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For Theresa: You’re still the one.

Thanks for the advice.
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Foreword


There have been so many great games played in the history of the Green Bay Packers that I thought it might be an impossible task to single out just one. When you’ve been with an organization as long as I have (I started out as an assistant general manager in 1971, and it seems like just yesterday) you can recall so many great games and unforgettable moments.

As it turns out, it wasn’t that difficult a decision after all.

For me it was January 12, 1997, the day the Packers beat the Carolina Panthers to win the NFC championship and earn a trip to Super Bowl XXXI in New Orleans. That was a special game in many ways for me. It was a chance to watch as this franchise, which so many people had given up on just a few years earlier, came back in such a remarkable way. It was knowing that the job so many people had done to make the Packers a contender again had been more successful than we could have dared hope.

But this was the game of my life because it was played at Lambeau Field in front of what I believe are the best fans in all of football. When I think of special games, I always come back to the fact that it should never happen in a little place like Green Bay. The thought sometimes is that special games have passed us by. But they haven’t, and that game against the Panthers, played in the kind of brutally cold weather that made it even more perfect, made that point clearly.

Of course the Super Bowl victory over New England two weeks later was special as was winning the NFC championship game the following year in San Francisco. I can think of so many incredible games over the years, and they all make me smile and realize how lucky I am to be involved with a franchise like this.

But that one game on that one day summed up everything the Green Bay Packers were, are, and always will be, and I will never forget anything about it.

In Game of My Life: Green Bay Packers you’ll read about games that mattered the most, spoken in the words of the players who were there. It is a journey back in time to the games that still hold special places in the hearts and heads of Packers players who understood even then that they were part of a very special time and place. And it’s a journey every Packers fan should make.

—Bob Harlan, former President and CEO, Green Bay Packers



Introduction


Some memories came quickly and some memories came slowly. In some cases, they had to be coaxed out of hibernation and pried loose from places many of them hadn’t visited in years. In other cases they came in torrents, almost to the point where they didn’t know where to stop.

But in every case, the memories were there and ready to see daylight again. All they needed was a reason to come out again. After all, every one of them remembered the games of their lives.

“How much time do you want?” asked one ex-player when approached about the idea of reliving the greatest he ever played.

When told 20 minutes would do just fine, he laughed.

“Twenty minutes?” he said. “I don’t have that kind of time.”

One hour later, our interview ended.

“Thanks,” he said at the conclusion. “That was fun.”

Brother, was it ever.

When this journey began, the task of finding Green Bay Packers and having them recount the games of their lives seemed daunting, though not especially difficult.

After all, what player from the golden era of Vince Lombardi wouldn’t automatically recount the epic “Ice Bowl” of 1967 when the Packers and Dallas Cowboys waged a war of simple survival that, at times, bore very little resemblance to a football game and was more about the best ways to avoid frostbite?

It was the game when Bart Starr snuck in for the winning touchdown that secured the Packers’ second straight trip to the Super Bowl but more importantly became a part of NFL lore and legend that everyone involved in will never forget.

Or what player from the 1970s wouldn’t immediately remember the Packers’ 1972 NFC Central Division title, the only one the Packers won that decade?

Who from the 1980s could forget the 1983 Monday night shootout with the powerful Washington Redskins, a game that with each passing year gets a new layer of myth added to it?

And how about the 1990s when the Packers rose from the dead, won a Super Bowl and became the NFL gold standard for how to run an organization and how to treat players?

The replay game in 1989? Brett Favre’s first touchdown pass in 1992? Chester Marcol’s 1980 touchdown scamper against the Chicago Bears in 1979? The first Super Bowl? The second Super Bowl? Maybe the third Super Bowl?

Though this is a franchise overstuffed with great and memorable history, truly great games could be counted rather quickly, couldn’t they?

The 1997 NFC title game? Lombardi’s first win as Packers coach in 1959? The Monday night win over Minnesota in 2000 when Antonio Freeman caught a touchdown pass flat on his back?

How tough could it be? They think that because, for some reason, everyone figures they know the Packers better than the Packers know themselves.

Maybe it’s because it’s a franchise that has always made itself accessible to anyone willing to look. Maybe it’s because this is a franchise that has thrived on the small-town, blue-collar ethic that makes it attractive to everyone who likes underdogs and long shots.

