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PROLOGUE

In my nearly four decades working for the city’s first major-league sports franchise, I have grown to strongly hold the opinion that the Denver Broncos are the soul of the city, and that belief has only been reinforced in getting the opportunity to write this book.

Not only has the city expressed unbridled love and passion for the Broncos over the past five decades, but in talking to the 22 notables who make up this book, it was apparent how much that feeling was mutually held by the players.

The attachment of Denver’s fans to their football team stands out as unusual, but there were numerous times during the interview process when the subject would have to stop and compose himself. Invariably, that would happen when discussing the fans and that tremendous bond between fan and player.

Since the team began serving as the lightning rod for national attention in Denver, the passion has always seemed greater here than in many other cities.

But we always think of that emotional attachment as belonging to the fans, not taking into account that to the players it is a two-way street.

I didn’t quite know what to expect as I began the process of talking to players about that game that meant the most to them, but ultimately I was humbled by the process.

At all levels, it was deeper, richer, more gratifying, and more satisfying than I anticipated going in. Their stories touched me, and I hope they touch the reader as well.

Each player told his own unique story, and together they weaved a tapestry of pro football and Bronco history in Denver, from the humblest beginnings to a present that has the team firmly established as one of the most successful franchises in America’s most popular sport.

I found that each player had his own driving force, his own reason to pick that particular game. Time after time it came back to people—the fans or the parents—being the common ground.

They were good enough to give me their time and their memories, and I found myself trying to do the right thing by every story, some now several decades old, because if the player was willing to give his time to the telling of it, I needed to do justice to the ultimate reading of it.

Some of those stories involve championships, and others seem ordinary save for extraordinary personal meaning. In each case, it was the player who singled out the game—that moment in time, which to him is the most defining of his professional football career.

I hope justice has been done to their memories in this book, that the fan feels the passion and emotion of each player coming through the pages, and that together we can all light a candle to the state religion one more time.

—Jim Saccomano


Chapter 1

FLOYD LITTLE

BEFORE THE BRONCOS

Floyd Little symbolized pro football in Denver for many years, certainly for the entire period before the Broncos made the playoffs and became annual championship contenders.

So meager was the state of the Denver franchise over most of its first two decades that Little was given and has since carried the nickname, “The Franchise.”

It seems only fitting that a book about the team start with The Franchise.

A Hall-of-Fame-quality player and then a successful businessman, Little’s beginnings were humble. “Very, very difficult and very challenging,” he recalls. “There was a lot of adversity, and I was able to deal with those adversities on a daily basis to get better. I think the situation that really stands out with me was one when I was young. Growing up my mom had six kids—I lost my dad when I was five or six years old—and I remember one day coming home from school and they had evicted us from our apartment. Our furniture was out on the sidewalk and the kids from the neighborhood were jumping up and down on the furniture and my mom was sitting on the couch crying. I remember putting my arms around her and telling her that as long as I lived they would never do that again to her and she would never be without a place to stay.

“I got a job selling papers, shining shoes, working in a grocery store, and doing all that I could to be the leader of my family. So I learned skills—leadership skills—early on in life because my mom was put on the street and I found a place for her to stay, and then worked for the people that owned the building.”

An accomplished high school athlete, Little felt that his academics needed refinement to compete academically at the best colleges. “I went on to a military school (Bordentown Academy) and learned to do the necessary things that were important in terms of discipline, integrity, and character—all of those things that are intangibles.” Thanks to his efforts, Little earned a full scholarship to Syracuse, where he was given one of the ultimate honors in college football in the 1950s and ’60s. Syracuse awarded him number 44, the number both Jim Brown and Heisman Trophy winner Ernie Davis had worn for the Orangemen.

Little fondly recalls the impact Davis made on him. ‘‘The first African-American to win the Heisman, he was the pillar of what I wanted to be and what my family wanted me to be. He was the picture of what you would want anybody to be. So having met with Ernie and having dialogue with him about Syracuse and what it meant to him, and what it helped him to become was enormous.

