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  THIS BOOK IS FOR MOM AND DAD


  AUTHOR’S NOTE

  In putting together the second edition of Game of My Life San Francisco 49ers, I owe words of thanks to my colleagues covering the 49ers. They went above and beyond in helping me put together the new chapters on Vernon Davis and Justin Smith, which leaned heavily on my research and their previous work, and unlike the previous chapters were written in the third person. Writers whose work, insights, or encouragement helped me out in this enterprise included Matt Maiocco, Matt Barrows, Cam Inman, Eric Branch, Ann Killion, Janie McCauley, Peter King, Jeffri Chadiha, Jerry McDonald, and Daniel Brown. A special word of thanks to Brown, whose critiques and suggestions added polish and clarity. The San Francisco 49ers public relations department also has my gratitude. I have strived for accuracy and balance in all my writings and hopefully pulled it off. Finally, a word on the 49ers. It is an exciting time for those following the team. On the field, the 49ers are thriving under the leadership of CEO Jed York and Coach Jim Harbaugh, reestablishing themselves as one of the NFL’s elite teams. They’re playing their final season at Candlestick Park in 2013 and will move to their new home, Levi’s Stadium in Santa Clara, in 2014. The future is bright for the 49ers, but they remain connected to their past through their history. Turn the page.

  —Dennis Georgatos


  INTRODUCTION

  Stopping to smell the roses was something we never did in my 11 years with the San Francisco 49ers. Sure, we enjoyed and celebrated important regular season victories, playoff wins, and Super Bowl titles, but never for more than a fleeting moment, because it had been drilled into us that sitting on our laurels was no way to get another championship.

  That drive, that hunger to always do our best and be our best, as players and as a team, was a trait instilled in us by Hall of Fame coach Bill Walsh. He was the force and inspiration behind the 49ers’ rise to the top and our unrivaled 20-year run of success. And it was his relentless cajoling at practice and his high expectations for our team and us as individuals that brought out the best in all of us.

  In Game of My Life: San Francisco 49ers, Dennis Georgatos gives players from throughout the team’s history and Coach Walsh a chance to stop and reflect on pivotal moments in their careers.

  For my teammate, linebacker Gary Plummer, it was a redeeming hit after missing a tackle. For my onetime roommate, Steve Young, who weathered intense scrutiny and criticism in trying to live up to Joe Montana’s legacy, it was the exhilaration, relief, and calm that came in a Super Bowl triumph. For Bryant Young, it was his return from a horrific leg injury, and for Garrison Hearst, it was his transformation of a cloud-of-dust play into the longest run in team history. Coach Walsh recalls the drive that culminated in “The Catch,” and quarterback John Brodie remembers coming off the bench in a rare relief appearance to pull out a crucial victory. Frank Gore, the “youngest” 49er (in the book anyway), details coming back from a concussion with a record-setting performance.

  Those are a few of the stories. There are more. I’ve had the good fortune to see many of them from a unique perspective, watching the 49ers from afar as a fan and up close as a player.

  I was born and raised in the San Francisco Bay Area, played football locally at the University of Santa Clara, and had the opportunity to play professionally for my hometown team.

  John Brodie was the first 49er that I can remember. There was nothing like John dropping back and letting loose with a pass downfield to Gene Washington. When I was a teenager, my grandfathers would tell me about the good old days, when the 49ers played at Kezar Stadium and Joe “The Jet” Perry and R.C. “Alley Oop” Owens captivated the team’s followers with their play.

  It had sure seemed like a long time since the 49ers had been on top, and then all of the sudden, here came Dwight Hicks and his Hot Licks—the greatest group of young defensive backs in the history of the game, along with some guy named Joe, to spark the 49ers to a huge Super Bowl season in 1981. It was just amazing. Even more amazing to me was that six years later, I was in the huddle with many of those same Bay Area heroes. I consider myself a very lucky man to have played with some of the best players to ever put on a helmet.

  It’s hard for me to isolate on one most memorable story. The whole experience is something I treasure. But there were moments that stood out as being formative in my career, just like those moments related with passion, exuberance, and grace by my kinsmen in the pages of this book.

  I became the starting tight end in my third season with the 49ers in 1989. About a month into the season, I learned an enduring lesson about the power of teamwork in the face of adversity. We were on the road in Philadelphia, under the gun from Buddy Ryan’s “46” defense. We were confronted by a pass rush unlike any we had seen in terms of its ferocity. It seemed every time I went out on a pass route, I turned around to see Joe Montana on his back.

  As bad as it was, we never let it get to where there was just a complete breakdown in our play. We stuck with the 49er way. We made adjustments. Joe began to beat their blitz, and the next thing you know, he threw fourth-quarter touchdown passes, starting with John Taylor’s 70-yard catch-and-run. I ran a seam route, broke into the open in the middle of the field, and Joe hit me with a 24-yard scoring pass, his third of the quarter and the one that put us in front to stay. I sprinted into the end zone with the ball to the most pleasant sound that you can hear on the road—deafening silence!

  Beyond the games, though, the relationships with teammates, coaches, staff, and of course, Eddie DeBartolo, are what mattered to me most. And what we all accomplished together will be branded in my mind forever.