For whatever reason, the Packers’ history has always been a book thrown open for public consumption and constant scrutiny. It also leads to the belief that everyone knows everything about this team.

But a funny thing happened. What we (OK, me) thought we knew, we did not know. What we assumed as fact was more like speculation. And what we (OK, me again) thought was the most precious of memories for Packers players wasn’t close to what the conventional wisdom might have been.

It was wonderful, refreshing and surprising. And it proved one more time that we can take nothing for granted when it comes to a franchise we think we know as well as our family.

Willie Davis, the Hall of Fame defensive end, laughed when asked why he didn’t mention the “Ice Bowl” as the game of his life.

“Because it really wasn’t a very good game,” he said simply.

When former quarterback Don Majkowski was asked why he didn’t immediately jump on the “Replay Game” in 1989 as his best game, he was equally blunt.

“Because it wasn’t,” he said.

And isn’t that the way it’s supposed to be? Memories are very special and very individual and have no patent on them. What is special to one person may not even register in the brain cells of the person who was involved. And what may not have seemed particularly significant to longtime, rabid fans may never have left the minds of the players who took part.

The game of their lives is open to wonderful interpretation. There are no guidelines and no right answers. It is about the game that matters the most to the player who played the game, and that’s as it should be. It isn’t always about wins or losses or great performances as opposed to poor ones. It’s the game that stands out above all others for its knee-buckling significance or for its ability to, in some cases, make a player still shiver in remembrance.

Great games are great games, and they will always hold their shelf lives, no matter how many years go by. Those games will take care of themselves. This book was a voyage of discovery that plumbed the depths of memories long asleep and sometimes forgotten.

Indeed, Hall of Fame guard Jerry Kramer has reveled proudly in his years with the Packers and has lost count of how many times he’s talked about Vince Lombardi and the Ice Bowl. But when asked to recount the game of his life, he was taken aback.

“Nobody’s ever asked me that before,” he said.

Memories are a funny thing. They are personal and public; they can be full of detail or maddeningly obscure. The memories of days past can belong only to the person who lived through it, and everyone else can only watch from a distance, whether they want to or not.

In the end, Game of My Life: Green Bay Packers is a journey back in time and, in some ways, a look forward. It is a chance to look inside the head of the player who was there and, perhaps, understand a little bit better what happened and why it happened.

To be a Green Bay Packer has always been to live under the microscope of public examination. Most of the players have understood that and dealt with it, and others have even flourished in it. But it has always been part of the game.

In the following pages, Packers from the distant past, the not-so-distant past and the present talk about the games that mattered most to them. Some will be a surprise; some will not. Hopefully they will all be entertaining.

But this much seems certain. The stories come from places most of us have never been allowed to see before, and that alone makes them special.



CHAPTER 1

JIM
TAYLOR

“It was colder than any other game I played in.”

Name: James Charles Taylor

Birthdate: September 20, 1935

Hometown: Baton Rouge, Louisiana

Current residence: Baton Rouge, Louisiana

Position: Fullback

Height: 6-foot-0

Playing weight: 215

Years: 1958-66

College: Louisiana State University

Accomplishments: Was an All-America running back at LSU in 1957 and was the Packers’ second-round draft pick…Rushed for more than 1,000 yards for five straight years from 1960-64…Inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1976…Rushed for 8,207 yards, which is still the Packers’ all-time leading mark…Held the record for single-season rushing record with 1,474 yards in 1962 until it was broken in 2003 by Ahman Green…His 81 rushing touchdowns also remains a club record…NFL MVP in 1962…Named to five Pro Bowls…Was inducted into the Packers Hall of Fame in 1975.

The game: The New York Giants, December 30, 1962, at Yankee Stadium

THE LIFE OF JIM TAYLOR

The letter from the young Jim Taylor to Green Bay Packers personnel and scouting director Jim Vainisi dated November 19, 1957 was heartfelt and, perhaps, just a little desperate.


Dear Mr. Vainisi,

Reference to your letter dated November 11, 1957. I am very much interested in playing professional football. Football is a great sport and I enjoy playing it. Yes, I would be interested in playing with the Green Bay Packers. My military status is 1A Category 4. Yes, I will be able to play pro ball before entering the service. I prefer either the United States or Canada. Fullback is a position I feel I can play better.

