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PRAISE FOR A TRADITION OF PURPLE

“Walter Mitty meets Will Rogers in Jim Bruton’s A Tradition of Purple. Bruton is an unabashed, diehard, over-the-top Vikings fan who lived out his dream 40 years ago when trying out with the team. It was the start of a beautiful relationship. Bruton never met a Vikings story he didn’t like, and his tales include many anecdotes even the most loyal braid-wearing, horn-blowing, face-painting fan of the purple warriors has not heard before. If you bleed purple, you will want to read Purple.”

—Joe Schmit, President
Petters Media & Marketing Group

‘Jim Bruton … has written a compelling book: A Tradition of Purple. Bruton weaves anecdotes and stories together in a seamless fashion that give the reader new insight into the football club—the men who run it and those who play the game.
“For Bruton, who once tried out as a placekicker for Norm Van Brocklin and Bud Grant, the Vikings represent a significant part of his life. His book helps readers to understand why.”

—Dave Nimmer
Retired reporter and teacher

“There is certainly nothing of the sterile objectivity one might expect from a university instructor in Jim Bruton’s entertaining look at the Minnesota Vikings. But the Vikings have not, it’s clear, become the dominant sports franchise in the state of Minnesota by inviting cold, dispassionate analysis. Rather, they have been a lightning rod for the emotions of young and old who identify with their unique and collective representation of this state and its people. Jim’s very personal look at the team, its history, and its legendary characters is an entertaining and worthwhile read, sure to draw out some of those feelings from anyone with even a passing interest in the Minnesota Vikings.”

—Mark Dienhart, Ph.D.
Executive Vice President
Chief Administrative Officer
University of St. Thomas
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FOREWORD

 

IF YOU ARE A VIKINGS FAN, old or new, this is the book for you.

Jim Bruton has captured the essence of the Vikings. From the beginning, the fact that they took the name Minnesota Vikings had great appeal and acceptance to the state and beyond. Training camps at Bemidji and Mankato were open to the public and people from all over flocked to watch and bond with the team. We now have second- and third-generation families who have been imprinted with the Vikings.

There was a time before free agency and salary caps that you could build a team that could last for years. Dallas, Miami, Pittsburgh, Oakland, and Minnesota were always contenders with winning records. Most of the players played out their careers with one team.

Times have changed, the names and numbers have changed, the ownership has changed, but the spirit of the Vikings is the same.
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This book is a collection of memories of how the Vikings were built and by whom. I’m grateful that I had an opportunity to be a part of Vikings’ history as a coach, and you can look forward to reliving some of the Vikings’ history incorporated in this book and remain a Viking for life.
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INTRODUCTION

 

TRUE TO THE PURPLE

I WAS 18 YEARS OLD when I walked onto the Vikings practice field and approached Norm Van Brocklin. The late morning was saturated with radiant sunshine and a cool crispness hung in the air—a typical fall day in Minnesota. The manicured grass I crossed still had some residue from the morning dew, but what made the walk noteworthy were the glistening white chalk lines and goal posts standing erect at each end. I had entered the world of professional football.

It was 1963. The Vikings had just concluded practice at Midway Stadium in St. Paul and were walking off the field of the old baseball park, home of the former St. Paul Saints, a Triple-A farm club for the former Brooklyn Dodgers now based in Los Angeles. In the fall, the stadium was transformed into the Minnesota Vikings’ practice home.

I had sat at the stadium many days in the 1950s enjoying battles between the Saints and Minneapolis Millers, both of which held future stars of the major-league Giants and Dodgers. Years away from becoming franchises in the Twin Cities, the Twins and the Vikings weren’t even a figment of my imagination then. And I was a long way from any conversation with “The Dutchman.”

Van Brocklin, one of the greatest quarterbacks ever, was named head coach of the Vikings before their inaugural 1961 season. He was legendary to the football follower and a powerful general on the field both as a player and coach. Known for his quick temper and controlling leadership, he was on a mission to bring a championship to the northland.

He came with a historic reputation as a winner, yet struggled in the early years to bring respectability to the NFL’s newest franchise. It didn’t make a difference to the locals. He was Van Brocklin, former NFL great, head coach of the Purple, and that was all that mattered. Forget what Vince Lombardi was doing over in Green Bay, this was Viking country and The Dutchman was in town.

As I got closer to him I asked myself, “What in the world am I doing?” It was too late to turn back. I was almost there. I was walking straight for him. The chalk lines and goal posts had disappeared from my thoughts and everything seemed surreal. The moment had arrived.

