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Foreword: Not So Left Field, After All

Stan Isaacs has gone mainstream on us, highlighting the first-rate, front-line, main-event, big-picture journalist he always was, yet guilefully kept hidden behind the guise of the iconoclast.

I should hasten to add that Stan is my mentor, my friend, my role model, along with his wife, Bobbie. For nearly half a century I have been taking discreet peeks at how they conduct themselves as a thoroughly hip and loving couple. So the point is, expect no neutrality here.

We thought we were hot stuff at Newsday in the early Sixties. I say “we” in the way ballplayers speak fondly of their first team. As well as he did further on down the line, Don Baylor will always refer to the Baltimore Orioles as “we,” where he learned to play the game right. That is how I felt about Newsday on Long Island, watching Stan Isaacs and Jack Mann and the rest. We thought we were the best sports section in New York, and Stan was our cleanup hitter, the sports columnist who was at these momentous events he describes in these pages.

He worked at the same time as Jimmy Cannon, Dick Young, Arthur Daley, Red Smith, Bob Lipsyte and Leonard Koppett, and he was as good, as important, as any of them. He cultivated the role of the character, which only added to his role as observer of big events. As this memoir proves, Stan was present at the major sports events from midcentury onward, and now he goes over them again, as a journalist-historian who has been around.

How jealous I was, covering high-school sports on Long Island, editing copy late at night, reading Stan’s dispatches from all over the country—and Wimbledon, exotic England. He did it with a deceptive, playful approach, having fun with instant history. He was there, taking it seriously, when Jim Brown and Bill Russell and Mickey Mantle and Muhammad Ali became themselves, but he also kept sports in perspective by finding its goofy corners. He knew what he was doing when he called his column “Out of Left Field.”

I can still recall the evening in the old Newsday office in Garden City when we learned that Stan was covering the Yankee game in Kansas City—from the sheep pasture in ramshackle Municipal Stadium. This is true. Charles O. Finley, the obstreperous owner of the A’s, while somewhat misanthropic toward his employees, had a fondness for four-legged creatures. Finley had a live mule and an artificial pop-up rabbit that delivered fresh baseballs at home plate, and he also kept a flock of sheep on the steep hill behind the outfield fence.

It was easier to let sheep roam rather than try to mow the hillside. Probably cheaper, too. So Stan arranged to watch the game from the pasture. He arranged for a mystified Associated Press photographer to transmit a picture of him sitting amidst the sheep. In my memory bank, I seem to recall our caption saying: “Stanley, Is That Ewe?” I have forgotten what his take was from the pasture, but I am sure it illustrated the strangeness of the Finley menagerie, the exotica of funky old ballparks before they became the cash-cow amusement parks of today. Back in suburban Long Island, reading Stan jealously as his copy clattered home in the midnight hours, I couldn’t wait to get out to America and see some of this strangeness for myself. And I think our readers felt the same way.

Stan was one of the Founding Fathers of the Chipmunks, a breed of youngish (some would say immature) scribblers, who chattered away on irrelevant matters during Big Games. (It is our eternal honor that the nickname was bestowed on us by none other than Jimmy Cannon, another of my heroes, who, I like to think, understood our enlightened irreverence.) Stan and Jack, Larry Merchant and Stan Hochman of the Philadelphia Daily News, Bud Collins of the Boston Globe and Leonard Shecter of the New York Post were sort of charter Chipmunks, and the rest of us scampered along, gibbering in their wake.

Our coat of arms, if we had had one, would have contained the Latin version of Stan’s most iconic question. One day Ralph Terry, a prince of a right-hander with the Yankees, was congratulated on the birth of his first child. He had just been chatting on the phone with his wife, who was feeding the infant.

“Breast or bottle?” Isaacs asked. Gentleman that he was, Terry may even have answered the question. But the response has been overshadowed by the question, the quintessential Stan Isaacs.

Oddness like that allowed Stan to operate in a deceptive manner that James Joyce described in Ulysses as “jocoserious.” But he was right there. He knew a story. When a baseball manager rambled that his black and Latin players were not mentally alert, Isaacs knew that needed to be reported. When Cassius Clay took on the Muslim name Muhammad Ali, Isaacs knew this was an important moment in America, and treated Ali’s point of view with dignity.

Stan was also a pioneer of independence in the baseball press box, declining to be the paid official scorer because he thought it violated his neutrality. Today very few daily reporters are allowed to score. Under Jack Mann, our sports editor, we were not allowed to write for team programs or take gifts from teams or travel for free on team airplanes.

Behind the jokes, we were blazing some trails. Stan was out there, earlier and more often than the rest of us. Now he has gone back over the great events and trends he covered. Expect no neutrality from me. It is an education, and a treat, to read him again.



 —George Vecsey

January 2008





Introduction

It was the last day of the sophomore honors English class at Eastern District High School in Brooklyn in 1944. Abe Risikoff, the teacher, said to me, “You did well in this class this term. Would you like to join the school newspaper?”

I said, “I don’t like to write compositions.”

He said, “You don’t have to write compositions on the Gold and White [the school paper]. What are you interested in?

“I like sports,” I said. Sports were just about all I was interested in. I was a sports fanatic who probably knew more about sports statistics at 11 than I knew when I was a professional sports reporter.

“Well, you can write sports for the paper,” Risikoff said. Immediately there danced in my mind the thought that probably motivated just about every person who ever became a sports writer. I thought, “I can get into games free.”

That was the beginning of a half-century of writing sports. It would take me to the four corners of the nation and beyond. Often in moments of introspection I have thought back wistfully to the debt I owe Mr. Risikoff. I was never able to thank him in person, because he went into the service after steering me onto the paper. During an English class the next term, the teacher made an announcement. He said, “Our Mr. Risikoff had died in action fighting in Europe.”

When the idea for this book was broached, my first reaction was to wonder if I had been involved with enough earth-shaking events to handle the assignment. But once I started to list events that qualified, I found I had more than ten blockbuster occasions to consider.