Sincerely,

Jim Taylor

Baton Rouge, Louisiana



It was a different time and a different place and a different attitude back then. Though it was evolving quickly, football was still what you did when you were waiting to do something else with the rest of your life. Most players had off-season jobs to supplement their income because playing football did not pay all the bills. And, of course, there was always the military obligation that often forced players to leave for weeks on end to satisfy commitments to something larger than the NFL.

And Jim Taylor, the crew cut battering ram who looked like he was born with a broken nose, came out of Louisiana and was certainly no different.
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Jim Taylor. Vernon J. Biever photo

He was already a star when he went to really the only college any self-respecting kid out of the bayou could go to—Louisiana State University, just down the road from where he grew up.

At LSU, he developed the attributes that would make him a Hall of Famer with the Packers. In today’s NFL, the fullback is all but a forgotten position, manned by guys who do little more than block for the tailback and pick up blitzing linemen.

“We ran mostly between the tackles,” he recalled. “You didn’t run outside much then.”

But back in the 1950s and ’60s, all the great backs were fullbacks, and they did everything from blocking to catching passes to running the ball.

Taylor joined a Packers team in 1958 that already featured Heisman Trophy winner Paul Hornung at halfback. And in those days, there were no guarantees for a second-round draft choice like Taylor.

Back then there were no high-profile and high-priced agents who negotiated staggering signing bonuses and long-term deals. More often than not, the player hammered out his own deal with the team, and it wasn’t necessarily an easy process. And in the Packers’ case, the player had to negotiate with a towering, intimidating figure like coach and general manager Vince Lombardi, who took over in 1959.

“Lombardi was tough to deal with,” Taylor said. “He was very, very tough to deal with. In my first deal with him I signed for $9,500 and a $1,000 bonus, and you had to earn your position. Back then there were 34 guys on the team and I hung on and made it, but I had to do a lot of things. There’s a lot more specialization now.”

But by his third season, Taylor was ready to explode. He ran for 1,101 yards, scored 11 touchdowns, and became the first Packer since Tony Canadeo in 1949 to rush for more than 1,000 yards. That began a streak of five straight years in which Taylor rushed for more than 1,000 yards.

But the pinnacle came in that 1962 season when Taylor ran for a league-best 1,474 yards and scored 19 touchdowns. By that stage, he was the focal point of the infamous “Packers Sweep” that was little more than a pitch to Taylor and his ability to follow the blocks of his offensive line and gain huge chunks of yardage.

“It was nothing fancy,” said Taylor, who ripped off his longest run from scrimmage (83 yards) from that sweep. “We were going to make you respect it, and we defied you to stop it.”

THE SETTING

It was no secret that the Packers and New York Giants hated each other in ways most people could not understand. There was jealousy, sure, that always played a role, especially since the Giants had been an established power for years while the Packers were clearly the new rising force in the NFL.

This was the Packers’ third straight trip to the NFL championship game, having lost two years earlier to the Philadelphia Eagles before embarrassing the Giants 37-0 the next year in Green Bay.

“We knew they wanted revenge, but there was no jawing back and forth,” Taylor said. “The AFL [the newly established American Football League] had some of that, but this was the class of the NFL and you just lined up and played the game.”

The Giants went into the game with a 12-2 record, while the Packers were 13-1.

There was also plenty of gamesmanship going on, as two days before the game, coach Vince Lombardi insisted that halfback and kicker Paul Hornung was “perfect” for the game even though everyone in the Packers organization knew Hornung had no chance of playing with his knee injury.

THE GAME OF MY LIFE

By Jim Taylor

In 1961, we played the [NFL championship] in Green Bay and faced the New York Giants. We had had a pretty outstanding year and were riding high when we faced them in ’61. We had beaten them that year 37-0, I think, and we went into 1962 and had another outstanding year, going 12-2 or 13-1 (it was 13-1). We were going to play the Giants again for the championship, but this time in New York.

This was the year Paul Hornung was out [with a knee injury], so we went with Tom Moore and Elijah Pitts at halfback. Jerry Kramer was doing the kicking.

I remember there were blizzard conditions at Yankee Stadium. The wind was swirling and it was 25 below zero. It was colder than any other game I ever played in. It was probably as cold as the “Ice Bowl,” but you had to blank all that out and play. You poured it all out, knowing it was your last game.

