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  FOREWORD


  AHMAD RASHAD


  My first introduction to the Minnesota Vikings was after my rookie season of 1972 when I was with the St. Louis Cardinals. We had played the Vikings during the season and I had scored two touchdowns in that game, and then in the offseason I ended up at a tennis tournament in California with Vikings quarterback Fran Tarkenton.


  I had never met Fran before, but he came up to me and he singled me out and we just sat and talked. We talked about football. We talked about life. We talked about a bunch of stuff and we just got on famously and had a great time. I remember thinking, “Boy, I wish had a quarterback like that.” I had idolized Fran and I was thinking it would be great to be one of his receivers.


  I ended up playing in Buffalo in 1974, and then I got hurt and I sat out a season and became a free agent. Seattle got an expansion team in 1976; I grew up in Tacoma, which is 30 miles from Seattle, and so I ended up signing with the Seahawks.


  One day during training camp, I get a call from Seahawks coach Jack Patera and he said, “I’ve got some good news and I’ve got some bad news, what do you want to hear first?” I said, “How about the good news.” He said, “We’re trading you to Minnesota.” And I said, “Minnesota? Fran Tarkenton’s Minnesota?” I don’t even know what the bad news was, probably that I was going to have to leave where I had grown up, but hearing I was going to the Vikings made my day.


  The first year I was there, we got to the Super Bowl, and lost to Oakland 32–14. The Vikings had gone to four of the first 11 Super Bowls, and the atmosphere of the team was that they expected to go to the Super Bowl.


  I had never been on a team that was so prepared the way they were and had such a businesslike attitude. They were all about winning. To have a quarterback like Fran was just a dream. He ran the offense. Jim Marshall was the defensive leader. And we had Carl Eller and Alan Page. All of those guys were household names. And head coach Bud Grant was the best I’d ever seen. He got the best out of me because he challenged me every week to do something better.


  After I had been named MVP at the Pro Bowl in Los Angeles following the 1978 season, Bud said I was the best receiver in the league, and that meant a lot to me. He’s not one of those guys that’s full of baloney and just says things to say things. I cut the article out of the paper that he said it in and I still have it in my house.


  The Vikings were such a close-knit organization and you always felt like once you were a Viking, you were always a Viking. I felt like that was the only real team I played for in the NFL. I enjoyed playing in Buffalo, but I was only there one season. At Minnesota, it was a family affair; the whole team was together.


  When we lost that Super Bowl to Oakland, my feeling was, “It doesn’t matter. We’ll be back next year or we’ll be back the year after that.” It turned out we never did get back. That was frustrating, but I felt like we had legitimate chances during the course of my career in Minnesota to go to the Super Bowl.


  When I was in Minnesota is when my broadcasting career started in 1977. I had a show right after the game on Sunday night with local broadcaster Mark Rosen on WCCO. It was called the Rashad-Rosen NFL Report. I worked there pretty much year round at the television station. And I had a radio show.


  When I decided to retire after the 1982 season, I had opportunities to go to all three networks before I chose NBC. When people saw me on television, they thought it was my first time on TV and I was pretty good, but they didn’t realize I had spent five years in Minnesota doing TV.


  NBC got the NBA rights starting in 1990 and I began to do that. Some people forgot that I had played for the Vikings. I remember one time my daughter Condola came home from school when she was 12 and said, “Hey dad, there’s a guy at school who wants your autograph. He said you played football for the Vikings. Did you?”


  I love Minnesota, and I was proud to be a Viking. The fans in Minnesota always made me feel good, and I feel like I’m a Minnesotan. Even after I left, I felt I was still representing Minnesota through my television career, and I did it with enthusiasm.


  Being inducted into the Vikings Ring of Honor in 2017 was probably the biggest thing that’s ever happened to me. It’s the most important thing to ever happen to me and I’ve won Emmy awards, I’ve won receiving titles.


  I never miss a Vikings game on television at my home in Florida. I’m the biggest Vikings fan ever. That’s my favorite team and always will be. I bleed purple. I’ve got my Vikings hat on every Sunday. If I could go out there and play and help them now, I would.


  Chris Tomasson has done a great job in this book of compiling the Minnesota Vikings all-time All-Star team, as well as capturing the rich history of this storied franchise. I am honored to be one of the Vikings all-time All-Stars.




  INTRODUCTION


  It all started for the Vikings on September 17, 1961, before some curiosity seekers at a half-full Metropolitan Stadium.