In winnowing my list, I thought first of some less-thanearthshaking moments which made a large impression on me at the time. The first was a football game between the two New York City municipal colleges, CCNY and my school, Brooklyn College in 1946. These were hardly football titans, but that didn’t matter because this was a hot rivalry. The games were played on Saturday night at Ebbets Field, which made it a perfect date night. I took my nose out of football statistics long enough to line up a young woman to be my date.

City College led, 8-6, in the waning seconds. They had the ball on their one-yard line and tried to kill the clock in the final two seconds with a quarterback sneak. The CCNY quarterback fumbled the ball, however, and Brooklyn guard Bernie Friedlund pounced on it in City’s end zone for a Brooklyn College touchdown and a 12-8 victory. In the midst of the wild celebrating by the Brooklyn students, I believe I was emboldened enough to kiss my date. I couldn’t imagine that 22 years later I would cover an event that had such heroics and more in a more significant game.

My professional newspaper career started while I was still in college. It was a copy boy’s job at the New York Star, which succeeded the noble but failed the journalistic experiment known as PM. I then continued as a cub sports writer with the Daily Compass , which followed the fallen Star at a downtown area in Manhattan now known as Tribeca.

I covered the great City College sweep of the National Invitation Tournament and NCAA tournament in 1950. Because teams no longer can enter both tournaments, City stands as the only team ever to win both in the same year.

The Daily Compass was a marginal paper and it had a skeletal sports staff of three or four at best. To give the impression of heft, sports editor Stanley Woodward created two fictional names as bylines. So I wrote as Gary Fiske while covering the tournaments, both of which took place at Madison Square Garden.

CCNY won both tourneys by beating Bradley in the final each time. Because CCNY was a municipal school as was Brooklyn, I identified with and rooted with a passion for the City guys because they were a New York City team to the core, made up mostly of black players and Jews. I was professional enough in my coverage, yet I basked in the post-tournament celebrations as if it was my school that had won.

The footnote to this was a little gift that the Madison Square Garden people gave to the reporters covering the event. I still have the cigarette lighter inscribed to “Gary Fiske.”

Much to our dismay the college basketball scandal erupted the next spring. Shockingly, City College was involved; the core of its team had succumbed to the lure of gamblers offering them money to shave points. Manhattan, LIU and NYU were also caught in the scandal, as were out-of-town schools, Kentucky, Toledo and Bradley. These revelations and the scuttling of New York City by the Brooklyn Dodgers and New York Giants in 1957 turned off a generation of sports fans in New York.

Texas Western’s 72-65 victory over Kentucky in the 1966 NCAA final is regarded as a watershed game in college sports history because it was the first time an all-black team played in—and won—an NCAA final. It has taken on a deeper significance down through the years, though not much was made of it at the time.

I think I was reluctant to emphasize the race angle in those days and probably did not address it after the final game because I had stressed it in my column on Texas Western (now UTEP) beating Utah in the semi-final game.

I wrote:

All of the first seven on Texas Western are Negroes [the term in usage at the time] That shouldn’t be significant one way or another except that many people make it noteworthy with snickers about the racial makeup of the team.

In the press row for example a reporter from Virginia noted at one point that Texas Western had five Negroes on the team and Utah three. “I’ll say one thing,” this sharp observer noted, “whoever wins this game will be the dark-horse team tomorrow night [in the final].”

His neighbor, also a Virginian, said, “What do you mean?”

“It’s eight to two on the court,” the first noted.

“Eight to two?” the second repeated with puzzlement. Then he grasped the meaning. “Eight to two. Oh.”

The point here is that the second fellow was seeing the game for what it was: a battle of two teams. His neighbor was blinded by the color of skin. Perhaps there is a bigger point there. Who would have thought, say 10 years ago, that two schools—not CCNY or UCLA—but such outlanders as Texas Western and Utah would be involved in a game with such representation. Democracy, it’s wonderful.



 The most tumultuous scene I have ever experienced occurred around the first Floyd Patterson-Sonny Liston heavyweight championship fight. Boxing came together with literature, politics and farce in late September, 1962 for the bout at Chicago’s Comiskey Park. Fight headquarters at the Sheraton Hotel throbbed all week with gabbing, boozing, clowning and lying. There were boxing beat writers, columnists from all over the country, from Europe. There were boxing luminaries: former champions Rocky Marciano, Barney Ross and Archie Moore, Joe Louis, even Jim Braddock. A presence in the background though he was hardly seen by anybody—and wasn’t, as far as I can recall, at the fight—was Playboy publisher Hugh Hefner, who put up some celebrities at his notorious hedonistic mansion on the north side.

There were the writers: James Baldwin, Budd Schulberg, Norman Mailer and William Buckley. A dynamic aspect of the week was a debate scheduled between Mailer, the left-winger and Buckley, the eminent right-winger on the subject, “The American Right Wing.” Amidst much fight talk there was merriment about the debate. Somebody put up a comic betting line, “Battling Bill Buckley (Brown Shirt) 2½-1 favorite over Norman (Ex-Boy Wonder).

Much to the surprise of many, Mailer won the debate. Buckley was used to dismissing liberals. Mailer took a radical stance, equally hard on liberals, and bobbed and weaved his way to victory. The New York Times had it as a draw. This infuriated Mailer so much he went on a drunken toot and stayed on it right through the fight and most embarrassingly, the morning after.

The fight, of course, had the shocking ending of Liston knocking out Patterson in 2:06 of the first round. It was so embarrassing to Patterson, he donned a disguise to get out of town undetected. Mailer, in what he later would call “a mind half-gorged with juice,” crashed Liston’s post-fight press conference and made a fool of himself by injecting himself in Liston’s moment. To cries of “throw the bum out” he finally was ushered away. Amazingly, instead of shrinking out of the public eye in shame, he soon wrote a piece for Esquire magazine in which he described the scene, not sparing himself one bit.

Many years later, doing a question and answer piece for Newsday magazine, I told him I was amazed at his accuracy in portraying himself as a fool. Mailer’s response: “Well, I didn’t do it on purpose. You know how that happened. I was half out of my head.”

The Islanders hockey team shook the world of Long Island if not the nation when it won four straight Stanley Cups from 1980-1983. The Islanders were the only “pure” major league franchise on Long Island in that they were based in Nassau County, outside New York City, the area in which Newsday dominated.