It was a packed house, and they wanted revenge. They had the field covered, so it wasn’t quite frozen over, but by the end of the first quarter it was. I remember we were trying on different kinds of shoes to get traction and we wondered if we should run in tennis shoes. It was tough getting anything going. I had six stitches in my elbow and I was bleeding from my mouth after being knocked out of bounds. I wasn’t making a lot of yardage. It was a real hard-fought game.

They kept giving me the ball, and [Giants middle linebacker] Sam Huff kept busting my butt. There was no footing, and I kept running out of bounds. I tried to count the cheap shots Sam Huff put on me out of bounds.

In the fourth quarter, we were finally threatening to score. Bart Starr handed it off to me and I went off left tackle. Huff tackled me and said, “Taylor, you stink.” Then we ran the exact same play, and I ran about seven yards. I skated into the end zone. I held up the ball and said, “Hey Sam, how do I smell from here?”

We won the game 16-7. I was brutally beat up. After that season, I came down with hepatitis and I missed the Pro Bowl. I was just run down from the end of the season, and sometimes you need rest and rejuvenation. I checked into a hospital for two weeks.
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Despite a gashed elbow, Jim Taylor rushed for a rugged 85 yards and a huge touchdown in the 1962 NFL title game against the New York Giants. Vernon J. Biever photo

GAME RESULT

Taylor was simply spectacular in the game. Despite the gash on his elbow, which required seven stitches to close, and a lacerated tongue, compliments of Giants linebacker Sam Huff, Taylor rushed for 85 yards against the Giants in some of the worst field conditions imaginable.

The Packers led 10-0 at halftime on Taylor’s touchdown run and a Jerry Kramer field goal, but the Giants got back into it in the third quarter when Jim Collier recovered a blocked punt in the end zone. But that was all the Packers defense allowed that day.

And when Kramer added his third field goal late in the fourth quarter, the Packers sewed up the game.

Neither team really did a whole lot offensively, as the Packers managed 244 total yards and the Giants 291 yards.

WHAT BECAME OF JIM TAYLOR?

After nine seasons with the Packers in which he rolled up a club-record 8,207 yards rushing, Taylor went home—back to the fledgling New Orleans Saints for the 1967 season.

It wasn’t an easy decision, and it was made even more difficult by a contract battle with Vince Lombardi that Taylor knew he wasn’t going to win.

It was more ceremonial than anything, as Taylor, the Louisiana kid who had made it big in the frozen north for the powerful Packers, went to a franchise just starting out.

“I was a big draw for the Saints because it was their first year,” Taylor said. “It was a big deal.”

Taylor’s numbers weren’t especially noteworthy, as he rushed for just 390 yards on 130 carries, caught 38 passes and scored two touchdowns. But that was hardly the point. Taylor was a fixture in Louisiana, and his presence made all the difference.

But he also knew that after that season, it was time to give it up. He retired and remained with the Saints as a radio color commentator and then as a traveling scout. He was named to the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1976 and is now all but retired, though he did make a trip to Green Bay during the 2003 season when Ahman Green broke the single-season team rushing record of 1,474 yards that Taylor had established in 1962.

“I’m not envious or jealous,” Taylor said of Green’s accomplishment. “Any back who works that hard, you encourage them to excel. You’re proud for them.”



CHAPTER 2

CHESTER
MARCOL

“Everything was new to me.”

Name: Czeslaw Boleslaw Marcol

Birthdate: October 24, 1949

Hometown: Opole, Poland

Current residence: Dollar Bay, Michigan

Position: Kicker

Height: 6-foot-0

Playing weight: 190

Years: 1972-80

College: Hillsdale College

Accomplishments: Inducted into the Packers Hall of Fame in 1986…NFC Rookie of the Year in 1972…All-Pro in 1972 and 1974…Pro Bowl in 1972 and 1974.

The game: Minnesota Vikings, December 10, 1972, at Metropolitan Stadium

THE LIFE OF CHESTER MARCOL

Simply, there has never been a player for the Packers like Chester Marcol. He was not the best player the Packers had ever seen, and he certainly wasn’t the most athletic. But there was something about the bespectacled kicker with the thunderous right leg that made him a fan favorite then and carries on his popularity even today.