  The Vikings had entered the NFL as an expansion team, and their first game figured to be an ugly one. They faced the mighty Chicago Bears, coached by the legendary George Halas. Two weeks earlier, the teams had met in a preseason game and the Bears won 30–7.


  “They thought they were going to come in and whip us,” said Frank Youso, a starting tackle that afternoon. “And a lot of people in our own stadium were hollering, ‘They’re going to kick your butt.’ But we didn’t think so.”


  In one of the most shocking upsets in NFL history, the Vikings won 37–13. Rookie quarterback Fran Tarkenton, who came off the bench late in the first quarter, threw for four touchdowns and ran for another after Mike Mercer had kicked a 12-yard field goal for the first points in team history.


  “I kicked the first field goal in the history of the Super Bowl,” said Mercer, who had that distinction for Kansas City in Super Bowl I in January 1967. “So I guess I’m the answer to two trivia questions.”


  Youso said Halas, who would win his fifth NFL championship with the Bears two years later, was “madder than hell” about the loss. The Vikings, of course, were elated.


  They would finish that first season 3–11, including being walloped by the Bears 52–35 in the finale. But that first win had gotten the franchise going.


  “It was a great first victory for us, but even more importantly for our fans and Minnesota,” said defensive end Jim Marshall, who would play a team-record 19 seasons with the Vikings. “We showed them we were ready to compete in the NFL. Minnesota embraced us from that game forward.”


  Yes, the state did. For six decades, fans have lived and died with the Vikings. They haven’t been able to reward them yet with a Super Bowl win, having lost in each of their four appearances, but year after year they keep trying.


  The Vikings usually have been competitive. Since second-year coach Bud Grant led them to their first playoff appearance in 1968, they never have gone more than four years in a row without a playoff berth. Since 1987, the longest dry spell has been three years.


  Overall, the Vikings have made 30 playoff appearances. Counting the postseason, they have an all-time record of 516– 442–11. That’s a strong winning percentage of .538.


  The Vikings have had 15 Hall of Famers who did most of their best work in Minnesota. They are Grant, general manager Jim Finks, Tarkenton, defensive tackles Alan Page and John Randle, defensive ends Carl Eller and Chris Doleman, safety Paul Krause, wide receivers Randy Moss and Cris Carter, center Mick Tingelhoff, tackles Ron Yary and Gary Zimmerman, and guards Randall McDaniel and Steve Hutchinson.


  The Vikings have had their share of exhilarating moments. Joe Kapp tied an NFL record by throwing seven touchdown passes in a 1969 game. Tarkenton set a then NFL career record for TD passes in 1975. Cris Carter caught a then record 122 passes in 1994. Adrian Peterson ran for a single-game record 296 yards in 2007 and then gained 2,097 in 2012, the second-best seasonal showing in league history.


  In the playoffs, there have been some thrilling wins. The Vikings in 1987 stunned the mighty San Francisco 49ers, an 11-point favorite, 36–24. Ten years later, they trailed the New York Giants 22–13 before scoring a touchdown with 1:30 left, recovering an onside kick and winning on a last-second field goal.


  But that dramatic win was nothing compared to the one that featured the Minneapolis Miracle, without question the greatest play in team history. On the final play of a 2017 divisional playoff against New Orleans at U.S. Bank Stadium, Case Keenum uncorked a desperation pass down the right sideline to Stefon Diggs, who hauled it in against a falling Saints player and stumbled slightly before running the final 34 yards to complete a 61-yard touchdown reception in a 29–24 win.


  “It’s tough to top the Minneapolis Miracle and what that meant and all that,” said Vikings wide receiver Adam Thielen. “I’m sure that will be shown for years and years to come.”


  Two years later, the Vikings stunned the Saints again in the playoffs on the last play of the game. On the first possession of overtime in a wild-card game at the Superdome, Kirk Cousins hit Thielen on a 43-yard pass to the New Orleans 2. Three plays later, Cousins found Kyle Rudolph in the left corner of the end zone for a four-yard touchdown pass and a 26–20 win.


  “I played a lot of basketball in my life,” Rudolph said. “And they brought all-out pressure and Kirk gave me a chance and I just go up and get the rebound.”


  Many of the Vikings’ playoff memories, though, have been painful. There was the 17–14 loss to Dallas in 1975 on Roger Staubach’s 50-yard Hail Mary pass to Drew Pearson in the waning seconds. There was the 30–27 overtime defeat to Atlanta in the 1998 NFC Championship Game when Gary Anderson, who had previously made all 39 of his field-goal attempts that season, missed a 39-yarder late in regulation that could have wrapped things up.