I had moved on from sports columnist to sports editor to TV sports critic by that time. I had a different take on the Islanders fourth Cup victory in 1983 because I worked as a post-game interviewer on a Newsday TV channel. I ducked the champagne deluge in the winning locker room to interview the conquering heroes. I even had a chance to hold the Stanley Cup, and was surprised by how light it was, no heavier than a flower vase.

I covered the football Giants in the 1958 season and did double duty with some stories on Jim Brown of the Cleveland Browns. He was a Long Island product from Manhasset High School who would go down in the minds of many as the greatest running back in history.

The season came down to a showdown between the Giants and Browns. The Giants had to beat the Browns in the last game of the season and then beat them again in a playoff to get into a championship game against the Baltimore Colts. I recall clearly Cleveland’s first play from scrimmage in the season finale. Big and fast Jim Brown broke over right tackle and ran 65 yards for a touchdown. The game eventually came down to a 10-10 tie and had Pat Summerall, who had missed two field goals, lining up in the snow for a 49-yard field goal attempt. It seemed to go wide right, then hooked left and sailed over the crossbar. The Giants won, 13-10 and beat the Browns again the next week at Yankee Stadium, 10-0.

The championship game against the Colts was played before a crowd of 64,000 in relatively mild 45-degree weather at Yankee Stadium. It was the first ever pro football game to go to a sudden death overtime.

The game featured a parade of stars: Johnny Unitas, Raymond Berry and Lenny Moore on offense for the Colts, and defensive behemoths Gino Marchetti, Art Donovan and six-foot seven-inch Gene (Big Daddy) Lipscomb who once described his tackling technique as, “I reach out and grab an armful of players from the other team and peel them off until I find the one with the ball.” The Giants had Charley Conerly, Frank Gifford, Alex Webster and Kyle Rote, and tackle Roosevelt Brown on offense and a defensive line of Andy Robustelli, Jim Katcavage, Dick Modzelewski and Roosevelt Grier. And they had assistant coaches Vince Lombardi on offense and Tom Landry on defense. “With Vince and Tom,” head coach Jim Lee Howell said, “all I have to do is blow up the footballs.”

The Giants scored a field goal in the first quarter and the Colts scored two touchdowns in the second to lead 14-3 at the half. A comic moment was provide by Colts coach Weeb Ewbank. When Giants linebacker Sam Huff piled on Berry after a catch near the sideline, Ewbank was so enraged that all 5-foot-5 inches of him ran over and took a swing at Huff.

An 86-yard pass play led to a touchdown in the third period that narrowed the Colts’ lead to 14-10. The Giants then scored on a 15-yard Conerly-to-Gifford touchdown pass and led, 17-14. After the Giants missed by inches on a third down and four situation and chose to punt, the Colts moved toward a field goal. Three straight Unitas-to-Berry passes gained 62 yards and put the ball on the Giants 13. With 19 seconds left, Steve Myhra kicked a 20-yard field goal for a 17-17 tie to force overtime.

The Giants won the toss but couldn’t move the ball. The Colts took over on their own 20, and with the cool Johnny Unitas in complete command, they launched one of the most celebrated scoring drives in NFL history. As they moved down the field toward the left field bleachers in Yankee Stadium, I was looking up the field from outside the Yankee dugout at first base, pausing before going to the post-game dressing room interviews.

A 21-yard pass to Ray Berry and a 20-yard run by Alan Ameche put the ball just inside the Giants 10-yard line. This was the time to play it safe and kick a field goal. Unitas, however, was so cocky he took a colossal chance that has been questioned ever since. After Ameche made only a yard on first down, Unitas threw a pass in the right flat to Jim Mutscheller. It was a risky call, because it could have been intercepted to nullify a sure winning field goal. But Unitas was supreme. He hit Mutscheller, who fell out of bounds inside the one-yard line. On third down, Ameche bucked through a huge hole for a touchdown that ended what would be called—at least in the years before Super Bowls took over the NFL landscape—“The Greatest Game Ever Played.”

One of my favorite athletes of all time was Al Oerter, the champion discus thrower. His feat of winning gold medals in an unprecedented four straight Olympics would rank among my 10 moments that shook the sports world if more people paid attention to the discus event. “The only way the discus would ever attract any attention,” Oerter often joked, “would be if we started throwing them at each other.”

Oerter won the discus at the 1956 Olympics in Melbourne, in 1960 at Rome and in 1964 at Tokyo before he would try at Mexico City in 1968. He did not do well in many meets leading up to the Olympics. He suffered from several injuries and needed a neck collar to protect a pinched nerve in his cervical disc, the area at the top of his spine. By any rights he was an underdog, but there was a mystique about him that loomed large for the other competitors.

Oerter grew up in New Hyde Park on Long Island. He began his career at Sewanhaka High School when a discus landed at his feet and he threw it back past the group of throwers. He went on to Kansas U. He was 6’4”, 280 pounds, sandy-haired with blue eyes, a broth of a man whom people would look at twice.

I once accompanied him to a local gym on Long Island as he lifted weights as preparation for the 1968 Games. Others looked on with awe as Oerter went through his lifts and politely stepped aside as he eventually used every piece of equipment in the room.

It was raining in Mexico City on the day of the discus competition, October 15th. The big men came out at 3:00 p.m., then left the field as thunder and lightning crackled in the air. They returned half an hour later to begin throwing. Throughout it all, Oerter paced back and forth between his throws, not looking at his competitors. I recalled a comment he had made at the Olympic trials. He said, “I wouldn’t want to peak too early or I would be a raging maniac by the time of the Games.”

On his first throw, Oerter hit 61.78 meters (202.6 feet). This put him third in the competition. He fouled in the second round, but held his position. The first three throws were important because only the top eight would advance to take three final throws. From where I sat in the press section across the field I focused on Oerter as he stopped his pacing and readied for his third effort.