  I also know that my teammates and 49ers of the past and present would want me to relay how important our fans were to all of us. I’ll never forget the roar of the 49er Faithful. It was magic, and that helped us all pull off our own brand of magic.

  —BRENT JONES

  DANVILLE, CALIFORNIA

  JULY 24, 2007


  Chapter 1

  R. C. OWENS

  Elgin Baylor can’t say R.C. Owens wasn’t looking out for him. In 1954-55, the two were friends and basketball teammates at the College of Idaho. Owens, a two-sport star, also played football at the school. Baylor wanted to do the same thing.

  “One day, after the season, [Baylor] pulled me aside and said, ‘R, I’m going to go out for the football team,’” Owens recalls. “I told him, ‘That would be the worst mistake you ever made. You’re the only one I know who can play and hang in the air like you do. Nobody else is doing that. Why play something you’ve never played before in your life?’ He was just an amazing basketball player. No one at the time played basketball like him. He was ahead of his time.”

  Baylor never did go out for football. The 6-foot-5 forward heeded Owens’ cautionary advice and continued his pursuit of basketball, transferring to Seattle University before taking his remarkable shooting and dazzling moves to the NBA. In 14 years with the Lakers in Minneapolis and Los Angeles, Baylor won rookie of the year honors, was named to the All-Star team 11 times, and was inducted into the Basketball Hall of Fame in 1977.

  The 6-foot-3 Owens was a pretty good basketball player in his own right, using his tremendous leaping ability to average 20 points and 19.8 rebounds per game. His 2,142 career rebounds remains the record at the school, now known as Albertson College of Idaho. He even played a season for the top amateur basketball team in the country at the time, the Buchan Bakers of Seattle.

  But football was where Owens made his mark, though his basketball jumping and ball-handling skills inspired the “Alley Oop” plays that Owens and quarterback Y.A. Tittle made famous during their years with the 49ers.

  Named a little All-America end during his career at College of Idaho, Owens was a 14th-round pick of the 49ers in 1956. Owens played A.A.U. basketball with the Bakers before committing to the 49ers the next summer. He arrived in training camp as a long shot to make a team already loaded at receiver with Clyde Conner, Gordy Soltau, Hugh McElhenny, and Billy Wilson all in the mix.

  But Owens snagged three passes for 109 yards in an exhibition game against the Chicago Cardinals to cement a roster spot. He also foreshadowed his trademark leaping catch when he corralled a desperate pass from Tittle in the end zone by jumping over a gaggle of defenders for the ball.

  “Back in the day, guys weren’t jumping,” Owens says. “I was blessed to be a jumper on the court. That’s what gave me that leaping ability on the football field.” Tittle sought out Owens after the game and thanked him for turning his high, wobbly pass into a touchdown. “I can do it every time,” Owens gushed.

  Though it would be a couple more weeks before their accidental connection would be refined and put into the 49ers playbook, the seeds for the “Alley-Oop” had been planted. And the bitter aftermath of the 49ers’ season-opening loss to those same Chicago Cardinals two weeks later would bring them to fruition.

  The Cardinals had come into the season opener all fired up after 49ers Coach Frankie Albert had said in the days leading up to the game that his team should beat the “weaker” Cardinals.

  Instead, the Cardinals scored a 20-10 upset, and a chagrined Albert and his staff responded by leading the players through intensified practices before the next game against the 49ers’ biggest rival, the Los Angeles Rams.

  During the team’s Tuesday workout at their Redwood City practice site, the 49ers offense stepped into the role of the Rams offense to help their defense prepare for the deep passing game favored by Los Angeles’ quarterback Norm Van Brocklin.
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  R.C. Owens San Francisco 49ers archives

  But Y.A. Tittle didn’t like throwing interceptions, even when he was simulating the opposing quarterback. So when the 49ers defensive backs blanketed the scout team receivers on the vertical routes, he’d throw the ball somewhere else.

  Tittle’s reluctance exasperated offensive assistant Red Hickey. “Look, how are we going to get any practice on those pass routes if you don’t throw it?” Hickey told Tittle. “All I want you to do is get the ball downfield so they can have some feel for the pass routes.”

  Tittle reluctantly complied, lofting the ball downfield to a well-covered Owens, who jumped over two defenders to make the catch. “Gosh, darn,” Tittle said.

  They lined up for another play. Owens caught it again.

  After connecting on a third consecutive downfield pass, Tittle piped up and said, “Hey, Coach, we ought to put that play in on Sunday.”

  Hickey and Albert, who had also witnessed Owens winning the “jump-ball” with 49ers defenders, agreed but also wondered what they should call the play.

  In his 1960 book, San Francisco 49ers, the team’s public relations director, Dan McGuire, said Hickey blurted out the suggestion that it be called the “Alley-Oop.” Owens says he heard someone suggest “Alley-Oop” from a group that included Hickey, Albert, Tittle, and fellow quarterback John Brodie. But to this day, Owens says he’s not sure which one came up with the name.

  For the rest of the week, though, Tittle and Owens spent a few minutes a day practicing the high, arching pass and the leaping catch. Tittle began putting a “wobble” in his arching throws—at Owens’ urging—because the receiver said that made them easier to catch.