I introduced myself and passionately said, “Coach, I can kick a football farther than anyone you have on the Vikings.” The expression on his face told me it was not likely anyone had ever said anything like that to him before, certainly not some kid barely out of high school and definitely not some uninvited guest at a Minnesota Vikings practice session.

This outrageously bold yet confident statement had an initial impact on Van Brocklin. He seemed surprised and taken off guard by the remark. I was the more surprised, however, just being there and having completed my mission.

Van Brocklin was a giant in football circles. A fearless leader, he was known for his brilliance in signal calling and for his pure understanding of the game. Devising a game plan and dissecting a defense was a process of simplicity. He was a genius at it.

Don Joyce, the great Baltimore Colt who finished his celebrated career with the Vikings, speaks of Van Brocklin as a “brilliant coach” and “an expert in spotting weaknesses” in an opponent. The magnitude of knowledge Van Brocklin learned as quarterback throughout 12 NFL seasons prepared him well for the reins as a head coach. He was a technician and knew every detail of the game.

As a player, the Vikings leader spent his first nine years with the Los Angeles Rams before being traded to the Philadelphia Eagles. It was a great fit and took only three years for Van Brocklin to guide them to the championship. At the time, he was a future Hall of Famer and one of the most prolific passers in NFL history. He once lit up the opposition for 554 yards during a single game in the 1951 season.

A good day for an NFL quarterback is 300 yards. A great day is 400 yards. Under the incredible competitive conditions of a game in the NFL, 500 yards is obscene. That almost unfathomable game set the standard for excellence.

So there he was, the leader of the Purple, one of the most illustrious and toughest quarterbacks of all time, confronted by a brazen 18-year-old who had the audacity to walk onto the Viking practice field and make such a profound statement. I said it and I believed it.

Van Brocklin never stopped walking but was courteous enough to look me straight in the eye and say, “Call us in the spring and we’ll find out.” I remember the look he gave me, and every part of the expression on his face.

It was cold and it was deliberate but also sincere. He looked tired and worn out—too many pressures, too many collisions, too many hours of mayhem. If he would have said, “Get lost, kid,” and yelled for security, it would have been all right. I had just talked to a football legend, former Ram and prominent Eagle Norm Van Brocklin. I thanked him and made that call in the spring. He said he would give me a shot, and he lived up to his word.

Growing up in the Twin Cities prior to 1961, we knew nothing of the Minnesota Vikings. They didn’t exist. No professional football existed in the area. So what did a diehard, young football fan, or any fan for that matter, do in those days but, I am sorry to say, inherit a passion for the Green Bay Packers. And I did. I can’t imagine it today after 46 years as a Purple faithful, but it was a reality at the time. I watched, I listened, I read, and I cheered for the Packers.

Listening to Ray Scott as he called the games and watching the Packers lose most every week was fairly common, at least until Lombardi landed in Green Bay. In the Twin Cities area on Sundays, living rooms were filled with Bart Starr, Paul Hornung, and Ray Nitschke. Boyd Dowler, Max McGee, Jimmy Taylor, and Willie Davis filled our fall weeks with the hope of winning. It rarely occurred. And about the time Lombardi began building his team, loyalties changed forever. The Minnesota Vikings were born and my colors changed to purple.

Professional football arrived in Minnesota like gangbusters and the beloved Vikings began their first season. The Purple faithful had high expectations, but no one could have predicted the inaugural launching. The Vikings opened the year against George Halas’ Chicago Bears at Metropolitan Stadium in Bloomington, Minnesota. I was there to observe firsthand what some experts have called one of the greatest upsets in NFL history. The Bears’ stunning and unexpected defeat was thought in NFL circles to be some sort of miracle, an unbelievable occurrence.

Who were these “Men of Purple” who had the audacity to not only defeat but soundly annihilate the Chicago Bears? They were unknown rookies, other teams’ castoffs, and free agents. And they won with a head coach who had never coached a football game in his life, as well as, most surprisingly, a signal caller making his first appearance in a professional football game.

The Purple were led by an upstart first-year quarterback from the University of Georgia named Francis Tarkenton, who came off the bench to throw four touchdown passes and defeat the proud and mighty “Monsters of the Midway” 37-13.