With brisk strides, he settled into the circle, rubbing and cradling the disc, six pounds and 10 ounces of iron. He rubbed spit on it. Then he walked to the front of the circle, made a half-arc transferring the discus from his right to left hand and back. He moved to the back of the circle, set himself and quickly went into his spins, coming out of a final half-turn with his throw. It was an action combining speed with strength that didn’t look quite as pretty as the famous Greek statue of Discobolus. Oerter had been doing this for some 16 years; he once estimated he had thrown the discus 500,000 times.

On this day Oerter did not wear the special collar to protect his neck. He said later, “If there was any separation in the neck, I would have felt it, and I would have quit.”

He ignored the pain, came out of his last half-turn and let go a heave for the ages. The discus almost seemed to be saying, “Whee, look at me.” The crowd in the discus area roared when they could see Oerter’s discus spinning beyond the marks of the leaders. The announcement of 64.78 meters—212 feet, 6½ inches—brought gasps and an ovation. This was the winner, the fourth time Oerter beat the existing record while winning an Olympics. For good measure, he added two more heaves that also were good enough to beat the competition.

Rain delayed the victory ceremonies for a long time. When Oerter approached the victory stand on the field, there was a crack of thunder that added a surreal quality to the moment. On the top stand he waved with one hand and bent to allow the gold medal to be placed around his collar-less neck.

The headline on the “Out of Left Field” column the next day read: “Raging Maniac Prevails Again.”

The 1968 Olympics also included Bob Beamon’s record long jump, six medals by Czech gymnast Vera Caslavska and, notably, the black power civil rights protest by Tommie Smith and John Carlos. But for me the world-shaking moment was Al Oerter heaving that discus into Olympic history.

Those were some of the happenings that made an impact on me. They serve as an appetizer for the events highlighted in this book. The ten events which produced moments that shook the sports world include three football games, two baseball segments, a tragic Olympics, an epic boxing match, a basketball heroic, a tennis upset and a magnificent horse race. They are described in reverse order of their impact on the world of sports.





#10

The First Super Bowl

During one of the large press conferences held a few days before the first Super Bowl, Green Bay coach Vince Lombardi told the assemblage, “Winning won’t mean the end of the world as far as the Packers are concerned—or Kansas City.” Listening to Lombardi poor-mouth this game, I couldn’t help but suppress a giggle.

Nobody had to be on the inside at Lombardi’s practices to guffaw at that whopper. Lombardi, no less than the God of football in those days, had been ranting and raving at his players for fear of losing the first match-up between the champions of the long-established National Football League and the upstart American Football League.

What Lombardi said and felt was revealed in detail in David Maraniss’ excellent biography of Lombardi, When Pride Still Mattered , published in 1999, 32 years after this first Super Bowl. Red Cochran, one of Lombardi’s assistant coaches, said, “Vince made it very clear from our first day of practice out there that we had to win that game and that he didn’t want to make a squeaker out of it.” Lombardi told his players, “You damn well better not let that Mickey Mouse league beat you. It’d be a disgrace, a complete, utter disgrace.”

Left tackle Bob Skoronski said, “He was miserable that week.” He raised the fines for curfew violations to record amounts: $2,500 for being out after curfew, $5,000 for an indiscretion. There was no relaxation for his men because he wanted no distractions. He distracted himself by watching Tom & Jerry cartoons during the week. Frank Gifford, one of the CBS announcers, interviewed Lombardi before the game. He said Lombardi was so nervous, “he held onto my arm and he was shaking like a leaf.”

Lombardi knew he carried the whole National Football League on his shoulders. All the Packers’ success of the previous half decade made them the kingpins of football, and he feared the disgrace it would be if the AFL champion beat his vaunted legions. Wellington Mara, the owner of the Giants, sent Lombardi a letter whose sentiments reflected those of all the NFL owners. He underscored how important it was for the league that Green Bay won and he said he was particularly happy that it was the Packers of all NFL teams who would be carrying the NFL banner. Willie Davis, the Packers’ all star defensive end, recalled, “He told us ‘This was for a way of life, a game of survival, a test of manhood.’”

Vincent Thomas Lombardi was born June 11, 1913 in Brooklyn, New York. An undersized 5-foot-8, 185-pound guard, he was one of Fordham’s celebrated “Seven Blocks of Granite.” He taught and coached at St. Cecilia, a New Jersey high school, then left for assistant coaching positions at Fordham and later West Point. He became the offensive coordinator with the Giants and took over as coach and general manager at Green Bay in 1959. His success and dominant personality made him an American icon, admired by movers and shakers as well as the man on the street. One story attached to Lombardi: he and his wife Marie are in bed on a cold, wintry night in Green Bay. Marie says, “God, it’s cold.” And Lombardi says, “In bed, Marie, you don’t have to call me God.”

I was not a fan of Lombardi. I found him overbearing, condescending, hypocritical. He demanded and got a sycophantic press. Bobby Kurland of the Bergen Record told me, “Lombardi courted the press when he was at St. Cecilia, but once he became a big name, it was as if we didn’t exist.” I was surprised to read Lombardi’s reaction to a critical piece written about him by Leonard Shecter, a colleague with whom I had covered the Yankees and Mets. The article entitled, “The Toughest Man,” which appeared in the January, 1968 issue of Esquire magazine, described Lombardi swearing at his players, casually dismissing their pain and injury and generally acting bellicose if not abusive. The story had a profound effect on Lombardi, David Maraniss wrote. “He was a New Yorker and Shecter was a New Yorker, and he had assumed that Shecter would intuitively understand him. During the week that Shecter was in training camp, in fact, Lombardi had noted with hometown pride that the writer was a ‘real New Yorker’ because he read the newspaper by folding it in eighths, the style perfected by subway riders.”

Lombardi felt the story diminished him, reducing him to nothing more than another brutal football coach when he preferred to be known as a teacher, a leader, a man who preached the nobility of sport. For all his toughness, he talked about how the story had hurt his mother.

