He was a legendary fullback and one of the most
important players on a Miami Dolphins team that
stood on top of the football world two years in a row.
To this day, the Perfect 1972 team still stands alone.

To this day, Miami is the only NFL city
whose team has gone a full season with a
zero in the loss or tie columns.

Somewhere, probably in the clouds today,
is an Akron area juvenile court judge and
junior high principal we should thank for
pointing a tough young kid in the right di-
rection...back onto the football field, and on
track to carry the ball for that perfect squad.
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“I watched my older brother play,” Larry
Csonka remembers. “I went to a high school
football game on a Friday night. There were
probably three or four thousand people there,
which was an immense crowd, I'd never seen
anything like that growing up, a country kid
on a farm. To play under the lights, I thought
that was big time!

~ BY KURT SMITH




“I was sent down to the bench by my father, he sent a dollar down to
my brother because he made a great catch. I got to go down by the bench
and hand him the dollar, and I just marveled at the sidelines, I was just
in awe of the whole thing. I couldn’t wait to get old enough to play.”

That is until he was actually getting hit. “I went out for football in
seventh grade, didn’t know anything about it, got knocked down a lot,
and quit.”

Shortly after quitting, the kid from Stow, Ohio got into a bit of trouble
and was put before a forward-thinking judge who possibly saw his po-
tential as a superstar fullback.

“The juvenile court judge told me that I needed to report to my princi-
pal every day. He would be responsible for me. Mr. Saltis made me write
reports on football”, Csonka says with a laugh. “I started to understand
the game and got back into it, otherwise I might not have ever played
again.”

Every superstar player in sports history probably has a story of when
their path to stardom came close to being derailed. Larry Csonka knows
full well how important all of the ingredients are not just to an indi-
vidual’s success, but to a team’s success.

We’ll come back to that.

need a refresher on what your parents told you, here’s a bit about
why he was adored by the football-loving faithful here.

In just eight seasons as a Dolphin, he rushed for 6,737 yards and 53
touchdowns...both still team records to this day. He averaged over five
yards a carry in 1971 and 1972, and in 1979, as a power running back at
the age of 32, he rushed for 837 yards and 12 touchdowns.

He also was, obviously, a key player on the unbeatable 1972 team,
gaining 1,117 yards and averaging 5.2 yards a carry. The following sea-
son he was a Super Bowl MVP, rushing for 145 yards and two touch-
downs against the Vikings. Read that again...Zonk ran for 145 yards
against a defense good enough to be in the Super Bowl.

A player known for his legendary toughness, and sometimes carrying
several defenders with him into the end zone, is quick to credit another
man for his drive on the field...another legend in Miami, otherwise
known as the winningest coach in football history.

“The competitiveness of it grew on me a little later, and then meeting
a guy named Don Shula in the pros rejuvenated that feeling I had when I
was a boy. After going through junior high, high school, and college and
being on some winning teams, [ was motivated by that, but I still hadn’t
become possessed by it. When you play for Shula, you either become
possessed or you play for another team.

Csonka tells a story about Shula’s motivational skills that isn’t sur-
prising.

“I got hit one time and was laying on the sidelines, and he ran up to
me and said, ‘You can’t be hurt!” It made me so mad I forgot I was hurt,
I jumped up to grab him, and he took off!” Csonka remembers with a
laugh. “He said, ‘I knew if I made you mad enough, you'd forget you
were hurt!””

“He had a real chip on his shoulder about being unprepared, he want-
ed to anticipate everything that could be anticipated. In other words,
total concentration, total commitment to the win.

“Now, that sounds easy, and all of us want to do it, and that sounds
fine to go to a Boy Scout meeting and stand out and get your honorary
badge, that’s great. But when you do it 17 or 18 times in a row, it’s hard
to keep that up. And he would mandate that, he would demand that,
and he would raise hell if he thought you were screwing around in prac-
tice and not paying attention.

I N CASE YOU'RE TOO YOUNG to remember Larry Csonka, or you

THE LAST FRONTIER

Visit Larry Csonka’s website and you'll see a selection of videos of him
and Audrey Bradshaw, his lovely longtime partner, catching fish in the
midst of beautiful Alaskan backgrounds.