It was more like a backward swim across the English Channel, a 100-mile run through Death Valley, a duffer shooting 62 at Augusta, or the conquering of Everest than it was an opening victory. The first-year, first-game Minnesota Vikings didn’t just sneak out a last- second victory against the Chicago Bears, they obliterated them! They slaughtered them, devoured them, tore them apart, and beat the last grimace of a Chicago Bear into total and resounding submission.

When it was over and the 37-13 score settled on the giant scoreboard at Metropolitan Stadium, I’m not even sure Van Brocklin believed it had really happened.

The Viking ship landed that beautiful Sunday afternoon in Bloomington, Minnesota. The team was now 1-0 and had defeated the Chicago Bears. It was an incredible beginning and set the cornerstone for a franchise that has become a community icon throughout the years.

Spring came in 1964, and I made the call to the Viking office. The team lived up to Van Brocklin’s promise and I met Lew Carpenter and Tommy McCormick, Viking assistant coaches at Bloomington High School, for an unofficial NFL tryout with the Minnesota Vikings.

It was a windy, warm afternoon and the football reacted like a balloon upon impact. It seemed to stay airborne forever. My right leg was more like a cannon that day, and when it was over I was told, “You were right, you can kick the ball farther than anyone we have.” It was like a dream, only to be shattered by a regulation that ended any immediate hopes for a future in the NFL.

Unfortunately, NFL rules at the time prohibited any pro football team from signing any player until at least four years after he entered college. This meant a tryout was fine, but sign a contract? Not until at least 1967. It was disappointing, but I knew I would someday be back again.

The Vikings made a call to the University of Minnesota. It was greatly appreciated. I had a brief career at the university and the opportunity to play for Murray Warmath. I didn’t play much—a couple of games against Indiana and Michigan and a lot of games against the freshmen. In high school I had a bone disease in my legs and found that kicking the football was a way to play, so the desire stayed past the university and on to several NFL free agent tryout camps.

In the spring of 1967 I went to Davenport, Iowa, to try out for the Dallas Cowboys. Their kicker had retired and they were on a mission to find a new one who could be with them for many years.

The Cowboys were traveling in two years to 26 cities in hopes of discovering a kicker. They called it the “Kicking Karavan,” led by former NFL kicker Ben Agajanian. I finished first in Davenport and was told by the Cowboys to wait for a few more of their city stops, after which they might sign me. My patience was short-lived.

I came home and contacted the Vikings. I told them about Van Brocklin’s promise and the Cowboys tryout. Within a short time, I received a call from Jerry Reichow, former Viking player and player personnel director. I will never forget his words: “Coach Grant would like to bring you to training camp. We will send you a contract in the mail.”

It was Bud Grant’s first training camp as head coach, but his accomplishments at the University of Minnesota were so legendary that the Purple fans accepted him before he coached his first game. The contract arrived. I signed it and began to prepare for training camp with the Minnesota Vikings.

I could never have kicked for the Cowboys anyway. I would have had to miss on purpose if we were playing the Vikings. How could I do anything to hurt the Purple? I probably would have had something in my contract allowing me not to dress for Vikings games. I suppose the Cowboys would have figured it out if I were to sit on the Vikings’ side of the field.

I was in training camp a short time and got to meet the great kicker Fred Cox. Cox was a machine—one of the best kickers ever. I remember thinking once during practice, “How am I going to ever beat this guy out if he never misses?” During my observations, I never saw Fred Cox miss a field goal or an extra point. Not much of a chance for an inexperienced rookie.

In 1968 I tried again, this time in Chicago at a second “Kicking Karavan” tryout. I was signed by the Dallas Cowboys, but left training camp during the first NFL player strike to return to my job. When the strike ended, I chose not to return.

In 1971, I signed a contract with the Minnesota Vikings for a second time, only to once again watch Cox go unblemished in his field goal attempts. Fred Cox was a nice guy and real gentleman. It didn’t seem to bother him that I was after his job again, because he treated me well and even helped me with technique. He had all the mechanics and the perfect disposition for the pressure inherent as a kicker in the NFL. He was a true professional and a great representative of the Purple. I have always been proud to know him. Fred played college ball at the University of Pittsburgh as a running back and kicker, and was recently elected to the University of Pittsburgh Hall of Fame.

Kicking field goals and extra points for the Purple was just not to be. My relationship with the Vikings came about another way. Last year, 2006, represented my 40 years as a season ticket holder, and it has been a great ride. The NFC Championships and four Super Bowls have brought memories to last a lifetime.

A friend and true sports zealot once told me that basketball, hockey, and baseball just get him through to the next Viking football season. I think he spoke for many of the Purple faithful.