If dominated by Lombardi, the first Super Bowl traced as much as anything else to the efforts of one man, Lamar Hunt, owner of the Kansas City Chiefs. He was the ultimate prototype of the little kid who went out and bought himself a football because it was the only way he could get a game, only on a much larger scale: Hunt went and bought himself a league. The famous sudden death Baltimore Colts victory over the New York Giants in the NFL championship game in1958 symbolized the popularity of pro football in the country, and Hunt felt there was room for more teams in more cities. The established NFL had no room for new blood, so Hunt, scion of the oil wealthy Hunt family in Dallas, called for the formation of a new league on Aug. 14, 1959. The American Football League, which added Oakland, Buffalo, Cincinnati, Denver, Houston, San Diego, Dallas, Miami, Boston and New York to the football landscape, began play in 1960. Scoffers thought the idea of a new league was so crazy, the owners of the teams that formed this new conference were called the “Foolish Club.”

I had a particular liking for Hunt because he was a fellow devotee of ice cream. Knowing about my annual ratings columns in which I rated, among others, the best chocolate ice creams, he tipped me off to a superior ice cream emporium in Canton, Ohio.

The NFL was in existence for 39 years when the AFL was formed. The established league regarded the AFL as, in Lombardi’s words, a Mickey Mouse League. But it prospered little by little and the NFL could no longer ignore it when Al Davis, its hard-driving commissioner, threatened the old league by signing quarterback talents out from under the NFL. On June 8, 1966 a merger agreement was signed, though it wasn’t finalized until 1970. What was first officially called the AFL-NFL World Championship game was also established.

Hunt, though, had other ideas. His three children played with highly concentrated rubber balls called Super Balls that would bounce high in the air. Hunt said, “The kids were always talking about these Super Balls. In the fall of 1966 at one of our joint meetings when we were discussing the game, I called it the Super Bowl. Thereafter the committee began to refer to the game as the Super Bowl.” It was three years before the somewhat stodgy NFL people would accept the name, Super Bowl, but it was long part of the public discourse by then.

Pete Rozelle, who retained his title as league commissioner with the merger, predicted that the championship game in Los Angeles would be a sellout. He miscalculated by 35,054 seats. The crowd measured 61,946. Much has been made of that, with claims that the game did not have the significance of the later sold-out Super Bowls. Not so. The fact that the game was set for Los Angeles only six weeks earlier prevented the kind of build-up needed to fill such a stadium. Consider this. The Rose Bowl, which doesn’t always pit the best college teams, is always a sell-out. That is because the Rose Bowl is one of the New Year’s tourist attractions in the Los Angeles area. Visitors buy tour packages that include Disneyland and the Hollywood studios, among others, along with the Rose Bowl long before the teams have been set. And once the Super Bowl was established and the NFL’s high powered marketing machine had time to get rolling, the Super Bowl became the country’s monster one-day sports extravaganza, an unofficial national holiday.

Tickets for the first game sold for $6, $10 and $12. For the 2007 game between Indianapolis and Chicago in Miami, the top price for tickets was $700, which hawked for as much as $2,900. The real growth of the Super Bowl can be measured in the rates charged for television ads. For Super Bowl I a 30-second ad sold for $42,000. For Super bowl XLI (No. 41) a 30-second ad cost $1.3 million.

Because the first game was not a sellout, the telecast was blacked out in the Los Angeles area. Almost as significant as the battle between the league champions was the square-off between the television networks: the long-established NFL network, CBS vs. the AFL network, NBC. Each paid $1 million for the rights to broadcast the game. Each went all out to win the ratings battle and also to win honors for the best television presentation of the spectacle. CBS had its four horsemen ready to roll: Ray Scott and Jack Whitaker for play-by-play and Frank Gifford for analysis along with Pat Summerall. NBC had its Forrest Evashevski-Tom Harmon pair of broadcasters, with steady Curt Gowdy setting up star analyst Paul Christman for analysis. The post-game trophy presentation was handled for CBS by Summerall, for NBC by George Ratterman. who had to share a single microphone. Because the CBS production staff controlled the telecast, NBC’s crew had little control over how the game was shot. The worst botch: NBC did not return to the air in time from a halftime commercial break for the start of the second half, and the kickoff had to be redone. Both networks taped over their copies of the telecasts so there is no known complete videotape of the game. There is only the action of Max McGee catching a pass for the opening touchdown. The telecasts were watched by 60 million people; it drew a combined rating of 40.8; the highest ever would be the 49.1 rating for the 1982 San Francisco 26-21 victory over Cincinnati .

A crowd at the airport sent the Packers off to Los Angeles to the strains of the Packer fight song. The Packers showed singing talent of their own a few weeks earlier when their flight out of Dallas was delayed. Led by Fuzzy Thurston, the redoubtable guard, they broke into song. To the refrain of “He’s Got the Whole World in His Hands,” they sang, “We’ve Got the Best Darn Coach—in This World.” They went on to “Best Right End... ” “Best Left Guard” and so on down through the lineup.

The Packers trained in Santa Barbara, 90 miles north of Los Angeles. Kansas City trained in Long Beach, some 30 miles south of the Coliseum. The Packers came in with a record of 12 victories and two defeats. They had defeated the Dallas Cowboys 34-27, at Dallas to win the NFL championship. Lombardi had inherited a team that had won only one of 12 games in 1958, and went on to win four NFL titles in six seasons. Kansas City—the franchise was moved there when Lamar Hunt’s team didn’t draw in Dallas—came into the big game with an 11-2-1 regular season record and a crushing 31-7 defeat of the Buffalo Bills in the AFL championship game. Green Bay chose the film of that game as one of the three KC efforts it would look at. They were not impressed. They also watched a film of a Jets game showing the full-bellied Jets offensive tackle, Sherman Plunkett. He symbolized the AFL to them, and they laughed as the film was rewound a few times to show Plunkett in action. Kansas City chose to study film of Green Bay’s victories over Cleveland and Dallas in the NFL championship as well as its loss to Minnesota.

If Lombardi played down the game publicly, Lamar Hunt did not. “There will never be another game to match this one,” he said. Kansas City guard Ed Budde said, “This is our chance to show what our league is all about.” Linebacker Sherrill Headrick said, “Football is my whole life. After my career is over, I’d like to be remembered. This is my chance.” In a sense, Kansas City quarterback Len Dawson symbolized the AFL. He had been drafted in the first round in 1957 when the Pittsburgh Steelers won a coin toss with Cleveland for the fifth pick (Cleveland then took Jim Brown with the 6th pick). He sat on the bench for five years in the NFL before making it big in Kansas City. “To me it will mean a great deal of money and prestige,” he said. The Chiefs were admittedly nervous. Linebacker E.J. Holub said, “We were scared to death. Guys in the tunnel were throwing up and wetting their pants.”

