has given birth to the strongest fan base in history: The Steelers Nation. All Steelers fans have stories, whether they were present during the black-and-gold glory days, or they met their favorite players, or maybe, they even fell in love.

  My best friend, Joe, and I used to drive the 90 minutes to Saint Vincent College with his siblings and their friends. After countless games, we would wait forever just to catch a glimpse of our heroes. Yet, my most amazing Steelers story came many years later. The first time I walked into their locker room to conduct interviews, only a few months removed from college graduation in 1981, was mystical. I worked in radio back then, and I couldn’t believe that Terry Bradshaw, Jack Ham, Jack Lambert, Franco Harris, “Mean” Joe Greene, Dwight White, L.C. Greenwood, Rocky Bleier, and Mike Wagner were a mere arm’s length away.

  Another moment nearly two decades later, however, would surpass that thrill.

  On June 9, 1998—several years after I returned to the Pittsburgh area as a sportswriter—I was covering a Steelers minicamp workout for The Patriot-News in Harrisburg. I saw this girl doing interviews and found out her name was Denise. She was a sports writer for the Daily News in McKeesport, Pennsylvania.

  We didn’t start dating immediately, although Denise said she would have, had I only asked. She eventually did ask me out, though; and after several years and many games and training camps later, Denise and I were married when very few people even knew we were dating. We celebrated our five-year anniversary February 1, 2007.

  Denise and I still watch Steelers games together, although we don’t cover them together anymore. She went back to school and became a registered nurse in 2006. It’s a much more rewarding career for Denise, but she can still attend home games as a fan, and she shares Steelers season tickets with her siblings.

  I’m sure you all have your own special Steelers story, and I hope those shared with you in this book will help you recall them fondly. Stories just like yours helped create this collection of great moments, and they help us remember how closely intertwined our lives are with the rest of The Steelers Nation.
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  THE WAIT IS OVER

  AFC Central division Title Game

  Jack Murphy Stadium

  San Diego, California

  December 17, 1972

  WHILE HER MOTHER, Hilda, had a crush on Bobby Layne, the Pittsburgh Steelers quarterback from 1958-62, Carrie Barnes always leaned more toward the defensive side of the line. She still does to this day. She even owned a No. 75 Joe Greene jersey. Born and raised in Canonsburg, Pennsylvania—the oldest of Hilda and Charles Moyar’s four children—Carrie couldn’t remember a time that the Steelers didn’t play an integral part in her life.

  “We never had two cents to rub together, but we didn’t know we were poor,” Carrie said. “Yet, we always had the Steelers. Even before television, we used to have Sunday dinner at one o’clock, and the radio in the kitchen would be tuned in to the Steelers games. So it was a really big deal for us to listen to the games. Once we could afford a television, it was one of the highlights of our lives to watch the games. Those were the days, as they say.”

  But not for the Steelers—nearly 40 years of futility had extended from the day beloved owner Art Rooney Sr. founded the team in 1933. Only eight winning seasons were notched prior to Chuck Noll’s arrival as head coach, and he didn’t finish better than .500 until 1972, his fourth season.

  None of that mattered to the Moyars, though. Along with strong family values, Hilda and Charles instilled a love for the Steelers at an early age, one that only grew over the years.

  A year or so out of high school, Carrie married George Ramsey, and the two would spend a good deal of their time watching football together. They went to high school games on Friday nights, college football games at Pitt on Saturdays, and to Steelers games, of course, on Sundays. The Steelers played at Forbes Field, a stadium they shared with Major League Baseball’s Pirates, and Pitt Stadium, which they shared with the Panthers.

  “We all just loved football, all my friends,” Carrie said. “The Steelers were so bad back then that you could walk right up to the gate before kickoff and buy good tickets. So that’s what we’d do.”

  The Steelers, though, got a lot easier to watch in 1972.
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  Chuck Noll had Joe Greene anchoring his defense, a strong-armed Terry Bradshaw guiding his offense. He added defensive stalwarts like Mike Wagner, Jack Ham, Dwight White, and L.C. Greenwood, and offensive players like Jim Clack, Gerry Mullins, and Ron Shanklin made an early impact. Rookie running back Franco Harris had been taken in the first round of the 1972 NFL Draft as well, and the team was quickly on the rise. The players knew during training camp that it was only a matter of time before they would realize that success on the football field. Little did they know that it would happen so immediately.