  There was another devastating overtime loss in an NFC Championship Game, this one 31–28 at New Orleans after the 2009 season. There was another kicker who faltered, with Blair Walsh missing a 27-yarder in the waning seconds of Minnesota’s 10–9 loss to Seattle in a 2015 wild-card game.


  The four Super Bowl losses in the 1970s were mostly just ugly. The Vikings have been outscored 95–34 in the big game, starting with Super Bowl IV in January 1970, when they were a 12-point favorite over Kansas City before being taken apart 23–7. They also fell 24–7 to Miami in January 1974, 16–6 to Pittsburgh in January 1975, and 32–14 to Oakland in January 1977.


  “It’s unfortunate that we didn’t win one,” said Eller, one of 10 Minnesota players to have played in all four of the Super Bowls. “We were not happy about the losses, but we were there and we have some great memories.”


  The Super Bowl memories that elicit chuckles mostly happened off the field. Before the Super Bowl IX loss to the Steelers in New Orleans, several Minnesota players dumped a large trash can of water on legendary ABC broadcaster Howard Cosell.


  Cosell was interviewing Tarkenton at the Hilton. It was a two-story hotel and Cosell was sitting with his back facing away from the second floor, where Page, linebacker Wally Hilgenberg and defensive lineman Bob Lurtsema had sprung into action.


  “Alan Page, of all people, he says, ‘Hey, Lurts, Wally, go to your rooms and fill your waste baskets with water,’” Lurtsema said. “So we said, ‘Okay.’ We went to our rooms to get our waste baskets with water. Then the three of us tiptoed from our rooms out and we’re behind Howard. Then all three buckets of water hit him. It moved his toupee back two inches.”


  Two years later, after the Vikings fell to the Raiders in yet another Super Bowl defeat, all Tarkenton could do was laugh about it. He went on Saturday Night Live three weeks after the game and said in his opening monologue, “I guarantee we’ll be in the Super Bowl, and I predict we’ll lose again.”


  Since then, the Vikings haven’t even been back with a chance to lose again. But they continue to do everything they can for a shot at winning it all.


  The Wilf ownership group has been behind the building of luxurious U.S. Bank Stadium, which welcomed the Vikings in 2016, and the TCO Performance Center, a state-of-the-art training facility that opened in 2018. The Vikings have handed out plenty of lucrative contracts. That included in 2018 signing Cousins to a three-year, $84 million deal, making him for a period the highest-paid player in NFL history. He then signed a two-year, $66 million extension in 2020.


  Whether Cousins finally can take Minnesota to the top remains to be seen. But while the Vikings look to the future, they continue to embrace the past, even though it can be bittersweet.


  In 2018, they brought back coaches and players for a 20-year reunion of the 1998 team that had gone 15–1 and set an NFL record by scoring 556 points before the stunning loss to the Falcons. And in 2019, they welcomed back 50 years later members of the first Super Bowl team.


  The Vikings also took note in 2019 of having won the 500th game in team history, including the playoffs, and they celebrated their 60th season in 2020. But that was the first season that Jerry Reichow, who had been the only person associated with the Vikings for each of their first 59 years, wasn’t with the team.


  As a wide receiver, Reichow caught three passes for 103 yards and a touchdown in Minnesota’s first game. He later served as a scout, player personnel director, and consultant for the team before finally retiring at age 85.


  “I remember when we got started, people would just come out to see, what is this pro football?” Reichow said. “The University of Minnesota was very good back then and people said, ‘Let’s go look at this Viking outfit and see what they’ve got.”’


  People have been looking at them for six decades, and it’s been a most interesting ride.


  A NOTE ON PLAYERS FROM DIFFERENT ERAS


  This All-Star team will consist of 14 players on offense and 12 on defense. The punter will be included with the defense and the kicker and the kick returner with the offense. And there will be a head coach.


  We are comparing different eras, which is important to note. Statistics should be looked at differently from the early days of the Vikings compared to today. Dave Osborn rushing for 972 yards in 1967 in a 14-game season in a three-yards-and-a-cloud-of-dust era placed him second in the NFL. In 2020, that figure would have ranked 13th.


  Things are even quite different since the NFL’s first 16-game season in 1978. Tarkenton led the NFL in passing yards that year with 3,468. In 2020, that figure would have placed him 19th.


  So players will be judged in the context of their era. When Mick Tingelhoff entered the NFL in 1962, he was a 237-pound center. Minnesota’s current center, Garrett Bradbury, weighs 305 pounds.