I heard a weather forecast recently speak of a cold front moving into the area. Webster’s New Universal Unabridged Dictionary defines cold in part as “having a relatively low temperature…having little or no warmth…feeling an uncomfortable lack of warmth…chilled.”

I have my definition of cold, as do most Purple fans of several decades. Cold is walking across the old Metropolitan Stadium parking lot in 30 degrees below zero wind chill to watch the Vikings play the Green Bay Packers. Cold is running to the restroom at halftime to try to warm up any part of the body in front of the ceiling heaters. Cold is continually moving in your seat during the game, stomping your feet, and wiggling your fingers in a valiant attempt to survive the hours of misery. Cold is trying to separate dollar bills with frozen fingers to pay for a hot dog that freezes before you take a bite.

Survival gear, as some might call it, included large snowmobile boots, gloves, a snowmobile suit, hood, and cap. Underneath were such items as sweatshirts, long underwear, sweatpants, and anything else that would fit. Sitting in the car before the game was a task, walking to the game was gruesome, and trying to keep from freezing to death was an even bigger accomplishment. It didn’t matter. It was Viking football and it was what we did back then. Wind, rain, sleet, snow, and bitter cold—it was all just part of being a Viking fan.

As a loyal follower, I have felt a tremendous responsibility to tell the storied past, present, and future of this historic franchise and all the tremendous accomplishments of the organization off the football field.

The Minnesota Vikings have used their iconic status the past 46 years to become valuable contributors to the community and people who deserve their assistance. This story has not been told. The incredible, meaningful relationships formed over the past several decades deserve mention and recognition.

This is an up-close look at an inspirational and wonderful organization with a big heart. The players, coaches, charities, Hall of Famers, front-office leaders, and behind-the-scenes faces come forth between these pages to give you an inside look at the Purple.

Norm Van Brocklin, Bud Grant, Fran Tarkenton, Carl Eller, Alan Page, Jim Marshall, and Mick Tingelhoff have been the names of this franchise for decades. Bill Brown, Dave Osborn, Stu Voigt, and the other great players who have lightened up our lives are all here to read about in the pages ahead.

With a lot of assistance from others, a fan—one who owns a picture of Bud Grant with the inscription, “Jim, I wish you would have tried out again so I could have cut you three times” as a prized piece of memorabilia and who once wore number 10 in Viking training camp before Fran Tarkenton wore it forever—brings you the Minnesota Vikings’ story.

This is not a book about football, but a stimulating and inspirational inside look at an organization and what the enormity of its existence has meant to the community and region for the past four and a half decades.

THIS IS A TRADITION OF PURPLE.
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Former longtime head coach Bud Grant continues to stand as the face of a proud Minnesota Vikings franchise.
Photo courtesy of the Minnesota Vikings
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1

THE DELIVERY
ROOM

“I ALWAYS HAD THE FEELING at any time he might drop to the floor and do 100 push-ups. He was a wiry little guy who was very positive and full of energy,” said Bill McGrane, Vikings public relations director from 1966 to 1972, of the Minnesota Vikings’ original owner, Max Winter.

Max Winter saw his first NFL game in 1955 and was immediately in “awe” of professional football. It took little more than a glimpse of the action to instill in him the desire to become an NFL owner. Twenty-six years later in 1981, the headquarters and training facility of the Minnesota Vikings was named after him, dedicated as Winter Park.

His relentless passion for the game drove him to begin a crusade to bring professional football to the Twin Cities and the region. Prior to viewing his first game, Winter had been known locally as a Twin Cities entrepreneur. He was a restaurant owner, a boxing promoter, and the president of the famed hometown Minneapolis Lakers professional basketball team.

But it was professional football that really captured Max’s interest in the late ’50s, as he went on a persistent and nonstop pursuit to obtain a franchise. Some movement had been made toward granting Minnesota a team in the AFL, and he formed an alliance with other Twin City businessmen in this direction.

And there was a strong possibility that the local team would have originated in the AFL had it not been for George Halas, legendary owner and coach of the later-rival Chicago Bears. Halas wanted the Twin Cities in the NFL, and informed Winter of his support for the league to expand to the Northland. It wouldn’t be easy, though, as some of the owners were not keen on expansion during the 1960s

The NFL owner meeting in Miami Beach, Florida, in January of 1960 kept the issue of expansion on the back burner for most of the session. Electing a new commissioner turned out to be the owners’ major focus, and it wasn’t until after the decision to elect Pete Rozelle to the post did the expansion issue surface toward resolution.