“Davis talked about Jim Brown and his influence on him. His obligation to replace Brown, and to replace himself with someone like me was inspiring.”
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Floyd “The Franchise” Little (44) played all nine seasons of his professional career with the Broncos, and his teammates chose him as their captain every year. Courtesy of the Denver Broncos

At a time when freshmen could not play varsity football, Little became a three-time, consensus All-America running back at Syracuse, the nation’s first three-time All-America halfback since Doak Walker. He shattered the records that Davis and Brown had set at Syracuse and scored in all but eight games during his entire college career.

Drafted number one by the Denver Broncos in 1967, he became the first number-one draft choice to be signed by the team.

THE SETTING

The East Coast native recollects his reaction to the news of being drafted by Denver. “I was not happy. When Denver drafted me I was like, ‘Where the hell is Denver?’ I could not believe it when I got a call from (head coach) Lou Saban that they had drafted me to the Denver Broncos. I was like, ‘You have got to be kidding me.’ I could not believe it ’til I flew out here to meet Lou Saban. I was just amazed and fell in love with Denver the first day that I saw it.”

And Denver fell in love with him right away. The first bona fide national superstar in Broncos history, Little was coming to a team and city hungry for success and an identity in pro football. Little would supply the cornerstone for building franchise respect by maintaining a sterling standard of play and a quality of leadership matched very few times since.

His status on the team and in the community was so revered that the five-time all-star was the team’s only captain, as selected by his peers, during his entire nine-year career. His standard of excellence was such that any reasonable ranking of Broncos players would place him on the kind of list that can be counted on one hand.

“We had 26 rookies on our team that first year, and it is very difficult to compete on the level of the National Football League with 26 rookies—half of all the players. But the fans were so supportive and so loyal that they came out and they supported us, and every time that I got on the field I wanted to perform for them. They were the world’s greatest fans because we were never disappointed by their support,” Little remembers.

Sometimes those fans went to Broncos games with only The Franchise to cheer for. Dismal season followed dismal season until the first winning campaign in 1973, Little’s seventh year as a pro. Since that time, no team has had fewer losing seasons than the Broncos.


FLOYD LITTLE AT A GLANCE

POSITION: Running Back

COLLEGE: Syracuse University

PLAYING HEIGHT, WEIGHT: 5-10, 196

YEARS PLAYED FOR BRONCOS: 1967-75

UNIFORM NUMBER: 44 (retired)

NOTABLE: An inductee into the first class (1984) of the Denver Broncos Ring of Fame, Floyd Little is one of the greatest running backs in pro football history. A 2010 inductee into the Pro Football Hall of Fame, he was named by his teammates as the Broncos’ team captain all nine of his seasons in pro ball, and was named to the league All-Star team five times in his nine campaigns. The Broncos’ record book features his name in virtually every significant category for a running back. Little retired as the seventh all-time leading rusher in NFL history, and led the NFL in total rushing yards from 1968-73. He was also first in yards from scrimmage during that six-year timeframe. The Pro Football Hall of Fame Selection Committee named Little to the All-Pro team of the 1970s. Among numerous off-field honors, Little won the 1974 Byron White Humanitarian Award presented by the NFL Players Association. He was inducted into the Colorado Sports Hall of Fame in 1977.

THE GAMES: Cleveland at Denver, October 29, 1972; Philadelphia at Denver, December 14, 1975



During Little’s exemplary career, he tallied a team-record 12,173 all-purpose yards (a record that would last for more than 30 years). He led the NFL in rushing during the 1971 season with 1,133 yards after having led the American Football League in rushing in 1970. He remains the only halfback in history to be the leading rusher in different leagues in consecutive seasons.

“I just enjoyed playing so much for those fans that were more knowledgeable than any fans in the National Football League,” said Little. “But more importantly, they were more supportive of their team and its players.”

And so it happened that the Broncos celebrated Floyd Little Day at Mile High Stadium on October 29, 1972.