  Their collaboration would pay immediate dividends against the Rams, who were the foil in the 49ers’ unveiling of the “Alley-Oop” before a sellout crowd of 59,637 at Kezar Stadium. Setting aside any embarrassment over fluttering his throws, Tittle went to the “blooper” pass to Owens twice. On both occasions, they resulted in touchdowns.

  With less than a minute left before halftime, Tittle lofted the ball some 40 yards downfield to Owens, who outjumped Don Burroughs in the end zone for the score.

  The Rams surged back in front 20-16 on Van Brocklin’s 70-yard touchdown pass to Leon Clarke and a couple field goals, but the 49ers again turned to the Alley-Oop. With the 49ers at the Rams’ 11 with little more than three minutes, Tittle told Owens to head for the goal line. “We’ll go for the Alley-Oop,” Tittle told him in the huddle.

  Owens ran to the goal line and turned around in anticipation of Tittle’s pass. Jesse Castete was right beside him, but Owens timed his leap perfectly and came up with another scoring catch that put the 49ers in front, and they hung on for their first win of the 1957 season.

  It was a scene that would be repeated over the course of the season in a series of thrilling sequences. Tittle and Owens teamed up for the deciding scores in three of the team’s eight regular-season wins (as part of a 12-game season).

  And in terms of significance in the standings and their standing among their peers in the league, no game captured the drama and impact of the Alley-Oop like the 49ers’ first meeting of the year with the Detroit Lions.

  GAME OF MY LIFE

  BY R.C. OWENS

  NOVEMBER 3, 1957—SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA

  We had plenty of cliffhangers in 1957 and there was tragedy that went with some of those last-second wins. About five people had heart attacks during the season watching us. One of them was our owner, Tony Morabito, who had a fatal heart attack the week before when we played Chicago at Kezar Stadium.

  But there we were, a week later, with another game to play. And it was a big game at home, against a big rival, the Detroit Lions.

  We were out to prove that, after seven years in the league without making it to the postseason, San Francisco was right there with the elite teams of the NFL. Since losing our opener, we had won four straight, including coming back to beat the Monsters of the Midway when Billy Wilson caught a last-second touchdown pass against the Bears.

  We were trying to get a victory against Detroit so we could stay one game ahead of the Lions, but we knew it wasn’t going to be easy.

  The Lions had a great defensive team, especially in the secondary, where they had “Chris’ Crew.” That was Jack Christiansen, who would later become the 49ers coach, and Yale Larry, Jim David, and Gary Lowe. They had some monsters up front and great, great linebackers. Plus they had a great offensive team led by the great Bobby Layne and backed up by another great quarterback, Tobin Rote. Those guys were wonders, really wonders.

  We spent the night before the game at the Villa Hotel in San Mateo. The next morning, on the bus on the way to the stadium, our coach, Frankie Albert, was giving us the pitch to beat them. What he said isn’t printable, but we sure got his message.

  By the time we walked into the locker room at Kezar, Chico Norton, our equipment manager, had all of our gear where it was supposed to be, neatly tucked in the lockers. We were putting on our uniforms, getting ready, and everybody had their ritual. Some guys, like Joe Perry, threw up before every game. Some guys had to go to a corner and sleep for a while. Everybody seemed to have that touch of football madness, if you will.

  The next thing, we would be waiting for Visco Grgich. He’d been on the original 1946 49ers team. He was retired from playing, but every Sunday he’d come in, and he had this routine where he’d hit the locker room walls with a forearm smash. Frankie Albert would start talking about doing some ass-kicking. And Visco would say, “Darn right!”

  Visco just had this ritual. He’d say, “We’ve got to go out today, guys, and we’ve got to take it to ’em.” And then he’d say, “This is how you do it, like this.” He’d move his shoulder in a blocking position and run up against the wall and hit it. Right into the wall. And recoil and hit it again. And again and again. “Until that sucker is on his knees,” he’d tell us. Then Visco would say, “That’s how you play football in the NFL. That’s 49ers football.”

  We were all in awe of what he was doing. I would wonder, “Is something wrong with that guy?” He was hot. He was mad. And we were all fired up. Those moments were really meaningful to me.

  Kickoff was at 1 p.m. and the stadium was sold out. It was a perfect sunny day. And there were the seagulls. When the teams were on one end, the seagulls were on the other, and when we were at midfield, they would be flying around us. They were watching a good game, I’ll tell you that.

  We had taken a 28-10 lead about a minute into the fourth quarter on a short touchdown run by Gene Babb. But then Tobin Rote got hot. He threw three touchdown passes—two of them after we committed turnovers—and with a little more than a minute left, the Lions took a 31-28 lead.

  We got the ball back. Y.A. Tittle was talking in the huddle during the last drive. We were saying, “We can do it, Colonel.” That was one of Y.A. s nicknames. We’d tell him, “You’ve got to lead us to the Promised Land, Colonel.”

  Y.A. told us, “We’re not here to lose this game.” And then the last thing he’d say before breaking the huddle was to his center: “All right, put that ball in there.”

  We made a few plays and we had gotten to the Lions 41, but now there were only a few seconds left. It was second-and-2 and he called “West Four right,” which was another name for our “Alley-Oop” play. Y.A. believed in it and I was comfortable making the jump to make the catch. The thing was, I was going to have to get down field.