George Preston Marshall of the New York Giants was a major force against expansion, but finally acquiesced and voted with the majority, offering a motion for the conditions that would exist under which the new teams would enter the league.

After great patience by the local hopefuls, as well as behind-the-scenes dedication and hard work by Halas and others, an NFL franchise was awarded in 1960 to Minnesota and a group of owners headed by Max Winter. Other original owners were H.P. Skoglund, B.H. Ridder Jr., Bill Boyer, and Ole Haugsrud, who had been Winter’s co-signer on the Twin Cities franchise application.

Haugrud, a likeable and friendly fellow from Duluth, was delivered a longtime promise by George Halas when the franchise was granted. The once owner of the Duluth Eskimos had been told he would have the chance to be a part of any new ownership when his professional football team ended its reign in 1922.

It took some four decades, but Haugsrud remembered the promise, as did Halas, and Haugsrud became a part owner of the new franchise. Although he didn’t hold more than a 10-percent share, he still prided himself on being one of the initial owners.

On Friday, January 29, 1960, an article appeared in the St. Paul Pioneer Press entitled “DULUTH MAN HAILS MOVE,” and read in part as follows:

“Ole Haugsrud of Duluth, co-signer of the Twin Cities NFL application with Max Winter, contacted in Spokane, Washington, en route home from a convention on the west coast, said:

“‘Needless to say I am extremely happy over the announcement that Minnesota has been granted a franchise in the National Football League. I am sure this is only the beginning of a new era of major-league sports for Minnesota.’

“B.H. Ridder Jr., publisher of the Dispatch and Pioneer Press, said: “‘This is a very constructive thing for St. Paul and the Twin Cities and the granting of the franchise in the National Football League will lead to other major sports participation in the Twin Cities.’”

The plan was for the team to open its inaugural season in the fall of 1961, following Dallas’ entry for the 1960 season. This NFL decision set the tone for future expansion in the years ahead. Halas, one of the most powerful owners and the biggest booster for expansion, was significant in convincing enough owners to follow his vision to grant Minnesota and Dallas entry into the league, the first teams to enter in a decade.

The Halas vote and support were influential in the decision to expand. The Twin Cities and the Minnesota team owed Chicago’s “Papa Bear” a lot for his insistence on granting a franchise to the area, although they surprisingly paid him back in a rather uncomplimentary and noteworthy fashion.

Some might say it wasn’t payment at all, and a sad way to repay such a grand debt. It certainly was not what anyone would cite as a “thank you.” Others perhaps say the franchise was new and didn’t understand how to pay back the great favor. There was no doubt that Norm Van Brocklin and his band of rookies and other team castoffs gave little thought to any kind of appreciation.

The new NFL entry showed its gratitude in the only way it knew, stomping the Bears 37-13 on the first day of its first season.

George Halas very likely never regretted his decision to support the Minnesota franchise entry into the league; however, it may be just as likely that, in the locker room shortly after the game, for a second he wondered what he had done.

It took what some described as perhaps the most significant change in NFL history when the owners passed an amendment to their constitution that allowed the league to expand if 10/12ths of the owners were in agreement. And the vote was there. Halas had won out in his support.

Expansion was also the first major decision made during the reign of the new NFL commissioner, Pete Rozelle, who had been elected by the owners as a sort of compromise candidate after days of snarling over potential new leaders.

Rozelle had been the general manager of the Los Angeles Rams and was elected to a three-year term as commissioner at the age of 33. His connection to Bert Rose, first general manager in Minnesota, also played a part in Rose coming to the Twin Cities to head up the new NFL organization in 1961.

The decision to expand the league from 12 to 14 teams was finally made. Max Winter had been waiting in the wings throughout the league meetings to see if the Twin Cities would be presented with a team. At one point, he had almost given up hope for a positive outcome.

Winter was 55 years old at the time and had advised the league that he was fully prepared to move quickly if awarded a franchise. He had several coaches in mind, a general manager picked out, and community support to the tune of guaranteeing 20,000 season ticket sales.

The St. Paul Pioneer Press reported headline news on Friday, January 29, 1960: “TWIN CITIES TO ENTER NFL IN 1961; DALLAS OK’D FOR ’60” and “Marshall Votes With Majority.”

The Pioneer Press article went on to read in part:

“St. Paul-Minneapolis and Dallas were granted National Football League franchises Thursday, the Texas city for 1960 and the Twin Cities for 1961.
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Max Winter helped bring the Vikings to Minnesota in 1961.