THE GAMES OF MY LIFE

“It was amazing for me,” Little recalls. “The fans that had come out were a sellout, of course—the Broncos have sold out every game since 1969, and I am very proud to have had a role in the beginning of that fantastic record. There were so many gifts, and so much heart and soul behind the gifts themselves.

“There was a boat donated by the Chrysler dealers. The Chevrolet people that I had been doing some promotional work for had a Blazer out there with my name on the side and my number on the side. All the fans had donated a lot of things to the Boys and Girls Club for whom I had served on the Board of Directors. For those fans to come out on a cold day and have all of those people there, it was so outstanding. They were hollering and screaming. I got a letter from the president of the United States, Richard Nixon, and a letter from the governor. The mayor had proclaimed it Floyd Little Day. For me as a player and for our developing city, it was just huge. Just absolutely huge and so emotional—my emotions were just out of control.”

The factor that made this day more unusual is that it did not even come at the end of Little’s career. Usually if a player has a “day” it is at the end of his career. The unabashed love that cascaded down onto number 44 was made all the more astonishing since it happened while Little was still in his prime. “I had only played five years and I was receiving all of these accolades and all of these things from the governor, the mayor, and the president of the United States. It was standing room only at the game.”

The Broncos had enjoyed great success against Cleveland, and in Little’s era they had defeated the Browns the year before, and would beat them again the year after. But on Floyd Little Day, the visitors drove for a game-winning touchdown with less than three minutes to play. It was 27-20, Browns.

[image: images]

Denver honored Floyd Little and his 1971 NFL rushing title on October 29, 1972, by celebrating Floyd Little Day at Mile High Stadium. His family was on hand for the ceremony. Courtesy of the Denver Broncos

Little had scored on a 19-yard, third-period reception to give Denver the lead, but the fledgling Broncos could not hold on. He carried 14 times for 79 yards, caught three passes, and returned two punts, accounting for 118 total yards against Cleveland, but the fiercely competitive Little had to leave the field disappointed.

“That game to me was representative of how fans can absolutely embrace one of their own and express what they thought of him and his efforts and commitment. I was so happy to have taken the opportunity to come to a city with which I was unfamiliar, and embrace the people, the fans. That day was just for me. Every time I think about it, it is the thing that causes my emotional dam to break.”

After the Broncos gave him his day, Little played three more seasons. In 1975 his career was coming to an end. The Broncos would finish a disappointing 6-8, and the home finale against the Philadelphia Eagles on December 14 was widely known to be Floyd Little’s last home game.

He reminded the fans one last time why they loved him so much, and he let the fans know that the feelings were completely mutual.

“Football was a great opportunity for me to learn life’s lessons—a lot of life’s lessons. I played it for the better part of my life, and I can remember seeing the last two minutes of the game on the clock as I stood there at the Philadelphia game, my last home game, and realizing that all of the things that I had been a part of as an athlete were going to end in two minutes. That was one hellacious time for me to look up at the clock and watch the end of an era for me tick away. I was thinking about life, and life after football.

“Life is about a lot of things. It is about living; it is about loving; it is about learning; it is about teaching. A lot of people do not know what their passion is in life. If you ask most people, ‘What is your passion?’ they don’t know. We are born and we are given a certain grace when we are born, certain talents and skills that we have but we never know what they are because we never really pursued them. My passion always was to teach. I know that, that is what I am here for. The knowledge and experiences that I have gained in life, I have to pass that on. I can’t take it with me, so I have been gathering all of this information to share with those who are interested and those who want to give it back. I don’t want to take any knowledge with me when I leave. My passion in life is to give my knowledge freely and to teach accordingly and to share information. So life for me has just been a picture.”

The Broncos beat Philadelphia by a score of 25-10, an altogether more fitting finale for Little than the Cleveland game three years earlier, and he was a huge factor in the Denver offense against the Eagles.