A native of Poland who spoke no English, he came to America in 1965 at age 15 with his mother and his three siblings after his father, a member of Poland’s Communist Party, committed suicide at age 39.

The family settled in little Imlay City, Michigan, where his grandparents and relatives lived, and he was forced to start a new life. After all, he left a life he loved in Poland for a country in which he didn’t understand the customs or the language.

But he did understand sports and more specifically, soccer. That fall, he was asked to try out for the football team and to kick a strangely shaped ball through two upright posts. It wasn’t soccer, but for a kid in a new country and a new environment, it was at least something he could make sense of.

“I said no at first,” Marcol said.

But he changed his mind, and his ability to routinely kick footballs through the uprights made him a local legend. Even then, Marcol, who had been a goalkeeper on the Polish junior national team before leaving the country, didn’t know what the big deal was. Kicking was second nature to him.

He took that ability down the road to Hillsdale College, where he eventually became a four-time NAIA All-American and caught the eye of the Green Bay Packers, who were desperately looking for a consistent kicker. In fact, from 1968 to 1971, the Packers went through nine kickers, who among them made 45 percent of their field goals.

That’s when coach Dan Devine made the stunning decision not only to draft a placekicker in the second round of the 1972 NFL Draft, but to take a placekicker no one had really heard of from a school few could find with a magnifying glass and a map. But Marcol was thrilled when the Packers selected him.

“I think it was the perfect place for me,” he said. “But the Packers were the last team I thought of playing for. I could have guaranteed you that I was going to be drafted by the Dallas Cowboys. They even called me that morning and told me I was going to be drafted by them. I really wanted to play for the Cowboys because I was a sprinter and [Cowboys star wide receiver] Bob Hayes was a sprinter. The first game I ever saw was Dallas against Detroit, and I remember watching Bob Hayes.”

But the Packers made the call, and it proved golden for Marcol and the Packers.

His rookie season, Marcol hit 33 of 48 field goals and led the NFL in scoring with 128 points as the Packers won their first division title since 1967. He was an All-Pro, Rookie of the Year, and an NFC All-Star, and he became a favorite of Packers fans everywhere. He was every man; he was one of them. He was no product of a football factory university, and he was wonderfully lacking in ego.

THE SETTING

These were uncharted waters for the current crop of Packers. There were still some holdovers from the glory years, the fading gasp of a dynasty that grew too old too quickly. But for the most part, these were new players who knew only about the history and wanted to write their own.

Since their last burst of glory in 1967 when they won their second straight Super Bowl by plowing over the Oakland Raiders, the Packers had fallen on relatively hard times. Vince Lombardi stepped down after nine years as head coach and moved uncomfortably and unwillingly into the sole role of general manager. Taking his place in 1968 was longtime lieutenant Phil Bengtson, who could not have been more different from Lombardi. Soft-spoken and professorial, Bengtson struck a far different pose from the volcanic and impassioned Lombardi.

The players certainly noticed, as did Lombardi, who stayed up in the press box during games and quietly stewed. The result was a 6-7-1 season, the first losing campaign since the distasteful final days of Ray McLean in 1958 when the Packers were considered the dregs of the NFL.

Many of the same players who had been a part of the dismantling of the Raiders only months earlier in Miami—Bart Starr, Elijah Pitts, Ray Nitschke, Willie Wood, Boyd Dowler, and Dave Robinson—were still on hand this season, but it was all starting to change, and watching from high above, Lombardi could see and feel it, too.

Lombardi left the following season to become coach and general manager of the Washington Redskins and, truly, the soul of the Packers organization went with him.

Bengtson had no better luck in 1969 or 1970, so the day after a demoralizing 20-0 season-ending loss to the Lions, Bengtson resigned, and three weeks later Dan Devine, the head coach at the University of Missouri, was brought in.

Devine was intellectual and rather unapproachable, and players grew to either love him or despise him. But if 1971 was any indication, he was certainly no better than Bengtson. Devine’s first Packers team managed a pitiful 4-8-2 record, its worst since 1958, and there seemed no reason to think anything would change in 1972. But it did.

That was Marcol’s first season, and his ability to give the Packers almost automatic points from anywhere on the field took the pressure off marginal NFL quarterback Scott Hunter to have to make plays.

The offense belonged to the running back tandem of MacArthur Lane and John Brockington and a superb defense that was slowly but surely being overhauled.
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