  I’d caught a couple of Alley-Oops earlier in the season and two guys were on me automatically. The corner, Jim David, was on me, and the safety, Jack Christiansen, was coming across the field to help.

  I raced down the field and the three of us were all right there. Y.A. had let fly with a high arching pass. I went up on my left foot and turned my body toward the ball above those two guys. My elbows ended up above their shoulders, so they really couldn’t get off the ground. I jumped up, like I was going in for a slam dunk in basketball, and came up with the catch with a few seconds to spare. Both defenders were at my feet when I came down with the ball in the end zone. They were both pounding the ground in frustration. I remember some of my teammates ran down to congratulate me. They circled me in the end zone. They were happy. I was happy. I’ve had some great moments in football, but that feeling at that moment in that game was unimaginable.
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  The win over Detroit left the 49ers at 5-1 with a one-game lead halfway through the season. They lost their next three, all on the road, but closed with three consecutive wins to tie Detroit for the Western Conference title. That forced a playoff, marking the 49ers’ first postseason appearance since joining the National Football League in 1950.

  Fittingly, the first postseason touchdown scored by the 49ers came on a 34-yard Alley-Oop pass from Tittle to Owens. By halftime, the 49ers extended their lead to 24-7, and on the first play of the second half, Hugh McElhenny broke loose for a 71-yard gain to Detroit’s 9-yard line.

  But the Lions’ defense dug in and limited the 49ers to a field goal. The 49ers still led 27-7 but their hold on the Lions—and the game—started to crumble.

  “We didn’t want to blow it after having such a great year, but it just seemed like someone had the let the air out of our sails,” Owens says. “It seemed like we were just going through the motions and we just were not making clean blocks and not catching or throwing the ball well. We just couldn’t put it away.”

  After getting to their first NFL playoff with a series of last-minute comebacks, the 49ers fell victim to one when the Lions rallied for a 31-27 win. The Lions scored the game’s final 24 points, denying the 49ers’ bid to advance to their first NFL championship game. Thirteen years would pass before the 49ers returned to the postseason under Dick Nolan, who won three straight division titles from 1970-72.

  Owens played four more years with the 49ers, becoming the first player in team history to surpass 1,000 yards receiving in 1961, his final season with the 49ers, when he caught a career-best 55 passes for 1,032 yards. He had played out his option that season—one of the first veteran free agents to do so—and moved to Baltimore, where he played for two years. He spent 1964, his final season, playing for the New York Giants.

  Johnny Unitas was Owens’ quarterback in Baltimore, but aside from a few “Alley-Oop” passes in practice for kicks, the Hall of Famer never threw the high, arching throws to his new wide receiver in a game.

  Owens still managed to showcase his tremendous leaping ability. In 1962, Owens became the only player in NFL history to block a field goal from a standing jump under the goal post. At the time, the goal post was anchored in the center of the field squarely on the goal line. When Washington’s Bob Khayat sent a line-drive attempt toward the goal post, Owens jumped up, and with his hand above the cross bar, swatted the kick away.

  Owens said he actually got the idea to try to block field goals from a standing jump while he was with the 49ers. During a 1961 practice, the 49ers’ kicker, Tommy Davis, asked Owens to shag some balls for him.

  “I’d stand there in front of the goal post, chase the balls down for him and throw them back,” Owens said. “One of his kicks was a line drive and I jumped up and knocked it down.”

  Offensive assistant Red Hickey happened to be nearby and saw Owens block the field goal. “Hey, R.C., I’m going to put you in a game to do that,” Hickey told Owens.

  Owens said he twice retreated to the goal line in games that season for the 49ers to try to knock down field goal tries, but both attempts sailed wide and there was no need to try to swat them. But when he got to Baltimore, Owens demonstrated his field-goal blocking ability for Colts coach Weeb Eubank, who began sending him in if the field goal attempt was 40 yards or longer.

  When he knocked down Khayat’s attempt, Owens chased down the live ball and headed up field. “The stadium was going wild,” Owens said. “I advanced it as far as I could. There was a guy chasing me—Big Ben Davidson. He and another guy brought me down along the sideline.”

  Don’t look for Owens’ field-goal blocking feat to be repeated; NFL rules no longer allow it. “A couple years later, the NFL moved the goal post from the goal line to the back of the end zone and you really couldn’t block them anymore because you weren’t allowed to stand in the end zone,” said Owens, who still has the ball from his block.

  During Owens’ final season of play in New York, he was reunited with Y.A. Tittle, who had been dealt to the Giants by the 49ers in 1961. And he was on the field for the searing hit on Tittle by Pittsburgh’s John Baker. The devastating hit was frozen in time by a photograph showing a helmetless, shaken Tittle on his knees, with a trickle of blood coming from his ear.

  “I could see it all the way,” said Owens, who had turned around after running 20 yards downfield on his pass route. “I could see Lane Howell using the ‘lookout block.’ He whiffed and then it was, ‘LOOKOUT!’