“That game was surreal. It was the end of my career as an athlete. The greatest thing was when guys like (Eagles linebacker) Bill Bergey and (Eagles wide receiver) Harold Carmichael during the game would say to me, ‘Floyd, we are going to miss you. You are a great player; you helped to perpetuate this game of football that we all love. The guys who know and played against you know you were a fierce competitor, and we loved competing against you because you gave it your all and we are going to miss you.’ Comments like that meant so much.”

The final stats show 163 total yards for Little, still awfully good for a player on his way out, and he stopped at the exit door for one of the greatest last acts in Broncos history.

The game was tied at 10-10 in the third quarter, and Denver had the ball at its own 34-yard line. “I knew it was my last game, and I asked (quarterback) Steve Ramsey, ‘Let’s run a screen pass, because I am going to take it the distance,’ and Ramsey called it. He threw the screen pass to me and I ran the yards being led by Haven Moses all the way down the sideline.”

Little’s hardest work on the play might have been the actual catching of Ramsey’s high screen, which made the halfback leap completely off the ground to make the grab. “That wobbler! I had to catch one of Ramsey’s wobblers. Then I had to do a lot of weaving, but I could see the path to the end zone, and the angles of the defenders worked well for me,” he modestly recalls. It was the 53rd time he had reached the end zone as a Bronco, but it still was not the last.

“There was huge personal significance to that touchdown, because I scored the first time that I played in Bears Stadium (the Broncos’ home before expansion and renaming by the city). So I scored in my first game as a Bronco, and I scored in my last game.”

Denver added a field goal and then had a final offensive series in the final minutes of the game. It was a nine-play drive that included one reception and four runs by Little, the last one greatly anticipated by the adoring fandom. With the ball at the Philadelphia two, everyone knew the play, and Little was called upon to carry the ball one last time. He went in untouched with 1:56 to play for his second touchdown in the last home game.

“I came to the sidelines and watched the clock go down, and I was just flooded with thoughts and emotions.

“It was unbelievable. Some guys came out of the stands and carried me off of the field. I don’t know how they got on the field. I can’t even identify them. I wish that I could. They hoisted me up on their shoulders and they carried me off of the field. I really wanted to linger a little bit because that was the last time I would ever be on that field in that capacity. But they came out and off I went!

“Charlie Johnson (quarterback and fellow Ring of Famer) was waiting after the game at the locker room with a chauffeur’s hat and a limousine to take me over to the party that my teammates had arranged for me with the coaches and their wives and everything. They had a big ice sculpture with my number on it and it was just an incredible way to end my career. But had I known that the Broncos were going to go to the Super Bowl that next year I would have hung on for another year.”

AFTER THE CHEERING STOPPED

For Floyd Little, the playing stopped, but the cheering never did.

After his retirement he said, “One is always continuing the theme of leadership. Your life isn’t over, you are just moving on, and a person has to continue to do things, to grow, develop, and contribute.

“Football has been a great teacher for me. The things that I learned from football and from my teammates have helped me to become a better person in life and in business. What you learn on a daily basis can certainly catapult you into your next career.” He successfully parlays that knowledge as the owner and operator of a Ford dealership in Seattle.

Little was a member of the Denver Broncos’ inaugural Ring of Fame class in 1984. The induction ceremony and every other visit has been punctuated by the unceasing cheers of Broncos fans who will never forget the days when The Franchise was just one player. Little was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in the Class of 2010.

Syracuse University retired the number 44 in 2005, and all of the players who wore that illustrious number were there for the ceremony. Recalling the most vivid memory of that day, Little says, “They asked Jim Brown to speak on behalf of all the players who had worn the number, and Jim Brown referred to me. He said, ‘Floyd Little was the greatest running back who ever wore the number 44. He is the only three-time All-American in the history of this school. He should be the one to represent the number 44.’ Can you imagine that? Jim Brown bowed to me.

“I have always tried to conduct myself with dignity and pride. My mom would not have wanted it any other way. I don’t care for some of the attitudes of some of the players today, but I think that we represent ourselves in such a way that we are role models whether we want to be or not. You never know who you will influence.