Many of the videos are from his surprise hit show, “North To Alaska”,
which enjoyed a successful run until its retirement in 2013. “North To
Alaska” was everything an outdoor life show should be. ..a former star
athlete enjoying retirement by becoming just like one of the rest of us
again. He and Audrey catch fish together, visit beautiful lodges in re-
mote areas of a remote state, and share the greatness of outdoor life
in the last frontier. It all makes for enjoyable, leisurely, and educational
television.

What makes “North To Alaska” special enough to have enjoyed a 16-
year run is that Zonk, a man who made a considerable mark on a foot-
ball field, is there as a hunting and fishing enthusiast, not a former star
athlete. It's because he has just as much enthusiasm for Alaskan life as
he did for football.

“Through my entire career, starting in high school or junior high, | aspired
to get to Alaska by hook or crook. | got sidetracked into the NFL, and
some ten years after the NFL, | finally got a chance. Starting with ESPN
and our sponsors NAPA and STIHL, we put together an outdoor adven-
ture, fishing, and hunting series. Audrey and | moved north and bought a
place in Anchorage and then Wasilla. We were residents of Alaska for
some 20 years and still go back for a month and a half each year.

“I think from the time | was probably 11 years old, | just wanted to go to
Alaska because | figured that was the last place you could experience
things like Daniel Boone and Davy Crockett did.

“What a great way to do it, getting paid to do it. By the time the series
ended, it was doing quite well. By the time it was in its 16th year, we
had been a lot of places that most people don't get to see in the state
of Alaska.”

The popularity of a retired football star, even a Hall of Famer and Super
Bowl MVP, isnt enough to carry a low-quality show for a decade and
a half. The appeal of “North To Alaska” may be that Zonk shows us
all that it doesn't take piles of money or fame to enjoy the good life.
He's the ultimate everyman with a genuine love for the outdoors, and
it works.
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GOING OUT ON TOP

Csonka broke away from the NFL to play in the ill-fated World Foot-
ball League with the Memphis Southmen, and then played a couple
of seasons with the Giants before returning to play with the Dolphins
in 1979. He was hired by the Dolphins to be a blocking back for Delvin
Williams, but when Delvin performed below expectations, they gave
Zonk the ball...and he carried it for 837 yards and 12 touchdowns, a
performance that won Zonk the Comeback Player of The Year award.

“| came back to be a blocking back for Miami. | became the guy running
the ball. | think on one occasion, | carried it 40 times in a game, and at
32 years old, whatever | was at the time, | don't recall, | didn't need to
be carrying the ball 40 times a game.

“That's very much a young man's game, a power running game, and you
have to have great offensive linemen, which | had in ‘72 and '73.

The end of Larry Csonka's NFL career came shortly afterward, with Don
Shula making the decision for him.

“| made the decision to hold out unless | got paid a whole lot of money
to run the ball, | was still pretty healthy. But instead, | held out and
Shula got mad and fired me.”

He has no regrets. “l wasn't mad that he fired me. | was at a point in
my career where | was glad he said | was through. That gave me all
the pushing | needed.

“At 33 years old, it's time to retire, particularly for a power running
back.”
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“When the ‘72 team gets together,

there’s a great camaraderie, and
there’s a constant feeling when

eyes meet, nothing has to be said.”

“Two and a half hours, a couple of times a day - that’s five
hours a day, and you’re talking about six weeks of intense concen-
tration in training camp. It’s pretty hard to keep that up, on that
plane, but with him behind you, we were motivated to stay on that
plane.”

every edge on a football field...including having a team

train in the July Miami heat to prepare for hot days. After
an embarrassing Super Bowl loss to the Cowboys, the coach made
the team use the loss as motivation.

It worked out perfectly.

“Getting that far in 71, and then getting your ass handed to you
in the Super Bowl was embarrassing. But Shula said to us after
that game, ‘I want you to remember this moment, because we’re
gonna use this as a basis to make even more sacrifices next year.