Photo courtesy of the Minnesota Vikings

 

“NFL commissioner Pete Rozelle and the 12 owners also officially expressed sentiment for two more teams to be admitted within the next three years, creating two eight-team divisions.

“The new franchises were the first in the 40-year-old league since Baltimore, Cleveland, and San Francisco entered the circuit in 1950 from the old All-American Conference.”

The organization was first known as Minnesota Pro Football Inc. Ole Haugsrud was named chairman of the board and Max Winter president and manager-director. E.W. Boyer and H.P. Skoglund, who had joined Winter in the now-surrendered AFL franchise, would also join with the new Minnesota team. Dan Williams of St. Paul was named vice president.

Although Winter held the team’s title of president, Ridder and Skoglund possessed most of the power within the franchise in the early years. Winter would begin to take real control of the team and exercise some of the decision-making authority around the mid-’60s.

Skoglund was in the insurance business and was, along with the others, well liked. He and Boyer, a car dealer by trade, led the ownership with able and competent leadership.

Ridder was perhaps the most powerful with regard to his wonderful ability to command respect. He was a wealthy man, owning the St. Paul newspaper, and circulated in the highest of corporate circles.

Standing about 6 feet, 4 inches tall, Ridder also cultivated the ultimate in respectability from others. Jim Klobuchar, famed Twin Cities writer, described Ridder as “gregarious” and, as a side note, “a great golfer.”

Klobuchar covered the Minnesota professional football team for many years as a sportswriter and later a columnist, and loved his early responsibilities with the men clad in purple. He was complimentary of the early ownership, stating the individuals were “very different in their backgrounds and personalities” but worked together in their capacity for approximately 10 years.

Although Skoglund, Ridder, Boyer, Haugsrud, and Winter owned the team, they became most responsible for creating and installing a true family atmosphere. They played their roles very well and rarely interfered with the football part of the business. That part was left up to Joe Thomas, the chief scout; Bert Rose, the general manager; and of course, The Dutchman, Norm Van Brocklin, who gained more and more power as the team matured into a force in the NFL.

Eventually Van Brocklin prevailed as the true face and leader of the franchise, and Thomas and Rose left. When Jim Finks arrived, however, things would be different.Van Brocklin and Finks got along very well for the most part, having mutual admiration for each other’s accomplishments as former players.

Professional football became a reality in the Twin Cities and the surrounding region. The delivery room had produced the beginning of a passionate love affair that would reach into another century and travel over five decades.

During all these lengthy discussions about the local beloved NFL entry, it is difficult to believe that at one time the team was simply called the St. Paul-Minneapolis franchise, or the Minnesota Pro Football Inc. Imagine if one were to hear Chris Berman announce the final score, “Minnesota Pro Football Inc. 24, Chicago Bears 20,” or “St. Paul-Minneapolis Franchise 20, Green Bay Packers 17.”

The scores sound OK though, and the team’s identity would soon be in place, destined to become a Midwest treasure. Its name would ring in the ears of the forever faithful and make them proud of their heritage. Always associated with the color purple, it was beautiful—and it all belonged to Minnesota.

And the baby out of the deliver room would be named … the MINNESOTA VIKINGS.

The name can be traced and credited to Bert Rose, the first general manager of the franchise, and the original owners who approved Rose’s recommendation. The following provides the logic and passion that went into the decision.

The 1961 Minnesota Vikings Radio, TV, and Press Guide reads in part:

“When Bert Rose was selected as general manager, one of the first steps he took was to recommend to the board of directors that the club be nicknamed the ‘Vikings.’

“‘Certainly the Nordic Vikings were a fearless race. Following many years of victories in the British Isles and France, under Eric the Red, they sailed in open boats across the North Atlantic seeking new peoples to conquer. Their entire history is punctuated with the aggressive desire and will to win.’

“He convinced the owners and the rest is history.”

Hub Meeds, “THE VIKING” who paraded the sidelines as the team’s mascot for so many years, smiles as he speaks of the great Viking heritage and all the claims made on it. After being invited to take part in events, celebrations, and festivals with the Norwegians, Swedes, and Danes, all claiming the heritage, one can only praise the importance of the connection and its rich and proud traditions.

And so the franchise was born.