“I got to know Jim Gray, a longtime Denver resident and national TV reporter, and he got a star in the Hollywood Walk of Fame in 2005. I got a call from him asking me if I would be a part of that ceremony. Of course I said yes and then when he was on the podium to receive his award he said, ‘I want to thank my hero, who is responsible for me being here. He is a person that I have looked up to so much, I wore his jersey every night as a boy.’ And then he turned to me. I was just shocked, stunned, and amazed. And he said, ‘I slept in it every night and my parents said, “Let us wash this jersey, he is just a football player.”’ And Jim Gray said he told them, ‘He is not just a football player. He is my hero and my idol and the person that I look up to, and I want Floyd Little to know that he is responsible for me being here.’ I was just blown away.”

Rare is the player of whom it can be said that the city gained more from him than he from the city.


Chapter 2

FRANK TRIPUCKA

BEFORE THE BRONCOS

There are many stories in sports about a team doing a favor for a player, giving him a chance to have a career, but Frank Tripucka’s time with the Broncos represented the exact opposite, a player, indeed a retired player in this case, giving the team a chance.

The Broncos were the epitome of a ragtag operation when they began in 1960, and Frank Tripucka had already concluded a fine playing career and was about to give his full-time attention to the business world.

A star at Notre Dame in the 1940s and a first-round draft choice by the Philadelphia Eagles in 1949, Tripucka had played in the NFL and in Canada from then until 1959, and he had had enough. “I was playing up in Saskatchewan, and I figured it was about time I quit because I was getting a little old then,” he remembers.

But then he got a phone call.

“I had known (Broncos head coach) Frank Filchock up in Canada and I also knew (Broncos general manager) Dean Griffing up in Canada,” Tripucka relates. “So I came home and the next thing you know I get a call from Dean Griffing who said they were starting a team out in Denver and he wanted to know if I could help out with the coaching. So I said, ‘Sure, I’d be happy to come out there, for a couple of weeks anyway.’”

A couple of weeks?

“I went out to Golden to the Colorado School of Mines, next thing I knew they were playing an intra-squad game later on the first week. So, I was sitting there on the sideline, and Filchock said to me, ‘These people aren’t getting their money’s worth. How about you going in the second half and throwing a couple of passes. At least give them their $5 worth.’ I said, ‘Yeah, I’d be happy to.’ So I went in the second half and stayed in for four more years.”

The early Broncos were ragtag in ways that one cannot even imagine. The budget was limited, the uniforms were used—mustard and brown, with vertically striped socks that became so legendary for their hideousness that a pair today resides in the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

Tripucka, dubbed “The Tripper” by sportswriters in his day, recalls, “Griffing was on a very limited budget. He was a cheap guy to start with and he didn’t spend a buck if he didn’t have to. Those uniforms, he ended up buying them from some minor-league team out on the West Coast. That’s how we ended up with those brown-striped socks with the brown pants and the mustard (home) and white (road) jerseys.”

In fact, had it not been for a national television contract, the American Football League certainly would not have stayed afloat long enough to be part of today’s NFL.

So on the cusp of retirement from pro football, this is the assignment Tripucka voluntarily took upon himself as a favor to old friends in 1960. The Broncos lost and lost big for two years, with the old Notre Damer valiantly slinging the ball and trying to keep the Broncos in games while running for his life.
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Quarterback Frank Tripucka was one of the original Denver Broncos and led the team to its first .500 record in 1962. Courtesy of the Denver Broncos

THE SETTING

Some things finally changed in 1962.

The Broncos brought Jack Faulkner in from San Diego to be the head coach. San Diego was a top-notch team in the league at that time. Faulkner brought with him the Broncos’ first playbook, and the team designed new uniforms, choosing orange as the main color without realizing how prominent it would become in the Mile High City.