  The Steelers knocked off the Oakland Raiders, 34-28, in the season-opener at Three Rivers Stadium. The Raiders had just played in the Super Bowl a few years earlier and pounded the Steelers in their first meeting in Oakland in 1970, so the win signaled a change in Pittsburgh. Though the Steelers then lost at Cincinnati, 15-10, on five field goals, they won at St. Louis, before losing again the next week at Dallas, 17-13, on a gadget play. The Cowboys were the defending Super Bowl champs; so, even at 2-2, the Steelers were primed to make a run.

  “Chuck had brought in a lot of talented guys to that point and got rid of a lot of older veterans who just weren’t doing the job,” Steelers linebacker Andy Russell said. “He cut guys while they were eating lunch. He didn’t care. He wanted to field a winning team; and to do that, he had to bring in talented players who were winners— so that’s what he did.”

  Russell was among the older veterans who predated Noll. Also surviving that first player purge were running back Rocky Bleier, punter Bobby Walden, offensive guard Sam Davis, and center Ray Mansfield. Those players, along with the talent assembled through the draft, elevated the Steelers’ play on the field after that slow start. The Steelers reeled off five straight wins, including home games against Houston, New England, Cincinnati, and Kansas City—the Super Bowl IV winner—as well as Buffalo on the road.

  The team traveled to Cleveland the ensuing week with renewed enthusiasm. At 7-2, the Steelers were dogfighting the Browns for the AFC Central Division title. Cleveland got the upper hand that day with a 26-24 win, but the Steelers were not discouraged. They knew they would get another shot at the Browns two weeks later in Pittsburgh.

  “We always knew we had a good team; but we were really starting to believe after that little winning streak in 1972,” said Mike Wagner. “We beat a couple good teams and lost to a couple, but our confidence was high. We got over the hump with that, and we were convinced that we could play with anybody on any given day. We had a chance to win the division on the field, and that’s all that we really wanted.”

  The Steelers pounded the Vikings the following week to set up the rematch with Cleveland at Three Rivers Stadium, and it was no contest. The Steelers scored early and often, winning 30-0. They had the upper hand on the Browns in the AFC Central Division title chase and just had to win tough road games at Houston and the regular-season finale in San Diego to clinch the club’s first division title. The Oilers game was a struggle, but the Steelers pulled out a 9-3 win on three Roy Gerela field goals. Everyone in the Steelers organization knew the enormity of the upcoming Chargers contest, and Noll quickly got the situation under control. In order to best prepare the Steelers for what essentially was a championship game, the club took Noll and his staff, the Steelers players, the radio broadcast team, all their families, and a media contingent to the West Coast a week early to acclimate everyone to the time change and the heat.

  “We just felt that was the best way to handle things,” said Dan Rooney, the owners son. “The weather really wasn’t too nice in Pittsburgh, and we had some injured players. So, we just felt that it would be a good thing to get out there and get some good work for such an important game.”

  It was a daunting task, to be sure, but everyone connected with the Steelers appeared to be up for the challenge.

  “It was a nice week out there,” Steelers radio commentator Myron Cope said. “But it was a big game, so practices were serious. The team worked very hard to get ready for this game. They knew what was at stake.”

  Actually, it wasn’t all hard work for the Steelers. During one practice session, Cope showed up with a special guest. The night before, while out on the town, Cope had a note sent to Frank Sinatra, asking “Old Blue Eyes” to visit the practice session the next day to see Franco Harris. When Sinatra showed up, Cope had him installed as an officer in Franco’s Italian Army—the rookie running back’s fan club. Cope wanted to introduce Harris to Sinatra that day, but the shy rookie wouldn’t leave the practice field. Finally, Noll sent Harris over to the sideline for a brief visit with Cope and Sinatra, but quickly called him back to the huddle.