Prior to the arrival of the Purple, the only professional football in the area consisted of the Green Bay Packers, led by such names as Bart Starr, Paul Hornung, Boyd Dowler, Jerry Kramer, Ray Nitschke, and, of course, head coach Vince Lombardi. Of course, Gopher football had made its mark on the area with the great teams of the early ’60s. The likes of Carl Eller, Bobby Bell, and Sandy Stephens had laid the groundwork with consecutive Rose Bowl appearances, but the Twin Cities wanted more.

Watching the autumn colors change in Minnesota is a beautiful sight. The reds, orange, and yellows engrained in the leaves on the trees and those falling to the ground make up one of the area’s greatest seasonal enjoyments.

Sitting in a living room, den, family room, or maybe a garage in the late ’50s and early ’60s also brought some great colors of interest, as the green and gold of the Green Bay Packers became a Sunday tradition. Most of the football faithful never made the trip to Lambeau Field and most never saw a professional game in person. Watching the team go from perennial loser to big-time winner on television was fulfillment enough during those years, because another color was not even on the horizon.

And then the Purple arrived in the form of a team called the Minnesota Vikings, taking over and smothering its surroundings in a beloved, mutual admiration for almost half a century.

The cold backdrop of the Packers’ homeland was replaced by a fixture they called Metropolitan Stadium, and soon those names that once filtered into living rooms on Sunday afternoons—Bart Starr, Paul Hornung, Boyd Dowler, Jerry Kramer, Ray Nitschke, and of course Vince Lombardi—were replaced with names like Hugh McElhenny, Tommy Mason, Mick Tingelhoff, Fran Tarkenton, Bill Brown, and Norm Van Brocklin. And they all wore purple.

The community embraced the team in a fashion so unusual, it was almost as if the wins and losses were accomplished together, with the team and the fans each playing their own significant roles. The celebrating and the suffering were as one. Maybe the old Metropolitan Stadium and the cold, wind, and snow of the Northland contributed to it. Either way, it was and remains something very special.

“The wind chill was 33 degrees below zero as I stood out on the field and looked up into the stands, and there wasn’t an empty seat,” said former Viking kicking great Fred Cox of one game. “Who in the world would be crazy enough to go to a game when it is 30 degrees below zero? Who would go to a game like that?”

The cold and wind—and often snow—Cox speaks about didn’t make a difference to the hearty Purple faithful who understood that this was “Viking football.” It came with the territory. It was something to relish, and fans took pride in the tradition that went with it.

Great defensive end and local legend Jim Marshall follows up on Cox’s statement by saying, “When we went out on the field, we were playing for people who loved and appreciated us.”

He further commented on the great fans who have endured the coldest of weather conditions: “We were there and we were paid to be there, but the fans, they paid to be there. They were with us through thick or thin, and it was a love affair.”

[image: image]

The old Metropolitan Stadium housed the Vikings for over two decades.
Photo courtesy of the Minnesota Vikings

Marshall is very passionate when speaking of the Purple faithful and has a deep appreciation for the loyal and bold fans who braved the most dastardly of conditions to cheer for the Minnesota Vikings.

“We were their warriors,” proclaims Marshall. “They were our 12th man.”

Marshall also has great regard for the original Viking owners and speaks highly of Max Winter, the Boyers, Skoglunds, Ridders, and Haugsruds. He says they “treated the players very well and made everyone feel like part of a family.”

Maybe it was the role of the fans who endured the cold in similar fashion to the Vikings on the sidelines. Maybe it was the fact that Bud, “The Old Trapper,” as referenced by a local scribe, didn’t allow the players heaters or gloves. And maybe it was the fact that the fans could identify with all of this, and always believed they were in it together.

No heaters, no gloves, and even occasionally short sleeves in the bitterest of cold created this special bond that has lasted from the beginning. The fans and the Minnesota Vikings, set apart from the rest, doing it together.

It wasn’t just madness. It was a belief. Bud Grant especially believed in it, or at least he let everyone think he did. He told the legendary tale of Eskimos handling the cold in Alaska and a study that was done to try to understand how they could do it and why. It all seemed to make sense and gave the players a reason they could easily understand.

In Alaska, when experts worked on the Advanced Warning Systems, it was found that the Eskimos could sit on bulldozers in the freezing cold longer than anyone else. If Eskimos were assigned the jobs, the work was done faster because they did not have to take as many breaks and could essentially be in the cold for unusually long periods of time.

A study later revealed that no physical differences existed between Eskimos and others that allowed them to work like this in freezing temperatures. They were simply adapted to it. They had become acclimated to the conditions and had accepted them.