Prior to 1962 the Broncos had always opened on the road due to the minor-league baseball team using Denver’s Bears Stadium (named for the baseball team). But Faulkner wanted the edge of opening at home, so in 1962 they took the unusual step of playing their home opener at the University of Denver Stadium. “The stadium just sat there empty,” Tripucka notes, “since they did not play football any longer, so we ended up playing our opening game there and we ended up winning it against the Chargers, 30-21. So of course, everyone was just thrilled to death because all we ever did was lose before.”

The Broncos had opened with a win in their new orange uniforms.

“Faulkner was the one that came in and said, ‘My God, you’ve got to do something about these uniforms. We put this team out there, and if you want them to play like a major-league team you’ve got to make them look like a major-league team!’ So we ended up with the orange uniforms—orange jerseys, white pants with the blue piping on it. We looked like a million dollars!”

And the next week Denver took to the road to face Buffalo.

THE GAME OF MY LIFE

Reaching 2-0 was a very big deal for this bedraggled franchise, and the Broncos would have to do it in old War Memorial Stadium, where 30,577 showed up to watch an AFL known for wide-open offensive football.

Tripucka did not disappoint them. The old passer, who two and a half years ago had gone into that intra-squad game to “give them their money’s worth,” proceeded to have the game of his life against the Bills, on his way to a season that would end with Tripucka playing in the AFL All-Star Game.


FRANK TRIPUCKA AT A GLANCE

POSITION: Quarterback

COLLEGE: University of Notre Dame

PLAYING HEIGHT, WEIGHT: 6-2, 192

YEARS PLAYED FOR BRONCOS: 1960-63

UNIFORM NUMBER: 18 (retired)

NOTABLE: A 1986 inductee into the Denver Broncos Ring of Fame, Frank Tripucka was one of the original Broncos. He led the team to its first .500 record (7-7 in 1962) and threw for 51 touchdowns as a Bronco. His 447 yards passing against Buffalo (September 15, 1962) stood as the team record for 38 years, and, until 2013, he shared the team record for most touchdown passes in a game with five (October 28, 1982 vs. Buffalo). Tripucka played in the AFL All-Star Game in 1962. He was inducted into the Colorado Sports Hall of Fame in 1983.

THE GAME: Denver at Buffalo, September 15, 1962



The Broncos could not run the ball much, or well, in those early days, so all hopes were pinned on Tripucka’s arm. He eventually completed 29 of 56 passes against the Bills for a staggering 447 yards and two touchdowns.

But it didn’t start off easy for Tripucka or the Broncos.

Denver managed only a field goal in the first half and trailed by a 20-3 margin at the break.

“We just kept passing, even though they knew that’s what we had to do. There were not a lot of options for us at that time but I told the guys that as long as they kept blocking and catching, I’d keep throwing. At least we had plays to run against Buffalo. In the first two years of operation we did not have a playbook at all, so I would draw up the plays in the dirt in the huddle, and just look for whoever I thought would be open,” Tripucka recalls.

In the second half, Tripucka flipped a touchdown pass to another former Notre Damer, wide receiver Bob Scarpitto, who had six catches for 90 yards that day. Fellow Ring of Famer Lionel Taylor caught nine for 133 yards.

Of Taylor, Tripucka says, “He was far and away the greatest receiver I’ve ever played with. We used to draw the plays on the ground. We’d get in the huddle, I would draw, and Lionel would say, ‘I can do this to this guy and that to that guy.’ I’d say, ‘OK, let’s go.’”

Of course, the Broncos had a playbook against the Bills, but Tripucka never lacked for improvisational skills. “At that time, you’ve got to realize that all these AFL teams played man-for-man, there was no such thing as zone coverage. Everybody played man-for-man. If you had a good guy running patterns it was for a reason—Lionel Taylor could run a pattern and I knew him like a book and that was it. That’s where we became successful.”

But the big play of the day came in the fourth quarter and was a combination of playbook, end-zone daring, and the improvisational speed of a young receiver named Al Frazier. It produced the game-tying touchdown and a new record for the fledgling league.