  Harris wasn’t the only Steelers player with a fan club. There was Frenchy’s Foreign Legion for running back John “Frenchy” Fuqua, Gerela’s Gorillas for place-kicker Roy Gerela, Bradshaw’s Brigade for quarterback Terry Bradshaw, and Ham’s Hussars—named after a Polish Cavalry unit—for outside linebacker Jack Ham. A large battalion of fans made the march to California to see if the Steelers could clinch their first division title.

  “This is the most excited I’ve ever been for one game,” said Carrie Barnes-favorite, Joe Greene.

  Safety Ralph “Sticks” Anderson intercepted Chargers quarterback John Hadl on the third play of the game and returned it to the yard line. Franco Harris would score three plays later to give the Steelers an early lead. The Steelers defense would rise to the occasion several times thereafter, as Ham, Mike Wagner, and cornerback Mel Blount each picked off a Hadl pass later in the game. A chorus of boos rained upon the quarterback from the San Diego fans while the Steelers faithful in attendance—reportedly some 1,200—cheered wildly every time their club made a big play.

  Bradshaw was tackled in the end zone for a safety late in the first quarter, cutting the Steelers’ lead to 7-2, but the team’s opportunistic defense set up the offense again in the second. Bradshaw guided the Steelers deep into San Diego territory, and Fuqua crashed in from the 2-yard line to improve the team’s advantage to 14-2 at halftime.

  The Steelers defense tightened its screws even further in the second half. Tailback Mike Garrett—a former Heisman Trophy winner from USC and the AFC’s third-leading rusher coming into the game—was held to just five yards on 14 attempts. His running mate, Cid Edwards, who’d entered the game with more than 600 rushing yards, ran for just 52 on 13 attempts. To hold the Chargers to 56 total rushing yards on 30 carries was remarkable, but the Steelers D was also working on another shutout of sorts: They had a chance to record their seventh (out of 14 total) game without allowing an offensive touchdown.

  “Our defense [had] to be the best in football,” said Ray Mansfield. “I think right after training camp, we knew we had a good football team.”

  Offensive tackle Larry Brown recovered a third-quarter fumble to retain possession, squashing San Diego’s chances for redemption. Gerela then would kick a 26-yard field goal that kicked off the Steelers’ celebration after three quarters. Gerela also had two field goals blocked, or he would have beaten out New York Jets place-kicker Bobby Howfield for the AFC scoring title. The Steelers offense, which usually relied on strong ground play by rookie runner Harris and big plays from Bradshaw, was not as efficient, which kept the score closer than it should have been.

  Fuqua had just 51 yards rushing on 17 carries, and Harris was held to 34 on 15; but Harris entered the game with more than 1,000 yards rushing and finished the season with 1,055 (5.6 yards per carry) and 10 touchdowns to capture Offensive Rookie of the Year honors. However, his poor game against the Chargers did cause him to finish 51 yards short of Green Bay’s John Brockington, who had set the NFL record for rookie running backs the previous season. Bradshaw completed 12 of 23 passes for 152 yards, and he wanted to finish the game on a positive note. So, when Blount’s interception in the fourth quarter gave the Steelers good field position once again, Bradshaw took advantage, getting the Steelers into the red zone and, after faking a handoff to Harris, dropped back to pass from the 17.

  After a horrendous rookie season in which he threw just six touchdown passes and 24 interceptions, Bradshaw had rebounded in 1971 to complete better than 54 percent of his passes for 2,259 yards and 13 touchdowns with 22 interceptions. Those numbers dropped drastically in 1972 as Harris and the running game emerged, but certainly better days were ahead for the big quarterback; and he finished with a bang against the Chargers. Bradshaw capped that late fourth-quarter drive by finding speedy wideout Ron Shanklin across the middle for his 12th touchdown pass.

  The 24-2 victory capped an amazing season for the Steelers and their fans. The franchise had captured its first AFC Central Division title, and the long wait was over. The Steelers completed a stellar 11-3 season after winning just 11 combined games total in the previous two seasons and only 30 over the previous eight.