  Hopefully, you will enjoy this trip down memory lane as the greats in Vikings history are remembered. Let’s get started and name a head coach for this bunch. . . .




  1


  HEAD COACH

    THE CANDIDATES


  Bud Grant


  Jerry Burns

  Dennis Green

  Mike Zimmer


  In 1961, the expansion Minnesota Vikings were looking for their first head coach, and they reached out to Bud Grant.


  Grant had been very successful in the Canadian Football League and had won two Grey Cups for the Winnipeg Blue Bombers. He was popular in the Twin Cities, having starred in football and basketball at the University of Minnesota and played for the NBA’s Minneapolis Lakers. He looked to be a great choice.


  There was just one problem. Grant told Max Winter, one of the Vikings owners, he didn’t want the job.


  “He had been one of the owners of the Lakers, so he knew me,” Grant said. “He asked me if I would be interested in coaching the Vikings when they got the franchise. And I thought about it, and I don’t know if I said this to him or not, but I said, ‘First-year coaches of teams don’t really last long. They do the groundwork and then they get fired and the next guy comes in and benefits from all that work that had been done.’”


  Grant was right. With the most obvious exception of Tom Landry, who led the Dallas Cowboys for their first 29 seasons, expansion coaches usually don’t last long.


  “I don’t know if I said this (to Winter), but I said, ‘Call me the next time you need a coach,’” Grant said.


  That next time was in 1967. When Grant had turned down the job in 1961, the Vikings hired Norm Van Brocklin, a future Hall of Fame quarterback who had led Philadelphia to the 1960 NFL title before retiring. Brocklin went 29–51–4 in six seasons and failed to make the playoffs before resigning under pressure.


  When the Vikings courted Grant the second time, he had won two more Grey Cups. He could see that Minnesota, which went 8–5–1 in 1964 and 7–7 in 1965 before slipping to 4–9–1 in 1966, had some pretty good players.


  “I had followed the Vikings, and I knew Van Brocklin vaguely,” Grant said. “I used to go down there during the off-season for a couple of years and look at film. Well, one day over Christmas, I went down there, and Van Brocklin was kind of a volatile guy. He said, ‘Get your butt out of here. I don’t want to see you anymore.’ Well, they eventually let Van Brocklin go, and Max called me again and they had some good players and I said, ‘Well, yeah, I’d be interested.’”


  It turned out to be great fit. In 18 seasons, Grant led Minnesota to a 158–96–5 record and to four Super Bowls. Since Grant stepped down for a second time after the 1985 season, the Vikings have not been back to the big game.


  Counting Les Steckel, who served as coach in 1984 when Grant retired for the first time, Minnesota has had seven coaches since Grant’s departure. Some have teased fans who have been hungering for a championship for six decades.


  Jerry Burns, Dennis Green, Brad Childress, and Mike Zimmer took the Vikings to NFC championship games. But they went 0–5 in such games, with Green having lost twice.


  There have been cruel finishes in those games. In 1987, a dropped Darrin Nelson pass in the final minute doomed the Vikings in a 17–10 loss at Washington. In 1998, Gary Anderson, who had made all 39 of his field-goal attempts during the season, missed a 39-yard chip shot late in regulation that could have clinched the game, and the Vikings lost 30–27 in overtime to Atlanta. In 2009, a Brett Favre interception late in regulation proved fatal in a 31–28 overtime loss at New Orleans.


  The loss in the 2017 NFC Championship Game, 38–7 at Philadelphia, wasn’t close but nevertheless fits well into the lost-opportunity category. A win would have enabled Minnesota to become the first team to play the Super Bowl in its home stadium (Tampa Bay earned that distinction three years later).


  Zimmer, the coach of that team, continues to soldier on. The ultimate goal remains a championship, but the first step is to just get to the Super Bowl again more than four decades after Grant was last there.


  BUD GRANT


  A new generation of fans got a feel on January 10, 2016, for what Bud Grant was all about.


  The Vikings were about to face Seattle in a playoff game at TCF Bank Stadium, an outdoor stadium used temporarily for two seasons until U.S. Bank Stadium opened for the 2016 season. The temperature was minus six degrees, tied for the third-coldest game in NFL history.


  The legendary former coach, then 88, was brought out for the opening kickoff. He walked to midfield wearing a short-sleeve shirt.



  “It was a spur-of-the moment thing,” Grant said. “They asked me to go out for the coin toss, and that’s a symbolic thing. You walk out and you walk off and what do you do? So I thought, ‘What could I do to juice this thing up a little bit?’ So I took my coat off and put on a short-sleeve shirt. It wasn’t a grandstand play. It was more of an acknowledgment of the weather and this is Minnesota.”