Tripucka’s offense had been pushed back to Denver’s four-yard line with just over seven minutes left in the game, and the old signal caller was facing an extraordinarily improbable third-and-36 situation.

With his team down by a score, The Tripper fired a 96-yard touchdown pass to Frazier, one of the biggest plays of his or anyone’s career. “Like I said, we just kept slinging the ball. And Frazier could fly,” Tripucka humbly notes.

That 96-yard touchdown pass was the longest play from scrimmage in early AFL history, and it remains the longest play ever made if considering the number of yards needed just for the first down.

Tripucka engineered one final drive, this one coming in the game’s final moments. He passed the Broncos to the Buffalo three-yard line, where placekicker Gene Mingo nailed the game-winning field goal with 25 seconds remaining.

“I played a lot of years, and threw a lot of footballs,” says Tripucka. Those 447 passing yards stood as a Bronco record for 38 years, surviving even the 16-year career of Hall of Fame quarterback John Elway.

Frank Tripucka’s number 18 jersey was retired by the Broncos upon the end of his Denver career, a career which had begun with The Tripper doing a favor for a couple of old friends.

AFTER THE CHEERING STOPPED

The Tripuckas stayed in New Jersey after his playing days ended, and Frank was finally able to embark full time on that business career.

He first got into the liquor business as owner of a liquor store and then got wind of a beer distributorship up in Paterson that was available for him to buy. He did so and built it up from a four-truck business to a 20-truck operation. “I was very fortunate. That was about the time that Miller came out with Miller Lite. So I was pretty lucky that I had this Miller franchise and they were coming out with Miller Lite, and prior to that Miller never came east. It was strictly a midwestern beer until they came east, and since then everything has been history. It’s become the second largest brewery in the country.”

The self-deprecating Tripucka never pointed out that people make their own luck, or that the harder he worked, the luckier he got, but there is no question he enjoyed great success in the business world.

“I am basically retired now. I piddle around with the Central Plastics Company. I own it but my daughter-in-law runs the show. She’s an engineer.” There are six boys in addition to the daughter, and the Tripuckas enjoy watching the activities of their grandchildren.

His pro football career, which began in 1949, enjoyed its exclamation point when Broncos owner Pat Bowlen named Tripucka to the team’s Ring of Fame in 1986.

“I was just thrilled to death. Being in the Broncos Ring of Fame and being one of only three players to have their number retired (John Elway’s number seven and Floyd Little’s number 44 are the other two), that is quite an honor.

“I had already been dabbling in business back in 1960, but I wanted to go out and help my old friends Frank Filchock and Dean Griffing for just a couple of weeks; it turned out to be a blessing in disguise, and I was thrilled to death with how it all turned out.” Frank Tripucka passed away on September 12, 2013, at the age of 85, in Woodland Park, New Jersey.


Chapter 3

RANDY GRADISHAR

BEFORE THE BRONCOS

Randy Gradishar is the poster boy for character, leadership, and family values.

Everything about Gradishar’s story would seem corny, if it were not all true. The prototypical All-American boy, he literally was raised in Champion, Ohio, before matriculating to Ohio State. Legendary coach Woody Hayes called him “the best linebacker I ever coached at Ohio State.” No small praise from as stern a taskmaster as Hayes was known to be.

Of course, Gradishar was a three-year starter for the Buckeyes and was named to every All-America team following his senior season as well as being an Academic All-American.

But just being from a place called Champion did not give Gradishar a free pass to greatness.

“I’ve always looked at athletics as basic fundamentals,” says Gradishar. “And basic fundamentals means a lot of different things—whether it’s running sprints, whether it’s lifting weights, whether it’s playing in a game, whether it’s practicing. For 17 years of my life it always came back to basic fundamentals.”

What went into creating a player of Gradishar’s caliber? He explains, “There is the God-given talent that people have, and the rest of it is work. Then you get involved with the word ‘commitment.’ Committed to being the best I can be. I wanted to be a winner; I wanted to be a leader. I didn’t want to be a follower.”