When the Packers boarded the bus to the stadium, Lombardi was the first man on. He took his seat, front right. As the driver started to pull out, Lombardi stopped him. He rose to his feet, stepped into the aisle and danced a soft shoe. The players loved it, shouting “Go, Coach, go.” Lombardi, beaming, explained to an assistant, “They were too tight.”

The pre-game ceremonies featured trumpeter Al Hirt and the marching bands from Grambling and the University of Arizona. I described the pre-game show as a production featuring “bands ... girls ... flags ... flying men ... balloons ... and pigeons: 4,000 pigeons, the most gosh-awful number of pigeons ever released anywhere. It was an extravaganza by Mike Todd out of Cecil B. DeMille, and it couldn’t have cost more than World War II.″ (Little did I know what would come later.) Some said the pre-game show was better than the game.

Referee Norm Schachter handled the coin toss. The officials wore neutral uniforms, different from those used in each league. When the Chiefs were on offense, the AFL ball was used; the Packers used the NFL football on offense. The Packer players felt the NFL ball was easier to catch and went farther.

The Packers were 13-point favorites. Not only did Green Bay command respect from one and all, there was an undercurrent of feeling in the land—and not only from NFL loyalists—that the game might wind up being a rout. Clif Keane, a Boston writer always fast with a quip, said the odds were even that the Packers would score a touchdown during the playing of the Star Spangled Banner. I heard somebody repeat an old line: that the Chiefs were working on survival. Because the game was new and people did not have a line on teams that played in opposite leagues, and had no common opponents, gambling on the game was light.

As a confirmed underdog rooter who resented the superior attitude of many NFL-ers I wanted the Chiefs to win—or at least do well. I picked Green Bay to win, 17-0. The writers who covered the NFL were openly scornful of the Chiefs. The AFL scribes resented this, but tended to be somewhat muted in defense of the league such was the awe for the Packers. This would change in Super Bowl III when Joe Namath’s antics underscored bitter feelings between writers of the respective leagues.

In the face of the ridiule of Kansas City, cornerback Fred (The Hammer) Williamson, the Chiefs 6-foot-3 cornerback from Northwestern, emerged as a central, self-aggrandizing character in the pre-game palaver. He drew attention to himself by wearing white shoes, belittling the Packers, boasting he would use his “hammer”—a forearm karate chop to the head which bordered on the illegal—to destroy Packers’ receivers Boyd Dowler and Carroll Dale.

The 1:00 p.m. start came up sunny and 72 degrees. There were few remarks about the Los Angeles smog. The Packers won the toss and Fletcher Smith kicked off. Herb Adderley, the Packers’ 6-foot-2 star defensive back who once guarded the 7-foot Wilt Chamberlain as a high school basketball player, caught the ball on the Green Bay 5-yard line and returned it to the 25 before being tackled by linebacker Bobby Bell. After all the preliminaries—the pre-game fustian and whim-wham, the balloons and pigeons released over the stadium, the concern about the absence of a sell-out, the fear of a rout by AFL stalwarts, the fear of a loss by NFL loyalists—the battle was joined.

Fullback Jim Taylor ran off right tackle for four yards, Elijah Pitts gained five on a sweep to the left and Taylor gained three yards to pick up the game’s initial first down at the Packer 37. In that first series Packer flanker Boyd Dowler was injured and Lombardi startled veteran end Max McGee by calling his name and inserting him into the lineup. McGee, the 34-year-old who had caught only four passes all season and would retire after the following season, was a roustabout who had been up to his usual shenanigans the night before. He had arranged dates with stewardesses for himself and his soon-to-be-married roommate, Paul Hornung, who declined. McGee was up most of the night, returning to the hotel the next morning just as Bart Starr was walking through the lobby to buy a newspaper. Starr noticed that McGee was wearing the same sport coat he had on the night before. Because Dowler had been injured in the NFL championship game with Dallas, McGee had paid more attention than usual to the game films. He suggested to Ray Scott, the regular Green Bay broadcaster, that he might get into the game. He hinted there was a cornerback who would be easy pickings.

Starr’s immediate pass to him was broken up. On the next play Kansas City’s 6-foot-7, 285-pound defensive tackle, Buck Buchanan, sacked Starr for a 10-yard loss back to the Packer 27. I was impressed upon reading that Buchanan had bought a copy of Lombardi’s book, Run to Daylight before the game to find out more about the Packers. Starr was sacked again on third down by defensive end Jerry Mays and linebacker Bobby Bell, resulting in a five-yard loss. Mays was playing opposite Forrest Gregg, who had preceded him at SMU and whom he admitted was “his idol.” This opening defensive action was a sign to AFL fans that perhaps the Chiefs belonged on the same field with the Packers. With Green Bay back on their 22, Don Chandler punted 50 yards and Mike Garrett returned nine yards to the Chiefs 37.

Dawson, 31, trotted out onto the field to lead the red-and-white clad Chiefs. He immediately opted for a pass intended for Chris Burford. It fell incomplete. Garrett then gained four yards on a draw play up the middle, where he was stopped by left tackle Ron Kostelnik. On third down Dawson completed his first pass, an 11-yard strike to Burford for a first down into Green Bay territory, the 48-yard line. That was it for the first drive. Garrett gained only a yard on the next play, the Chiefs were penalized 5 yards for delay of game, and two incomplete passes by Dawson forced Jerrell Wilson to punt. Donny Anderson returned the punt 15 yards to the Green Bay 20.

Starr and the Packers then asserted themselves. Elijah Pitts gained three, and Starr completed three passes: 11 yards to Marv Fleming, 22 yards to Pitts, and, after a 5-yard loss, 12 yards to Carroll Dale. From the Kansas City 37, Starr passed to McGee over the middle. The 6-foot-4 McGee beat the 6-foot-1 cornerback, Willie Mitchell, with a remarkable one-handed catch, then sprinted to the goal line. McGee had found his patsy. When McGee died in October 2007, Paul Hornung said, “Now he’ll be the answer to one of the great trivia questions: who scored the first touchdown in Super Bowl history?” The Packers gained eighty yards in six plays and led, 7-0, after Chandler kicked the extra point.