Bud believed that, by becoming accustomed to the cold, players would have a strategic advantage over other teams that could not adjust. And so, the Vikings played without gloves and heaters.

When asked to describe how the Vikings survived under the most perilous of conditions in those old days at the Met, Cox summed it all up by asking, “You mean you haven’t heard Bud’s Eskimo story?”

They called it football, freezing cold football, but it was the way of the Purple, and the area loved it. It formed a bond between the fans and the team that has strengthened as decades come and go.

So the great franchise of Minnesota, clad in purple, had its beginning. It came about in a delivery room full of rich businessmen who simply took a vote and said Minnesota would field a professional football team in the fall of 1961.

And as the colors became real and the name became legendary, the team took the field on September 17, 1961, for that first regular-season game against the Chicago Bears and the person who had championed for the Minnesota franchise, George Halas.

If the delivery room presented the franchise to Minnesota on that fateful day in 1960 at a Miami Beach hotel, then it was the transformed baseball field at Metropolitan Stadium in Bloomington, Minnesota, that completed the birth, as the Minnesota Vikings walloped the tradition-rich Chicago Bears by 24 points.

The Vikings represented the baby, and the fans were the parents. And the love affair grew in the hearts and souls of the faithful who follow the Purple, reaching four and a half decades later. The Minnesota Vikings came home from the delivery room to become a part of the Twin Cities family.
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THE ARRIVAL OF
THE DUTCHMAN

“DO NOT GO INTO THE AISLE of the aircraft! Do not go to the restroom or visit anyone aboard the flight! If your hear someone in the aisle approaching your seat, pretend you are asleep!”

These unwritten rules were put in place and religiously followed after a particular group of people experienced “a bad day at work” when traveling home from the west coast in the early to mid-’60s. No business attire was donned during their trip. These passengers wore purple.

They called him The Dutchman. When he arrived in Minneapolis in January of 1961 to take the head coaching job with the newly formed Minnesota Vikings franchise, Norm Van Brocklin was perhaps the most recognized name in professional football. After all, just a year before he had quarterbacked the Philadelphia Eagles to the NFL Championship against Vince Lombardi’s Packers.

Having never coached before, Van Brocklin was a surprising choice for the position, but his dominating leadership with the Eagles and his extensive knowledge of the game made him an attractive candidate.

Bert Rose, the first general manager of the Vikings, chose Van Brocklin to coach the team—to his own demise, as the two clashed one too many times. The Dutchman could lead and he knew football, but working for someone else was just not in the cards.

Rose had a theory that supported his decision to hire an individual with no formal NFL coaching experience. He felt that, if someone had extensive football intelligence, a thorough understanding of the game’s Xs and Os, and was a great motivator, it would be enough.

Van Brocklin’s reputation as a great leader with a tremendous will to win also led Rose to believe the coach would instill a “trust me, I’ll lead you to victory” philosophy that would combat any lack of coaching experience. What he didn’t know was that ultimately, Van Brocklin would not be able to work for the man who hired him, and the boss would be the one to leave.

Determining who would fill the head coaching position wasn’t easy. Rose initially considered bringing in the successful coach of the Northwestern Wildcats, Ara Parseghian. For a number of reasons, this never worked its way into close deliberation among the decision makers.

Other names, such as Sid Gilman of the Rams, Nick Skorich of the Eagles, and the great Otto Graham of the Cleveland Browns, were brought up as potential head coaches for the Vikings, but Rose and the owners eventually settled on the leader of the world champion Philadelphia Eagles, Norm Van Brocklin.

His field leadership and incredible knowledge of the game attracted the most interest. Rose was convinced that few knew more about football than Van Brocklin, and certainly his name in itself would draw enough attention to establish early credibility for the newly formed franchise.

It worked. The Minnesota Vikings were going to be led into gridiron battles on Sundays by Norm Van Brocklin, championship quarterback and future Hall of Famer. The move was overwhelming and the Twin Cities were ready for the ride. Professional football and the NFL had arrived, and the Dutchman was in charge.

Whoever coined the phrase “there is something in a name” must have been thinking about the infant born in Eagle Butte, South Dakota, on March 15, 1926. It must have been written in the books at the time, “If you are going to name your son Norm Van Brocklin, he will become a quarterback in the NFL and the first head coach of the Minnesota Vikings. He will lead the Philadelphia Eagles to the NFL Championship and become one of the most famous names in all of sports.” How could he do anything else with a name like NORM VAN BROCKLIN?
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