  During his coaching stint, from 1967–1983 and in 1985, Grant was the face of Minnesota. Grant, known for not allowing heaters on the sideline when the Vikings played outdoors at Metropolitan Stadium through 1981, headed a team known for its toughness.
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  Grant is the winningest coach in Vikings history and led them to four Super Bowls.
ST. PAUL PIONEER PRESS


  Grant coached with a stoic face that looked as if it had been frozen by Minnesota winters. He always seemed to be in control, but to some of his players was considered a distant coach. That’s because Grant believed in delegating authority, and usually had his assistants deal more with players.


  “Bud was a great coach,” said safety Paul Krause, who played for the Vikings from 1968–1979. “He was the best coach I ever played for. He knew football, but he also knew what he didn’t know.”


  Despite the icy facade, Grant was known as a prankster. His longtime offensive coordinator Jerry Burns was afraid of insects, and Grant often didn’t hesitate to slip one on him and watch him jump.


  There was much less to laugh about when it came to Grant’s four Super Bowl appearances, the only ones in team history. They lost all of them, and the combined margin was 95–34. Nevertheless, Grant, the winningest coach in Vikings history, was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1994.


  Harry Peter “Bud” Grant Jr. was born May 20, 1927, in Superior, Wisconsin, just across the state line from Duluth, Minnesota. After being a star athlete at the University of Minnesota, he played for the NBA’s Minneapolis Lakers before going to the NFL, where he starred for the Philadelphia Eagles as a defensive end in 1951 and wide receiver in 1952. After leading the NFL with 997 receiving yards, he got into a contract dispute and bolted to the CFL, where he was a star receiver for four years with Winnipeg.


  Grant then coached the Blue Bombers for 10 years before returning to the NFL on March 10, 1967, when he took over in Minnesota for Norm Van Brocklin. Grant inherited a team that had just lost star quarterback Fran Tarkenton.


  Tarkenton had feuded with Van Brocklin, who didn’t like the quarterback’s propensity to scramble, and demanded to be traded. Even though Van Brocklin resigned February 6, Tarkenton said he didn’t want to return and be known for having driven out a coach. So he was shipped to the New York Giants on March 7 for four draft choices.


  “I had some trepidations about coming down because they didn’t have a quarterback,” Grant said. “But [general manager] Jim Finks had originally signed Joe Kapp to go to Calgary and Joe was the kind of guy that was good for two or three years but then he was very volatile and would do stuff that wasn’t good for a long-term arrangement. He played in Calgary and they got rid of him and he went to British Columbia and won a Grey Cup there and burned his bridges, and he was available for us.”


  Well, the Vikings did get three years out of the hard-living, tequila-drinking Kapp before he burned bridges in Minnesota by getting in a contract dispute and was traded to the Boston Patriots. But those were the years that really got the team going.


  The Vikings went just 3–8–3 in Grant’s first season of 1967 before they made the playoffs for the first time in 1968 at 8–6. In 1969, everything came together. With Kapp leading the way on offense and the defense giving up 9.5 points per game, then a record for a 14-game season, the Vikings went 12–2 and advanced to their first Super Bowl.


  That didn’t go too well. The Vikings, despite being a 12-point favorite, were stunned 23–7 by the Kansas City Chiefs in Super Bowl IV. Still, Grant had made great advances in his first three seasons.


  “I remember when he came from the Canadian Football League, the Vikings offered him a five-year contract, but he said, ‘No, I’ll take a three-year contract. If I can’t turn this team around in three years, I probably can’t do it,’” said former Vikings cornerback Bobby Bryant.


  Bryant helped in the turnaround. He was part of Minnesota’s decorated 1967 draft class, the best the team has had. The Vikings in the first round selected reliable running back Clint Jones (second pick), future All-Pro wide receiver Gene Washington (eighth), and defensive tackle and future Hall of Famer Alan Page (15th). They later got wide receiver Bob Grim, who made a Pro Bowl, in the second round, and Bryant, chosen to two Pro Bowls, in the seventh round.


  Page joined forces with defensive tackle Gary Larsen and defensive ends Carl Eller and Jim Marshall, whom Grant inherited, to form the Purple People Eaters, one of the greatest defensive lines in history.