Chandler kicked off to Garrett, who returned the kick 23 yards. A holding penalty on the Chiefs put the ball back to the 13. After nine plays that included two pass completions (18 yards to Fred Arbanas and 7 yards to Reg Carolan) Kansas City set up for a 40-yard field goal. But Chiefs kicker Mike Mercer missed, the ball soaring wide to the right.

Green Bay failed to gain a first down on its next possession. After the quarter ended with the Packers leading, 7-0, Chandler punted to Gene Thomas, and the Chiefs next drive started at their own 34-yard line. Coach Hank Stram’s innovative strategy of the moving pocket paid off here because it allowed quarterback Len Dawson to move around and find the time to spot receivers. Three completions and three short runs produced two first downs and a touchdown. He delivered a short pass to Mike Garrett who squirmed out of the arms of Green Bay’s three vaunted linebackers, Willie Davis, Ray Nitschke and Lee Roy Caffey for a 17-yard gain into Packer territory. After three short runs gained eleven yards, Dawson hit the fine end, Otis Taylor, who made a sensational catch for a gain of 31 yards to the Packer 7. On the next play, a play action pass, he found Curtis McClinton in the end zone for a touchdown. Mercer’s extra point tied the game at 7-7 with ten minutes and forty seconds to play in the half.

Kansas City coach Hank Stram, 44, short and stocky, dressed, as always, in a blazer, roamed the sidelines. He could feel the satisfaction of a man who had come a long way. A graduate of Purdue, he had been an assistant coach at Miami when Lamar Hunt plucked him off the campus to be his first coach. He won the AFL championship his third year (at Dallas before the franchise relocated to Kansas City) and would go on to become the only coach in AFL history to take his team to two Super Bowls when the Chiefs returned to the Super Bowl in 1970 and beat the Minnesota Vikings. Stram would be the first coach to wear a microphone for NFL Films in that Super Bowl (IV); one of the classic sound bites picks him up saying, “Let’s just keep matriculating the ball down the field, boys!”

In addition to the moving pocket, Stram had devised the “stack defense”—linebackers stacked behind the linemen—and a two tightend offense. More relaxed and amiable than most football coaches, Stram said before the game, “People think we change our offense every week, but we couldn’t be a solid team if we did that. We might change our look a bit as we shift into a strange formation, but the plays are the same. It’s just the same face with a different make-up. The key,” he said, “is not to deviate from what we’ve been doing for six months. That means not adding a lot of things.”

Donny Anderson returned the ensuing kickoff twenty-five yards to the Green Bay 27 before being collared by Walt Corey. After runs by Elijah Pitts and Jim Taylor gained nine yards, Starr and Carroll Dale teamed up on the longest pass play of the game, a sixty-four yard completion to the Chiefs 20-yard line. But the play was called back on an illegal procedure penalty.

Starr, 32, wearing No. 15 on his green and yellow jersey, proceeded to enjoy some of the finest moments of his 16-year Hall of Fame career. He moved the Packers seventy-three yards in thirteen plays for a touchdown. He did it by completing passes four times when the Packers faced third-down situations. He dropped back coolly and even though tacklers seemed about to hit him, let loose with passes that one writer said “were pretty enough to belong in museum.” He completed these third-down strikes: from the Packer 32, a 10-yard pass to Max McGee; from the Packer 42, a 15-yard pass to Carroll Dale; from the KC 38, an 11-yard pass to Marv Fleming; and from the KC 24, a 10-yard pass to Pitts.

This set up a touchdown on the famous Green Bay sweep devised by Lombardi when he was the offensive coach with the Giants. Guards Jerry Kramer and Fred “Fuzzy” Thurston pulled out and fullback Jim Taylor swept fourteen yards around left end behind blocks by Kramer and Thurston. Don Chandler kicked the extra point. With 4:37 remaining in the second period, Green Bay had regained the lead, 14-7.

Mike Garrett returned the ensuing kickoff twenty yards to the Chiefs 26-yard line. Now it was Dawson’s turn. After being sacked for an 8-yard loss by Lionel Aldridge and Henry Jordan, Dawson hit three straight passes: twelve yards to Fred Arbanas, eleven yards to Otis Taylor and twenty-seven yards to Chris Burford to the Green Bay 32. Garrett gained two up the middle before being stopped by the great middle linebacker, Ray Nitschke. Curtis McClinton lost two yards on a fumble, but recovered the ball. With a third-and-10, and needing a little bit of Starr heroics, Dawson completed a pass to Garrett up the middle for eight yards, two yards short of a first down. Stram again called on Mike Mercer for a field goal. This time he kicked a 31-yarder. Kansas City had gained fifty yards in seven plays and cut the Green Bay lead to 14-10 less than a minute before the clock ran out for the half.

What would turn out to be a wide margin of victory for the Packers would years later be regarded as a rout by a superior league champion against an inferior bunch of upstarts. But that was not the feeling at halftime when Green Bay led by only 14-10. The Chiefs had out-gained the Packers 184 yards to 164 in the first half. Dawson completed eleven of fifteen passes for 152 yards, Starr eight of fifteen for 128 yards. The Chiefs’ first-half effort raised enough ominous indications of a possible upset to impress all but the morning-after know-it-alls who insisted that they knew all along that the Packers would win easily. Consider Buddy Young, one of the all-time great elusive backs who was now an NFL employee, a scout for the old league. I had a good relationship with Young because we often reminisced about the time he ran a kickoff back almost 100 yards for the New York Yankees against the New York Giants. Before the game Young, a gregarious, likeable guy, told me, “Green Bay is much too strong. No contest.” When it appeared that the Chiefs could play the Packers even, I overheard Young, who was standing behind me in the huge Colsieum press box, tell a friend, “You may be seeing the makings of a great upset here.” After the game Young admitted, “I was scared to death.”