  Andy Russell knew that Noll, the team’s architect, deserved much credit for the success this season—and that it was a long time coming for him. (“This is the most I’ve seen Chuck smile in four years,” Russell would joke.) However, he was quick to praise the man who stuck with the Steelers during trying times in those first few years. Russell noted that Noll never appeared to be out of touch with his players, always aware of what happened with them on and off the field, and he was able to combine the right mix of discipline and praise to get the most from his men. He wasn’t one for big, long speeches or patting his players on the back. The players were there to do a job, and Noll was the man to coach them and bring them together.
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  Andy Russell survived a new Steelers coaching regime and was an integral part of the club’s first AFC Central Division title in 1972.

  The line between coach and player never blurred with Noll and the Steelers, and L.C. Greenwood agreed that was among Nolls finest qualities. Greenwood explained that Noll knew exactly how to maximize a players potential, which wasn’t always easy. “We had a bunch of guys where Chuck stirred the pot to get the guys that he wanted here, and they were a group that had a winning attitude,” Greenwood said. “We wanted to win football games, and we didn’t talk about losing games. That was all in the past. So, the attitude was much better, and everybody was very disappointed when we lost a football game. It was more disappointing to the players than it was to the coaches, and the city actually got a winning attitude as well. We weren’t ‘SOS’—the ‘Same Old Steelers’— anymore. Guys went out to try to improve themselves. There were more after-practice workouts, early workouts, and everybody was in the film room and weight room for extra work.”

  While all the Steelers’ hard work paid off with a division title, there was much more to accomplish. There were the AFC playoffs, another first for the Steelers, against the hated Oakland Raiders and maybe even a Super Bowl appearance in the future. The Steelers wanted to celebrate their big win and first division title for Art Rooney Sr., known as “The Chief.” On the long flight back home, Andy Russell made sure the Steelers paid tribute to him.

  “I know I speak for every member of this team when I award this game ball to The Chief,” Russell said. “I can say that we all respect this man, and we love to play for him and work for him. He’s waited a long time for this, and this is just the first of many (championships) to come.”

  Rooney Sr., along with those around him, was clearly moved by Russell’s words, and dry eyes were hard to find on the plane.

  “This is the finest present I have ever received,” Rooney Sr. said. “I want to take this opportunity to congratulate you and thank you. I would like to thank all of you, the members of the coaching staff, the press, and all the fans in Pittsburgh and the tri-state area.”

  The Steelers’ long wait for a division championship had finally ended.
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  Since so many tickets were available, Carrie Barnes didn’t consider buying season tickets until after she and George divorced. After moving to Harrisburg in 1975, she formally applied for Steelers season tickets. Thanks to the 1972 division title and a 1974 Super Bowl championship, though, attendance had risen to a point that a lengthy waiting list had to be created to handle season-ticket requests. Carrie, however, was far from deterred. Year after year, the team would contact her to inform her she was still on the list, but they never told her how close.

  In 1990, that note from the Steelers finally changed, and the wait was over. Carrie was told that she would receive two season tickets for the upcoming year. The price had increased since she first applied 15 years earlier, but Carrie didn’t care. She cherishes those season tickets and can’t wait for the renewal notice to arrive in the mail.

  “My husband, Lee, can’t believe I spend so much of my money on the Steelers, but they’re my guys,” Carrie said. “He calls the games a ‘fat-boy joust’; but he doesn’t understand. He doesn’t really like football, but I just love it. I live for the Steelers and their games.”

  That is why Carrie makes the 224-mile trek—from her front door to a Liberty Avenue garage in downtown Pittsburgh where she parks—for every Steelers home game during football season. It’s a straight shot, she said, and an easy drive on the Pennsylvania Turnpike that she picks up in Carlisle. She gets off at the Monroeville Exit and can have her car parked in less than three and a half hours driving time, which might appear to be excessive for some, but not a dedicated Steelers fan like Carrie Barnes.

  “I’ve only missed a couple games over the years; and they take care of the Turnpike, so weather usually isn’t a problem,” Carrie said. “I leave the house before 7 a.m. for a 1 p.m. start and around 9 a.m. for a 4 p.m. game. I get home by 9 p.m. after a 1 p.m. start and 1 a.m. for a 4 p.m. game. I prefer the 1 p.m. starts, though, because I get home earlier and get a chance to unwind before going to sleep.”