  “We were lucky we got a guy like Page, and could put him with Marshall, Eller, and Larsen,” Grant said. “We also had three good linebackers in (Roy) Winston, (Wally) Hilgenberg, and (Lonnie) Warwick. They weren’t blitzing linebackers but they were good run stoppers. But we had four good rushers, so we didn’t have to rely on a lot of blitzes. And we started using a zone defense when nobody was using much of a zone before. We got Paul Krause [in a trade with Washington] and he roamed back there.”


  From 1969–1971, the Vikings had the best defense in football, leading the league in fewest points allowed each of those three seasons. But in 1970 and 1971, the Vikings had the same problem Grant had hoped to avoid when he first arrived. They didn’t have an upper-echelon quarterback, and they were upset each time at home in their playoff opener.


  That was rectified when the Vikings reacquired Tarkenton in 1972 from the Giants for Grim, quarterback Norm Snead, fullback Vince Clements, and first- and second-round draft picks. Tarkenton’s first season back was one of adjustment and great frustration. The Vikings lost five games by three or less points and finished 7–7.


  But then they took off. Between 1973 and 1976, the Vikings made it to three out of four Super Bowls. Some believe the 1975 team, which was stunned by Dallas 17–14 on a Hail Mary pass to open the playoffs, actually was the best of those four teams. Tarkenton that season threw a league-high 25 touchdown passes and was named NFL MVP, beating out his fullback, Chuck Foreman, who rushed for 1,070 yards, led the NFL with 73 catches, and scored 22 touchdowns.


  “We were ahead of the curve a little bit then,” Grant said of that four-year stretch for the Vikings. “We went to the short passing game, had a great running back who could catch the ball and a quarterback who was mobile.”


  It didn’t help, though, in Super Bowls. The Vikings lost Super Bowl VIII 24–7 to Miami, Super Bowl IX 16–6 to Pittsburgh, and Super Bowl XI 32–14 to Oakland. That left Grant 0–4 in the big game.


  “A lot of coaches go to their grave replaying games, and I don’t think I’ve ever looked at the film of a Super Bowl loss,” Grant said. “I would tell the players that if we lose a game, you’re frustrated and you’re mad but come back Monday and forget about it. The one thing you’ve got to learn in this business is to learn to lose. I didn’t want to embrace losing, but you’ve got to learn how to get over losing. You’ve got to move on.”


  Grant did that, but the Vikings began to age as a team. They made it to the NFC Championship Game in 1977, a 23–6 loss at Dallas when Tarkenton was out in his next-to-last season with a broken leg, but after that Grant never got out of the divisional round. In three of his final four seasons as coach, Minnesota didn’t make the playoffs.


  Grant stepped down as coach after the 1983 season, one reason being he thought Burns would take over. Surprisingly, wide receivers coach Les Steckel got the job, and it was a disaster. The Vikings went 3–13, and Grant agreed to return as coach in 1985 for a salary of $500,000.



  After a 7–9 season, Grant retired for good. He made sure Burns got the job.


  “It was an easy transition to give it to Burnsie,” said Grant, who departed at age 58. “He had been here the whole time, he was a great coach and a good friend, and it was a good move.”


  Did Grant miss coaching when he stepped away first for one year and then for good?


  “No, because I was in North Dakota hunting ducks,” he said.


  Grant long has been an avid outdoorsman. He has continued to hunt and fish into his nineties.


  Grant missed a reunion in 2015 of players and coaches from all four of the Super Bowl teams because it conflicted with duck hunting season. But otherwise he gets to most big Vikings functions, including in 2019 a 50th reunion of the first Super Bowl team.


  At these events, his former players always seem to have Bud Grant stories.


  “I was a rookie, and it was snowing and all of sudden he walks up to me and says, ‘Has anybody told you about the snow?”’ said guard Ed White, a California native who played with the Vikings from 1969–1977. “I said, ‘No.’ He said, ‘Well, don’t eat the yellow snow.’ That was the first thing he said to me the whole year.”


  White learned that Grant sometimes was a man of few words, but commanded attention when he did speak.


  “Another time, I felt him come up from behind me in practice, and I’m all nervous,” White said. “Finally, he just says, ‘You’re fighting a losing battle.’ I asked him what he meant and he goes, ‘Your sideburns are too long.”’


  Grant was known for being a disciplinarian. He told his players they couldn’t smoke, chew tobacco, or spit in public. He had the team each year practice standing at proper attention during the national anthem. He appointed Eller as sergeant at arms to oversee the anthem, and it became known as the Viking Formation.