  “It was like somebody being hit with a crow bar across his neck. He slumped down to both knees. No players on the field had moved. They were all in shock. I circled right on back. I was saying ‘Colonel, are you all right?’ He was bleeding and he was telling me he was all right. But I knew we had to get the trainers out there. He was still on his knees, so you knew he was in shock. He was really clobbered. He didn’t even remember I was out there. Years later, he realized I was there when I showed him a picture. He sent me a note with words to the effect of ‘Thanks for being there.’”

  Tittle and Owens went out together, both retiring after the 1964 season. Tittle returned to the San Francisco Bay area to run his insurance agency. Owens, a native of Shreveport, Louisiana, who was raised in Santa Monica, began working full time as a national public relations representative for the J.C. Penney Company. He also spent time working for the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare as a contract compliance officer.

  But Owens longed for a return to football, and in 1979, newly hired 49ers coach Bill Walsh re-opened the door to the game when he brought him in as assistant director of training camp. Owens ran the team’s training camp for years. Later, Owens also worked as Walsh’s administrative assistant and became the 49ers’ alumni coordinator.

  Relations between the team and its former players had been just about broken by the bitter reign of Joe Thomas. The first general manager hired by the DeBartolo family after their 1977 purchase of the club, Thomas threw out game books, photographs, and other memorabilia in an overzealous and misguided attempt to make a clean break from the 49ers’ past failures. His actions infuriated and alienated alumni players and staff. Some employees literally pulled pictures and other mementos from the trash in a bid to save pieces of 49ers history.

  Walsh, a student of the game who cherished the 49ers’ history and the players who forged it, put Owens in charge of patching up the team’s relationship with its former players and helping to restore its links to the past.

  “That was a real focal point for me from the beginning because every team has a lot of history,” said Owens. “We’ve had great coaches. We’ve had so many outstanding players and administrators and owners that helped this organization become what it is. I just thought it was so important to recognize that and carry it on.”

  In his 22 years as alumni coordinator, former players became vital parts of the team’s community outreach programs. He organized numerous picnics, dinners, and trips for former players, and the 49ers became the first team to have an annual alumni day where former players were re-introduced to fans during halftime of a particular game. Just as Owens’ accomplishments on the field left a lasting impact, so did his work in fostering the team’s ties to its own history.

  When Owens retired in 2001, he recalled a conversation he had with Walsh 20 years earlier. Both talked about finding a way to pay tribute to the team’s long-serving players and award winners at the club’s Santa Clara headquarters. The team’s equipment manager, Chico Norton, who passed away in 1995, had overheard them. Norton told them that in defiance of Thomas’ “throw-out-the-past” edict, he had secretly retrieved dozens of pictures and plaques from the trash and saved them at home.

  “A lot of those pictures that we have on the 10-year wall and for Len Eshmont winners, they were in a garbage bin at Redwood City,” Owens said. “There were other things that didn’t get recovered, but at least those pictures are on display.

  “Bill’s vision was we needed alumni support and we were going to make those guys feel they helped build the future of the 49ers. And seeing that whole marriage between the players and the organization evolving again, that was sweet.”


  Chapter 2

  JOE PERRY

  Hall of Fame fullback Joe Perry always played with uncommon speed and power. John Woudenberg, a 49ers tackle, saw those qualities early on while moonlighting as an assistant coach for the Hellcats, a military service team attached to Naval Air Station Alameda, located across the bay from San Francisco.

  Perry was finishing out his World War II-era Navy enlistment in 1947, splitting time between helping to maintain warships and starring on a service team that wreaked havoc with the local college junior varsity squads, including those from Stanford and Cal.

  At 6-foot-0, 210 pounds, Perry had a sprinters speed but ran with the finesse of a battering ram. There were times he was simply unstoppable.

  “I was more power than evasive, but I had quite a bit of evasiveness that people didn’t consider,” said Perry, whose 9,723 career rushing yards were second only to fellow Hall of Famer Jim Brown when he retired in 1963. “I could move to the side to sidestep you before you realized anything. I never depended on power all the time, but I utilized the power I had. I had a lot of drive in my legs and I could run over people. I don’t think they thought I could. I looked small but I ran big and I fooled a lot of guys.”

  Woudenberg wasn’t fooled. Indeed, he was so impressed that he urged 49ers owner Anthony Morabito to come see Perry play and to consider signing him. Perry didn’t disappoint.

  As Morabito watched a Hellcats game, Perry carried the ball four times. He scored a touchdown each time, and his shortest run of the day was 55 yards. Morabito could barely contain himself, but just to be sure, he scouted Perry one more time. He returned a week later and watched as Perry nearly duplicated the effort from the week before.

  Afterward, Morabito introduced himself to Perry and told him he wanted him to play for the 49ers, then members of the All-America Football Conference, which would be merged into the NFL in 1950.

  Perry was torn at first. He still harbored ambitions of becoming an electrical engineer, and with his Navy enlistment almost up, the universities of Oregon, Washington, and Nevada, as well as Columbia of the Ivy League, had offered him scholarships.

  But he also had a wife and young child to consider, and pro football offered a way to provide for them. The more Perry spoke with Morabito about his future, his playing potential, and what the game could offer him as a livelihood, the better they got along. In the end, the decision was easy for Perry. He concluded Morabito was the kind of person he wanted to work for and at least he could start making some money right away to start taking care of his growing family. The two sealed the deal with a handshake.