  That time likely was spent playing with her dogs. Carrie said, over the past 30 years, she’s had several labs, even a black and yellow one, and always decks them out in Steelers-themed collars and leashes. Even though the Steelers have a strong following in the Harrisburg area, according to local newspaper The Patriot-News, the NFL has deemed the area to be the Baltimore Ravens home area. That means the Ravens, the Steelers’ archrivals ever since they moved from Cleveland for the 1996 season, have their games televised there all the time—the Steelers are only on when they’re playing a national game. Carrie even believed that the Philadelphia Eagles had more fans in her area than the Ravens, but the NFL will not budge on this matter right now. So Carrie listens to Steelers road games on their radio network affiliate in Harrisburg when they’re not televised and tries to attend every home game.

  “I wouldn’t miss the Steelers for anything, on the radio, on television, or in person,” Carrie said. “I remember way back when they were so bad. You almost couldn’t watch them, but I did then— and I’ll always watch them.”

  For Barnes and the Steelers’ long-suffering fans, the wait was finally over.
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  WHERE IT ALL STARTED

  AFC Divisional Playoff Came

  Three Rivers Stadium

  Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

  December 23, 1972

  LIKE MOST PITTSBURGH-AREA YOUTHS, Ken Scharding was a born-and-raised Steelers fan. When not watching games on television, he attended them when possible with his father at either Pitt Stadium or Forbes Field. And when he began dating his future wife, Barb Pociernicki, she naturally became a Steelers fan as well. As their love fostered their family, so perhaps did their devotion to the Steelers bring them even closer. Ken recalled watching and listening to Steelers games with the entire family, even though the children were too young to know what was going on.

  “Ken made sure the kids knew about the Steelers,” Barb said. “We had baby books for them where we could write about their first words, the first steps they took, and things like that. But Ken would write something about each Steelers game, too.”

  The Steelers, long a laughingstock in pro football, gave Scharding little to write about early in his marriage, but that all changed when owner Art Rooney Sr. hired Chuck Noll to coach the club in 1969. The Steelers moved to newly built Three Rivers Stadium in 1970, and things started to improve for the franchise. The Schardings wanted to be part of it and bought season tickets that year. The tickets remain in the family, of course, even after the Steelers moved to Heinz Field 30 years later. The Schardings’ four children use the tickets now and rarely miss a game either in person or on television, just as they were raised to do. . . .

  Perhaps predestined to do.

  Barb might not have known much about football in those early years, but she became a big fan, attending games in 1970 even while she was pregnant with her second child. And even when she was in the hospital for surgery several weeks during the summer of 1977, just a couple months before the season began, Barb still didn’t miss the home opener. While the Schardings were taking in the atmosphere during that game, Ken noticed that his wife was crying. After the health scare, she had thought that she might never see another football game with her husband again.

  But the two would continue to go to games. None in those early years, however, were as exciting as the 1972 playoff game against the powerful Oakland Raiders. They were a team the Steelers already had beaten in the regular-season opener that year. Yet, this was a playoff game, and the Steelers, to that point, were relative postseason novices.

  The club had made just two previous playoff appearances—a 0 loss to Philadelphia to snap a tie atop the Eastern Conference in 1947 and a 17-10 loss to Detroit in the playoff bowl (for the league’s two second-place teams) after the 1962 season. The winner would finish third in the league.

  The Steelers actually appeared to be on the verge of their first playoff victory, but a 6-0 lead turned into a 7-6 deficit when Oakland backup quarterback Ken Stabler scrambled 30 yards for a touchdown with 1:13 remaining. The Steelers got the ball back one final time to win the game.

  These were dire straits indeed. The Steelers and their loyal fans were just happy to be in the playoffs. Forty years with few accomplishments will do that to a team and its fan base, and the Steelers’ beloved owner—Art Rooney Sr.—left the owner’s box for the locker room. He wanted to thank his boys for a great run. The Steelers were 11-3 in just their fourth season under head coach Chuck Noll, who had led the club to its first winning season since 1963.

  But the Schardings remained steadfast and continued to cheer for their team. Everybody was standing, Barb said, and Three Rivers Stadium was rocking like never before. It was a moment that would be difficult to forget—for what happened to that point and what would soon transpire.