  Still, Grant was known to look the other way at times if it might help the team. Grant didn’t want heaters on the sideline at often-frigid Metropolitan Stadium because he believed it led to players not focusing on the game. He also wasn’t fond of them bundling up with sweatshirts under their jerseys. After wide receiver Ahmad Rashad came to the Vikings in 1976, it began to get cold late that season at practices.


  “It was like 14 degrees,” Rashad said. “So I went to the equipment manager, Stubby Eason, and I said, ‘Can I get a long sleeve shirt or a sweatshirt or something or a turtleneck?’ He said, ‘Oh, no, we don’t give those out until it gets cold.’ So I went to the store and bought some long johns and long sleeves, and I said to myself, ‘I’m going to wear these until somebody makes me take them off.’”


  Teammates said to Rashad, “Bud doesn’t allow that.” But Rashad played through 1982, and Grant never said anything.


  “About 20 years later, I asked Bud why he didn’t tell me to take them off, and he said, ‘Because I knew I would get the best of you by letting you wear it,’” Rashad said.


  Despite his reputation for being a disciplinarian, Grant didn’t have long practices, believing they weren’t effective and that it was important for players and coaches to get time at home with their families. He liked players who didn’t make mental mistakes, sometimes keeping veterans for an extra year or two as they aged.


  “He was a disciplinarian but he was very loyal to his players,” Eller said. “Having played for Bud Grant just grows and grows on you and it is something you never leave behind.”



  It took a while, though, for young players to get comfortable with Grant. But if they stuck around long enough, it usually happened.


  Steve Jordan, a Minnesota tight end from 1982–1994, said Grant at first was “almost like this icon who was unapproachable.” Eventually, though, players would see some melting of his perceived frigid exterior.


  “Bud was a little bit of a prankster,” Jordan said. “I was standing next to him in practice once and he reached into his jacket pocket and showed me a caterpillar in his hands and he said, ‘This is Fuzzy.’ I didn’t know how to take that. But then he goes and puts it on Jerry Burns’s shoulder, and Burnsie freaks out because he did not like bugs and spiders. Bud was having fun.”


  After all these years, Grant even is able to have some fun with all the Super Bowl losses.


  “We weren’t good enough on those particular days and that’s why I’ve got gray hair,” he said with a laugh.


  JERRY BURNS


  When the Vikings made it to three Super Bowls from 1973– 1976, they had the Purple Offense. When the San Francisco 49ers advanced to four Super Bowls in the 1980s with a similar style, it was called the West Coast Offense.


  So why was West Coast Offense the name that stuck? Well, the Vikings lost all their Super Bowls, whereas the 49ers won each time.


  The innovator of the Purple Offense, which relied on a short passing game, was Jerry Burns, who was hired as offensive coordinator in 1968 and was around for all four of Minnesota’s Super Bowl losses (including Super Bowl IV after the 1969 season and before the Purple Offense came to fruition). He later served as head coach of the Vikings from 1986–1991, and continued to use the offense with success, making the playoffs three times and going 52–43. He died in 2021.


  “Bill Walsh got credit for Jerry Burns’s offense,” said Chuck Foreman, a star Vikings running back from 1973–1979. “That was our offense. That wasn’t their offense. We incorporated that to take advantage of my abilities as a receiver, so we were throwing that way before the West Coast Offense.”


  Walsh did get tenets of his offense from legendary coach Paul Brown when he was a Cincinnati assistant from 1968– 1975 and continued to build it up after becoming 49ers coach in 1979. But he got plenty of credit as an innovator because he won three Super Bowls before his San Francisco successor, George Seifert, added two titles.


  Burns’s Purple Offense got going after the versatile Foreman arrived in 1973. He began to catch plenty of passes out of the backfield, including an NFL-high 73 in 1975. And the Vikings also began to spread the ball around to a multitude of other receivers with Fran Tarkenton.


  “Everybody was a receiver, everybody was involved, and it really worked because Chuck Foreman could do everything,” said Ahmad Rashad. “And they don’t give Burnsie credit. He’d been running that West Coast Offense for years.”


  It wasn’t the only time in his career Burns was overlooked. After serving as defensive backs coach under Green Bay’s legendary Vince Lombardi in 1966 and 1967 and winning two Super Bowl rings, Burns was Bud Grant’s loyal assistant for 16 years. After the 1983 season, Grant stepped down as coach, and he thought his replacement would be Burns, then 57. Instead, general manager Mike Lynn hired Les Steckel, 20 years younger.


  “I wrongly assumed that Burnsie was going to be the coach,” said Grant, who had known Burns since he was Iowa’s head coach from 1961–1965. “That’s all I really wanted.”