  “That’s how I started playing for the 49ers, with a handshake, not a contract,” Perry said. “That’s the way we did it for nine years.” It was emblematic of the strong and very close relationship that developed between Morabito and Perry, who was the first black player to play for the 49ers.

  Integration of American professional sports was still in its infancy when Perry joined the 49ers in 1948. Jackie Robinson broke major league baseball’s color line the year before when he was signed by the Brooklyn Dodgers. Two other former UCLA players, running back Kenny Washington and split end Woody Strode, became the first black players in the NFL’s modern era when they were signed by the Los Angeles Rams in 1946. In that same year, the Cleveland Browns of the All-America Conference signed guard Bill Willis and running back Marion Motley.

  Though Perry was generally welcomed by his 49ers teammates, Morabito was keenly aware of the abuse he could face as part of the vanguard of black players breaking down color barriers throughout sports. The 49ers owner told Perry he had to be stoic in dealing with what came his way.
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  Joe Perry San Francisco 49ers archives

  “Not only are you going to get it physically out on the field, but you’re going to hear language that you’re not going to care for,” said Morabito, according to Perry’s recollection. “But you know, you’re going to have to ride with it. You’re going to have to bite the bullet.”

  Perry told Morabito he would abide by his wishes. “I’ve been called everything but a child of God,” Perry said he told Morabito. “But you can’t hurt me by calling me a name. You just make me come back at you that much harder.

  “That’s what used to happen all the time in games,” added Perry. “A guy would say, You’d better not come back through here, you n----!’ I said, I’ll be right back,’ and I’d come back that much harder. That’s the way I played. That’s how I dealt with it. For years it went that way and we never had a problem. But a season never went by without hearing racial slurs tossed my way. I could care less what you called me. But you had to put the leather on me to stop me.”

  That was evident from the first game that Perry, who was nicknamed “The Jet” for the explosive burst out of his stance, ever played with the 49ers.

  The 49ers opened the 1948 season against the Buffalo Bills. Their owner, Jim Breuil, had been critical of Morabito for signing a black player. He renewed his criticism as they watched the game together, saying Morabito’s hiring of Perry “makes it tough on all of us who don’t sign a Negro.”

  “Why did you do it, Tony?” Breuil asked.

  About that time, quarterback Frankie Albert tossed the ball to Perry on a pitchout and the bruising speedster took it 58 yards for a touchdown on his first play as a 49er.

  “That’s why,” Morabito told Breuil as Perry went the distance.

  “It was a 38-pitch off a 34-trap fake,” said Perry. “They just had no idea the speed I had, and I went for a touchdown the first time I touched the ball in pro football. From there, it just kind of blossomed.”

  Perry averaged 7.1 yards per carry, scored 18 rushing touchdowns, and ran for 1,379 yards in his two seasons with the 49ers while they were ih the All-America Football Conference.

  He rushed for 1,018 yards in 1953, becoming the first 49er to achieve that milestone. He was the leading figure in the first season of the “Million Dollar Backfield,” coming back in 1954 to run for 1,049. It was the first time a player had successive 1,000-yard rushing seasons in NFL history.

  Perry, John Henry Johnson, Hugh McElhenny, and quarterback Y.A. Tittle made up the flashy foursome, considered by some to be the greatest backfield ever put together. They were known for their sensational and productive play, though that did not necessarily translate to team success. The 49ers had only one winning season while the “Million Dollar Backfield” was intact, going 7-4-1 in 1954. The star-studded backfield unit was broken up after the 1956 season with the trade of Johnson to the Detroit Lions.

  A year later, the 49ers drove toward their first NFL postseason appearance, fueled by four victories early in the season that relied on last-ditch scores.

  The third game in that sequence of cliffhangers was against the Chicago Bears at Kezar Stadium. The 49ers beat the Bears at Chicago two weeks earlier when Y.A. Tittle threw a late scoring pass to R.C. Owens, who caught the ball on his knees after being cut down by Bears defenders.

  Team owner Anthony Morabito watched the rematch with the Bears at Kezar Stadium from his guest box with his wife, Josephine, and brother, co-owner Vic Morabito. During the second quarter, he was stricken by a massive heart attack just after the 49ers had pulled to 14-7 and kicked off to the Bears. Doctors began tending to him almost immediately and Father Bill McGuire, who was also at the game, was summoned to Morabito’s side to give him final absolution.

  “Thank you, Father,” Morabito said, uttering his last words.

  Morabito suffered a heart attack five years earlier and doctors advised him then to sell the team to lessen the pressures that came with involvement in such a roller-coaster enterprise. But Morabito wouldn’t think of getting out of the football business.

  “What the hell,” he once said, “If I’m going to die, I might as well die at a football game.”

  Morabito’s unwavering passion for the game was one of the qualities that endeared him to his players and engendered their strong feelings for him in return.

  When word swept through the 49ers sideline that Morabito had suffered a heart attack, the concern among the players was palpable. The concern turned to grief midway through the third quarter when team physician Dr. Bill O’Grady brought word back that Morabito had been pronounced dead at the hospital.

  “There was a moment of stunned silence, then the bench became a madhouse of crying, shouting players,” wrote Dan McGuire in his book San Francisco 49ers, which detailed the teams first 12 years.