The Ohio State and Broncos star believes that his value system didn’t change much going as far back as his freshman year in high school. “I always liked the characteristics and traits of being a leader. You think of the word ‘accountability,’ you think of the word ‘discipline,’ you think of the word ‘respect.’ Having team goals, having individual goals, having a vision for yourself, those things were all really important to me.”

No one who plays competitive athletics ever knows how far he is going to go, but Gradishar embodied the concept of success. “I wanted to be the best I could be. That doesn’t mean that I am necessarily the number-one NFL, college, or high school player that Ohio ever had or the Denver Broncos have ever had, but from a personal standpoint I know that I gave it my best. I gave it 110 percent in those characteristics of character, commitment throughout life on the field and off the field.”

Young Gradishar was a coach’s dream, embodying all the virtues of team and small-town America. An obvious number-one draft choice, he was an immediate pick by Broncos coach John Ralston when Denver’s turn came. Ralston had begun to turn the Broncos around, and Gradishar was “not a player you could pass up,” according to his first pro coach.

Gradishar came to Denver and was an integral piece of the puzzle as the Broncos went from a laughingstock team to a respectable one, to a very good one that finally reached the Super Bowl in that 1977 dream season. And because Gradishar was no less than a great player, he was a starter, an all-star, and the league’s Most Valuable Player. But his values were what drove him, and that value system gave him a perspective far beyond wins and losses.

[image: images]

Randy Gradishar played the game of his life against Cleveland on October 5, 1980, bearing the pain of torn rib cartilage and losing his father four months earlier. Rod Hanna/Denver Broncos

How he was raised, and where he was raised, combined to set up the game of his life when he least expected it.

THE SETTING

When the Broncos played the Browns on October 5, 1980, it was not for a championship, but rather was just another early-season NFL game. But personal events were setting a special stage for Randy Gradishar.

It was 1980, the sixth year of Gradishar’s illustrious career, and by then the Orange Crush defense had led the Broncos to the 1977 Super Bowl, and the Broncos’ middle linebacker was recognized as one of the game’s finest defenders. By any standard, he was one of the leaders on that defense.

His father had died in June of 1980 of an aneurism. The Broncos would play in Cleveland that season, and the connections affected the young linebacker to a high degree. He had grown up near the Browns’ Hiram training camp.

“When my father passed away in June, I thought about it coming back from the funeral from Ohio to Denver. It never really left my mind. I already knew what the schedule was, and I knew we would be going back to Ohio for that game in October.”

The week leading up to the game was mentally full for him.

“Many times people do not think of football players as regular guys with emotions and feelings, because we certainly keep those things to ourselves. And that whole week of practice the feelings kept coming out. We were traveling on Saturday and playing on Sunday, and I kept remembering how my father and I used to go to Cleveland Browns games and Cleveland Indians games at the Cleveland Municipal Stadium, and I knew that this time my father wouldn’t be there.”


RANDY GRADISHAR AT A GLANCE

POSITION: Linebacker

COLLEGE: Ohio State University

PLAYING HEIGHT, WEIGHT: 6-3, 233

YEARS PLAYED FOR BRONCOS: 1974-83

UNIFORM NUMBER: 53

NOTABLE: Randy Gradishar was a seven-time Pro Bowler for Denver and is the Broncos’ all-time tackles leader with 2,049 over his 10-year career. Gradishar played in every game of his career (145 consecutive) and accounted for 33 turnovers (20 interceptions and 13 fumble recoveries). He was voted Defensive Player of the Year in 1978 (AP, UPI, Pro Football Weekly, and NEA). The Denver Broncos inducted him into the Ring of Fame in 1989, the College Football Hall of Fame followed suit in 1998, and he has been a finalist for induction into the Pro Football Hall of Fame. In 1987, Gradishar was inducted into the Colorado Sports Hall of Fame.
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