  Jeff Diamond, who was then in the Vikings front office and later general manager, said Burns was “obviously disappointed” at being passed over. He considered going to Cleveland to serve as offensive coordinator under Marty Schottenheimer, but Grant and Steckel convinced him to stay.


  Steckel, who had a military background, had a disastrous 3–13 season in 1984 and alienated players with his boot-camp-like methods. He was fired, and Grant came back in 1985. After the Vikings went 7–9, Grant retired for good, and he made sure of one thing.


  “Mike Lynn kind of screwed that up [in 1984],” Grant said. “The second time I said, ‘Listen, I’ll step down again but Burnsie has got to be the coach.’ And he did a great job. They came within a dropped pass of going to the Super Bowl.”


  That was in 1987, Burns’s second season on the job. The Vikings lost the NFC Championship Game at Washington when Darrin Nelson dropped a pass at the goal line in the final minute on fourth down.


  That was a big disappointment, but the Vikings had nothing to be ashamed about during their surprise playoff run. They had gone 8–7 during a regular season that was shortened by one game due to a players strike, and were hampered by an awful replacement team that went 0–3.


  The Vikings opened the playoffs as a 6½-point underdog at New Orleans, but cruised to a 44–10 win. Then, in the biggest playoff upset in franchise history, Minnesota won 36–24 at San Francisco after being an 11-point underdog. Those were the 49ers with the West Coast Offense, but Burns’s passing attack looked a lot better that day. Anthony Carter caught 10 passes for a then playoff record 227 yards.


  “I just remember that Burnsie kept saying the entire game, ‘Get the ball to A.C., get the ball to A.C.,” said Hall of Fame Vikings tackle Gary Zimmerman.



  At least Burns remembered his star receiver’s initials. Zimmerman said Burns often couldn’t recall the names of even his best players.


  “He didn’t know anybody’s name,” Zimmerman said. “He’d say, ‘Hey, Big Boy.’ [Tackle] Tim Irwin was Big Boy. Everybody was Big Boy. One funny story was at a Christmas party my wife was talking to Burnsie, and he says, ‘Your husband is the best in the business,’ and then he goes and on. At the end, he goes, ‘What’s your husband’s name again?’”


  Plenty of his former players have stories about the eccentric but likable Burns. Some have to do with how Burns could cuss up a storm. After a 1989 game, when Minnesota didn’t score a touchdown but beat the Los Angeles Rams 23–21 on an overtime safety after Rich Karlis had kicked seven field goals, Burns went on a rant defending offensive coordinator Bob Schnelker. Burns threw out a dozen f-bombs in the first two minutes, and it remains a staple on YouTube.


  Many of the stories have to do with Burns being afraid of spiders and insects. Players would put moths and once a butter-fly inside a film canister to get a big laugh when Burns opened it.


  “Once we got a fishing pole and [safety] Karl Kassulke put a spider on the end of it,” defensive lineman Bob Lurtsema said of an early 1970s stunt when Burns was offensive coordinator. “Then when the film starts up, Kassulke drops the spider down from the fishing pole right over the screen. Burnsie just about jumped out of his pants, and all of us of course were roaring.”


  Burns, though, also could dish it out. In 1986, he concocted an elaborate scheme in which defensive tackle Keith Millard pretended to get in a heated argument with linebackers coach Monte Kiffin at training camp in Mankato, Minnesota.


  Later, according to plan, Millard and Kiffin got on a roof where players below had a partial view of the two continuing to argue. Suddenly, Millard threw off the roof what players thought was Kiffin. Instead, it was a mannequin dressed just like him.


  “It looked just like a person,” Millard said. “Dennis Ryan, our equipment manager, did a good job picking a really lifelike one. When the guys saw me throw it off, they freaked out. They literally thought I had thrown him off the roof. And then the trainers are running out to check on him to see if he’s dead or not. But then me and Monte were laughing our butts off as we walked out the door onto the field, and everybody started to crack up.”


  While there were plenty of laughs when Burns was the coach, there weren’t as many wins as had been hoped. Burns never got his team back to the NFC Championship Game after 1987. At midseason in 1989, Lynn thought running back Herschel Walker would be the final piece to winning a Super Bowl
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  As for those named to the all-time All-Star Team, there no doubt will be some disagreements but feel free to debate the team as much as you like. And there’s no question that, with the Vikings having plenty of current rising stars, names on an all-time All-Star Team certainly could end up changing as the decade moves along.
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