  Perry, too, was shaken by the loss of Morabito. His first thought was to get in the game as a tribute to Morabito. Knee problems had limited his playing time during the first month of the season and Gene Babb started in his place against the Bears. But Perry approached coach Frankie Albert on the sideline and pleaded with him to let him play.

  Perry doesn’t remember whether he got a yes or no from Albert. All he knows is he got in the game when he had to, and he looks back on his four-carry effort as the most meaningful of his career.

  GAME OF MY LIFE

  BY JOE PERRY

  OCTOBER 27, 1957—SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA

  We always seemed to have trouble with the Chicago Bears, and the way the game started, it seemed like it would be no different because we were down 14-0 in the first quarter. We were playing like a bunch of deadbeats. They were just kicking the hell out of us.

  Finally, we started to get on track a little bit. We got a drive going and we scored a touchdown.

  All of a sudden, some of the players standing on the sideline noticed a commotion around Tony’s guest box. We weren’t sure what was going on until Coach Albert told us at halftime that Tony had been stricken by a heart attack and things looked grim. There was almost complete silence in the locker room.

  Sometime in the third quarter, we got word on the sideline that Tony had died. It was like someone just told me that my father had died. That’s how close we were. It was like a father-son relationship.

  But our whole team was affected. Tony loved all his players and his players loved him back. With Tony, I never even drew up a contract. I signed a blank one and he filled out the rest. I never knew what I was making until I got my paycheck. I never even worried about it, and the reason I didn’t worry about it was the kind of guy he was. He looked you right in the eye when he talked to you. He was honest, and he was fair.

  That season, I’d been struggling with injuries. I really hadn’t been playing that much. But we were all caught up in an emotional wave when we learned Tony had died. There was a lot of crying on the sideline and a lot of headshaking, just disbelief, shock.

  But there was also kind of a groundswell of emotion among all of us to just win the game, win the game for Tony. At that point, there were really only two things we could do for Tony: pray for him and play for him.

  I wanted to go play for Tony, too, so I pleaded with the coach, Frankie Albert, to let me go in. I think Frankie knew nothing was going to stop me, not him and certainly not any aches and pains in my legs. I still don’t know whether Frankie put me back on the field or not, but I played pretty much the rest of the game.

  We pulled to within 17-14 when Bill Herchman, one of our defensive tackles, returned an interception for a touchdown. Our other tackle, Leo Nomellini, who was on the field crying as he played, had broken through on a pass rush and forced an errant throw by Brown that Herchman was there to swipe.

  Another interception, this one by Dickie Moegle, set us up for the go-ahead score. I had my longest run of the day on that drive, an 8-yarder, and Y.A. Tittle finished off the drive off with an 11-yard touchdown pass to Billy Wilson to put us in front.

  We had to hold on for the win, though. The Bears mounted one more threat, but Moegle turned them away with a goal-line interception. It was his third interception of the day, and we ran out the clock for the victory.

  I had other games where I ran for a lot more yards. There were other seasons where we won more games and maybe reached more goals, both as an individual and as a team. But for me, this is the game I look back on the most, because it reminds me of my friend who just happened to be my boss.

  I loved him and I have no qualms about saying that. We did a lot of things together. We were pals who could talk about anything. There were never any secrets between us. That’s the way it went between us. Honestly, I never knew any player, or really anybody, who was that close to an owner. I mean, owners just didn’t chum around with the players. But here’s a black ballplayer and a white Italian-American owner and we were out and about, on the town like two peas in a pod. The day we met, the first thing he told me was, “Don’t call me Mr. Morabito. Call me Tony.” I said, “OK.” From then on we were inseparable, until the day he had that fatal heart attack. Things like that aren’t supposed to happen, but they did, and my life was never the same. I think I was the luckiest S.O.B in the world. Either that, or somebody up above was looking down on me.

  [image: image]

  Anthony Morabito, the lumberman turned founding owner of the 49ers, was 47 when he died. He was responsible for bringing San Francisco its first major professional sports franchise and the 49ers today remain a thriving NFL team.

  Perry played three more years with the 49ers before being traded to the Baltimore Colts after a falling out with then coach Red Hickey. He returned to the 49ers to play his final season in 1963 at the urging of Vic Morabito, who convinced Perry he should finish his career where he started.

  He played 16 seasons of professional football, the most ever by a running back. Marcus Allen is the only other running back to play pro football that long, playing 16 NFL seasons to match Perry’s feat.

  Perry’s links to the Morabito family remained strong throughout his life. His loyalty to the family was the principal reason he turned down an offer to join the Pittsburgh Steelers in favor of returning to the 49ers. When he was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio, in 1969, Tony Morabito’s widow and former 49ers owner Josephine Morabito presented him. And hanging in the den of his Arizona home is a portrait of Anthony Morabito that he acquired soon after the 49ers owner died.

  “Wherever I’ve been, that painting has always gone with me,” Perry said. “You’ve got to understand that Tony and I were like father and son from the get-go. But that’s the way he treated all his players.

  “If anyone degraded his players, it was like they were degrading his family. Those were fighting words for him. And that’s why we gave our all for him.”