During the intermission Lombardi did not rant and rave. Not quite. “He had a few nice words,” tackle Henry Jordan said. He told his players they were too tight. Ray Nitschke snorted at that, saying to a teammate, “Who the hell does he think got us nervous in the first place?” A major change in strategy was installed and that helped turn the game around. They had not blitzed their linebackers during the first half so the four rushing linemen were unable to get to Len Dawson. Defensive coach Phil Bengston said, “Kansas City’s play-action passes were working because our linebackers were following the fakes of their ball carriers. When we put in the blitz in the second half, the linebackers disregarded their backs and went right for the quarterback.”

After the second-half kickoff was replayed because NBC was in commercial, it didn’t take long for the Packers to take charge. The sign of things to come was a pass rush that threatened Dawson, but he escaped and slithered for a 15-yard gain. Two short runs followed and the Chiefs had a third-down and five on their 49-yard line. Then came the turning point in the game. Dawson retreated to pass and the Packers blitzed. The line rushed and the outside linebackers, Dave Robinson from the left and Lee Roy Caffey from the right, also charged in. As Dawson threw the ball up, Caffey’s hand nicked it. The wobbly ball floated into the hands of Packers safety Willie Wood. He grabbed the pass in front of end Fred Arbanas at the Packer 45 and raced fifty yards to the Chiefs 5 before being tackled by Mike Garrett, a fellow University of Southern California man. Wood was 5-foot-10, 190, and one of the fastest men in the league; he had not been drafted, and had to ask the Packers for a tryout. I unabashedly called him “Wonderful Willie Wood.”

Afterward the Chiefs agreed that Wood’s interception and 50-yard run was the key play in the game. “That play certainly changed the personality of the game,” Hank Stram said. “We played well in the first half. We were doing things we should have been doing. Then came that one play. After that we just broke down and they got to Lenny.” Dawson said, “The interception did it. It gave them the momentum. Their offense took the ball and drove it down our throats.” Jerry Mays, the honest defensive end, said, “We lost our poise after the interception. That’s no excuse. Great teams don’t lose poise.”

The Packers wasted no time after the interception. Elijah Pitts, No. 22, immediately rambled for five yards over left tackle for the touchdown. Green Bay, 21, Kansas City 10. Pitts, a graduate of Philander Smith College in Arkansas, fascinated me for the euphonious nature of his name. The name also registered for Newsday reader Paul Greenberg, who penned this quatrain:


There’s one thing that gives me fits 
Did Elijah Pitts go to Philander Smith 
Or did Philander Smith 
Go to Elijah Pitts?


Pitts, a six-year veteran, had taken over in October for glamour boy Paul Hornung, who was suffering with a pinched nerve in his neck. Pitts, 6-foot-1, 205 pounds, delivered workmanlike performances. Frequently running out of the Packer sweep that made Hornung famous, Pitts gained 393 yards rushing, caught twenty-six passes and scored ten touchdowns coming into the Super Bowl.

The Packers fielded eight players who would eventually be named to the Hall of Fame: defensive stalwarts Wood, cornerback Herb Adderley, end Willie Davis, linebacker Ray Nitschke, the tackles, Forrest Gregg and Henry Jordan; quarterback Starr and halfback Hornung. KC defensive standouts Bobby Bell and Buck Buchanan would be named to the Hall of Fame as well as Dawson.

Green Bay put together another scoring drive just before the end of the third quarter. Starr, who was voted the Most Valuable Player in the league during the season, went on to earn the MVP award for this game as well. It became the Starr-McGee show, the roguish end victimizing right cornerback Willie Mitchell all day. A 56-yard drive included third down completions of eleven and sixteen yards to McGee. Max then gathered in a 13-yard pass in the end zone making a spectacular juggling catch as Mitchell fell on his face at the goal line. He wound up with seven catches for 138 yards and two touchdowns, beating Mitchell most of he time by running short patterns..

The Chiefs were awed by Starr. Defensive right end Chuck Hurston said afterward, “Once I was this close (he placed his fingers an inch apart) and he still threw a touchdown pass. He didn’t even notice me.” Mays called him “the most accurate passer I’ve ever seen.” How did the Packers do it? Bill Austin, a Packer assistant, said, “They kept completing the same simple patterns they always had. It was a case of execution.”

Starr had one mishap and poor Willie Mitchell had a momentary reprieve. On Green Bay’s first possession of the fourth quarter, he threw deep from midfield intending to hit McGee, but the pass was picked off by Mitchell on the Kansas City 11-yard line. It was the first interception of Starr since October and ended a streak of 173 straight pass completions.

Ray Nitschke, the great Packer linebacker who called the team’s defensive signals, said, “We blitzed at least six times in the second half.” With Dawson contained, the Chiefs advanced into Packer territory just twice in the second half, and never made it past the Packer 44 yard line. Stram conceded the game by the middle of the fourth quarter, inserting Pete Beathard at quarterback to replace the confused Dawson.

The Packers clinched the game with their fifth touchdown. After a 61-yard punt into the end zone by Jerrell Wilson, the Packers started from their own 20. Starr completed three passes, a 25-yarder to Carroll Dale, a 37-yard pass down the middle to McGee and another 7-yarder to Dale. Two plunges by Taylor then set up Elijah Pitts for a 1-yard push into the end zone. Starr left after that with the Packers leading, 35-10.

For the remaining eight minutes of the game, the Packers attended to stopping the demoralized Chiefs and running out the clock on offense. Zeke Bratkowski, the veteran replacing Starr, threw only one pass. He was content to hand the ball off to Donny Anderson and Jim Grabowski for time-consuming runs. The second time Anderson carried the ball resulted in an action that, in a sense, underscored the ecstasy of triumph for the NFL legions wanting to humiliate the upstart league. Anderson ran around right end for three yards where he was met by Fred Willlamson. In the collision, Anderson’s leg banged into Williamson’s head, knocking him unconscious. Williamson was taken off the field on a stretcher, much to the delight of Packer partisans. On the Packer bench there were cries of “Who was it, who got hit?” and the answer from Willie Wood, “The Hammer. They nailed the Hammer.”
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