  Quarterback Terry Bradshaw drove the Steelers from their own 20 to the Raiders’ 40, but he faced a fourth-and-10 situation with 22 seconds left. Noll called the 66 Circle Option play, which featured tight end Barry Pearson as the primary target on a deep-post route. As Bradshaw dropped back to pass, though, he was forced to the right hash marks by Oakland defensive end Tony Cline. Bradshaw also had to avoid Raiders lineman Horace Jones before he fired the ball downfield some 40 yards in the direction of running back John “Frenchy” Fuqua. Raiders defensive back Jack Tatum converged. The football, Fuqua, and Tatum simultaneously arrived at the same spot.

  “If Terry didn’t get flushed from the pocket, he could have hit me with a short pass,” Fuqua said. “I could have caught it and then got out of bounds in field-goal range for Roy Gerela. He would have made the chip shot, and we would’ve won 9-7. But I guess everything happens for a reason.”

  Tatum played in the secondary, but he hit like a linebacker—a guided missile with a helmet was a more appropriate description— and he lined up Fuqua for an explosive collision. Few got up after a Tatum hit, and he was primed for another violent collision. The Schardings and more than 50,000 frenzied fans waited for this moment. It seemed to last forever.

  Even though Three Rivers Stadium was just over two years old, it was the perfect backdrop. In their dubious 40-year history to date, the Steelers and their fans had not experienced anything like this, so they wanted to savor it. It wasn’t fair that four decades of futility rested on this one play, but football—like life—isn’t always fair. The fate of the franchise hung in the balance.

  After compiling just eight winning seasons in the previous 39, the Steelers certainly couldn’t go in any direction but up, and they had more seasons of two or fewer victories (10) than they had seasons over .500 (eight). They had three coaches during the 11-game 1941 season and went 1-9-1, then combined with the Philly Eagles to become the Steagles in 1943 and ’44. The 1944 group went 0-10.

  The Schardings weren’t alive for every previous season, but they had seen enough to know this was a big game. No game in the previous seasons was better than this one. It was the playoffs. The city and stadium were alive like never before for a football game. Sure, both played host to a World Series a year earlier, but Western Pennsylvania was a tough, blue-collar area that produced steel by the tons. Those hardhatted fans loved hard-hitting football, and they so badly wanted to embrace the Steelers as their team.

  “It was obvious that the game had an amazing effect on Pittsburgh,” Barb Scharding said. “Three Rivers Stadium was as alive and as joyous as it had been to that point. You have to remember where we had been. We never won anything up to that point. Nothing that meant anything, that’s for sure.

  “That season, Ken and I fought over the Monday morning paper to read about Sunday’s football games, and we would scream at the television on Monday nights [during Monday Night Football]. I did my ironing on Monday nights just to get through the games because [Howard] Cosell drove me crazy.”

  Monday Night Football was in its infancy back then, as was the Steelers-Raiders rivalry. The teams had played just twice before—a 31-14 Raiders win at Oakland in 1970, and an exciting 34-28 Steelers win at home in the first game of 1972. Since the Raiders had already played in a Super Bowl, the opening win went a long way to legitimize the Steelers during those early stages of Noll’s rebuilding process.

  A win in this playoff game could do even more for a Steelers franchise that badly needed a boost. Postseason sites rotated by division back then, and it was the AFC Central Division’s turn to be the host. Thus, the Steelers received the opening playoff game and, if victorious, secured home-field advantage in the AFC championship as well. This was a chance for Pittsburgh to put on its best face with a nation watching.

  However, the NFL did not televise games in the home cities until 1973, so fans had to listen to the radio call of the game or take a short trip to Ohio or West Virginia to watch the national television broadcast. Only 50,327 attended the game, and the Schardings were among them.

  Ken and his college roommate at Dayton, Jimmy Puhala, saw their first Steelers game in Nolls inaugural season, 1969. The Steelers beat Detroit that day, 16-13, but lost the final 13 games that season. They had rookie “Mean” Joe Greene to anchor the defense; and with just one win, got to draft No. 1 in 1970 and chose Bradshaw. As Noll rebuilt the team, many fine drafts followed. The prospect of success, as well as the ease with which tickets could be purchased, persuaded Scharding and Puhala to buy season packages.
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