  Chapter 3

  DICK

  MOEGLE

  While running free down the sideline with the end zone in sight, the biggest concern that raced through Rice University halfback Dick Moegle’s mind was keeping his distance from the sideline.

  “I wanted to be doggone sure I didn’t kick up any chalk and get called for stepping out of bounds, because no one was going to catch me,” Moegle said. “I was being sure to stay two or three feet away from the sideline.”

  Not far enough, though, to steer clear of one of the strangest, craziest, and most unexpected moments in college football history.

  Moegle, later to become a first-round draft choice of the 49ers, was flying down the field toward a certain touchdown that would extend underdog Rice’s lead over mighty Alabama in the 1954 Cotton Bowl. He had taken the handoff at the 5-yard line, swept around right end, and sprinted past Alabama defenders that included safety and quarterback Bart Starr.

  As he approached midfield, Moegle looked over his shoulder and saw a lone Alabama player trying to close on him but not really gaining ground.

  The danger, it turned out, was gathering steam right in front of him. But Moegle didn’t see Alabama fullback Tommy Lewis come charging off the bench—without his helmet—until the last moment.

  “I just caught sight of this guy crouching down and I remember thinking, ‘Why is he coming out on the field now to get his head gear?’” Moegle said. “It was only at the last instant that I realized he was going after me. I was able to take only one step to my left to try to avoid him but he squared up and really cracked me a good one with a cross-body block tackle, and down I went.”

  Moegle wasn’t the only one shocked by the out-of-nowhere tackle. It stunned a Cotton Bowl crowd of 75,000, along with millions of television viewers.

  Lewis, too, was mortified over his own actions. Moegle says Lewis apologized to him on the spot and again at halftime.

  “I had gotten up quickly and was jogging off the field,” Moegle recalled. “He comes up and puts his arm around me and he’s crying, I’m so sorry, man. I don’t know what the heck got into me.’ Then he got into the dressing room and apologized again, to me and to the team. All I know is you had to be pretty goofy to do something like that.”

  Lewis knocked Moegle down at around the Alabama 40-yard line. Referee Cliff Shaw ruled Moegle would have scored but for the illegal hit, and awarded him a 95-yard touchdown run.

  The score was the longest of three touchdown runs that Moegle, a 19-year-old junior, had as part of a Cotton Bowl-record 265-yard rushing performance. His effort powered Rice’s 28-6 Cotton Bowl victory and raised his profile with pro scouts heading into his senior season.

  He finished his college career with a flourish, ranking fourth in the country with 905 yards rushing. He averaged 6.2 yards per carry and showed his versatility by leading the nation in punt returns with 15 for 293 yards, including a 91-yarder in his final game against Baylor.

  Also a standout defensive back, Moegle had three interceptions in a 1953 game against Baylor, tying him with seven others for the school record. He solidified his defensive credentials at the Hula Bowl in Honolulu, when he shut down Los Angeles Rams wide receiver Elroy “Crazy Legs” Hirsch in a game pitting college all-stars against a collection of pros.

  “He didn’t catch a pass on me,” Moegle said. “They put that out on AP, and I remember people were saying, ‘Who is this guy?’”

  The 49ers decided to find out the answer to that question for themselves. They used their first-round pick on Moegle, making him the 10th player selected overall in the 1955 NFL draft.
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  Dick Moegle finished his career with the Dallas Cowboys after playing from 1955-59 for the 49ers. Photo courtesy of the Dallas Cowboys

  Moegle’s ability to play different positions gave the 49ers some flexibility in determining his role with the team. At the time, the 49ers already had the “Million Dollar Backfield,” made up of quarterback Y.A. Tittle, fullback Joe Perry, and running backs John Henry Johnson and Hugh McElhenny, all of whom ended up in the Hall of Fame.

  But they were also a team in transition. Buck Shaw, the 49ers coach for the first nine years of the team’s existence, had been fired by owner Anthony Morabito. Morabito believed one of the reasons a championship had eluded the 49ers was Shaw’s easy-going manner with players, and he decided to replace him with Red Strader, who was known as a strict disciplinarian.

  Moegle says he sensed the change left many of the veteran players demoralized. But he concerned himself with finding his niche and with gaining the respect of his teammates with his play.

  The 49ers told Moegle they expected him to spend most of his time in the secondary, but he should also be ready play as a running back and a return man.

  “When I got drafted, they said, ‘Do you care where we play you?’” Moegle said. “‘We’re not doing good defensively. We need a good strong safety.’ I said, ‘It doesn’t make any difference to me. If you pay me, I’ll play it.

  Against the Detroit Lions a month into his first season, he had a chance to do a little bit of everything for the 49ers. At the time, the Lions were one of the NFL’s elite teams. They were coming off a Western Conference championship and had won the league championship in 1953.

  Though the start of the game included one of his lowest moments as a rookie, Moegle bounced back to contribute in a big way on offense, defense, and special teams, enough to look back on his performance as the game of his life.

  GAME OF MY LIFE

  BY DICK MOEGLE

  OCTOBER 16, 1955—DETROIT, MICHIGAN

  This might sound real funny, but I was kind of the Deion Sanders of my day. I could play anywhere—offense, defense, and special teams. And I did a little bit of everything, just like him.
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