“He didn’t say what our objective was going to be. What he
said was, we're gonna treat every game like it’s the Super Bowl.
That way we can’t ever relax. By the time we get to the Super
Bowl, we’ll be able to make sure that we do it one more time.

“Those words rang true, that was a great prediction after a ter-
rible loss.”

Indeed, as the football world remembers, the Miami Dolphins
made winning quite the habit in 1972. The backfield of that team
contributed to the obsession...the interchangeable squad of Cson-
ka, Jim Kiick, and Mercury Morris made opposing defensive coor-
dinators want to put 15 players on the field. It was an idea Shula
had once he believed Morris could take the punishment.

“Coach Shula decided to talk with the offensive line coach to
see if we had the offensive linemen that could get to the outside.
And we did. Larry Little, a huge, big man, who was super fast in
the 40, so we could get somebody out there to block for Merc, and
we could have that outside threat.”

“It gave us a three-dimensional backfield, and that made a dif-
ference. That was one of the contributing factors to going unde-
feated.”

The Dolphins’ backfield was so strong that even losing a Hall
of Fame quarterback in the fifth game didn’t stop the victory train.
But Csonka is quick to point out that absolutely everyone on the
team made contributions to a season still unmatched in NFL his-
tory...starting with Kiick and Morris.

“In order to do that,” Csonka reflects about the interchangeable
backfield, “you have to have the talent to do that, but you also
have to have the personalities to do that. Jim Kiick and Mercury
Morris were two unique personalities, but the great common thing
between them was the mutual respect for each other. One realized
the other had talent that he didn’t, and they both recognized that
fact and were all right with that.

He continues: “If any one ingredient doesn’t mix with the other
ingredients, then you're gonna have that kind of animosity that’ll

z ONK REMEMBERS that Don Shula pushed for absolutely



A BIRD ON THE COVER

Larry Csonka made the cover of Sports lllustrated a few times in his
career, but easily the best-known cover shot features him and backfield
teammate Jim Kiick.. .in a pose that featured Csonka giving a not-so-
subtle middle finger. What

makes the photo so price-

less is the snickering look on

Zonk’s face. You can easily find

a copy of it on eBay if you're

interested.

Intentional? Not on Csonka’s
part, at least as far as the pho-
to actually making the cover.
He's not sure about the Sports
lllustrated folks, though.

“We shot probably 200 photos

that day of all the different

kinds of poses. We had a couple of photos we just wanted for us to be
funny, so we did that, and somehow that photo got in with the others
and somehow inadvertently got put on the cover. | received very nasty
letters from irate nuns for about five years after that!

“| sometimes wonder if that wasn't done on purpose, but it wasn't
meant to be on the cover, it was meant for our own personal thing.
So, after that, | didn't do that anymore. | certainly apologized, but at
the same time, it was supposed to be private, and it didn't turn out
that way.”

“But I'll tell you what, a lot of people kept that issue!”

grow to be a cancer and it’ll keep you from attaining a perfect season.
There’s a reason there’s only one team that’s ever done that. We had the
best blend of players and coaches.”

“When you look at it, ... take any one player, if you take Bob Griese,
starting quarterback, Earl Morrall, the substitute quarterback, [they] all
made contributions. Charlie Babb, special teams, rookie player, got in
there, made a big play, blocked a punt. You take Charlie out of that
game, we lose that game.

“As a rookie playing on special teams, [Charlie] only got on the field
a few times, but he got on there just enough to make a difference in us
going undefeated or losing one game.

“That’s how finite it gets.”

for an unfortunate reason. He represents a successful era for a

team that hasn’t won a playoff game in over two decades. Young
Miami football fans aren’t even accustomed to frequent playoff runs
these days, much less three straight Super Bow! appearances.

Read some of the blog posts on his website about the team in recent
years, and it’s apparent that like the rest of the city, he becomes frustrated
with the Dolphins’ shortcomings. He’s still supportive, but it’s clear that
it’s no easier for him to watch sometimes than for the rest of us.

Csonka confesses to not being able to apply his understanding of the
game in his playing days to the game of today. But he does think there’s
one constant in winning football that the Dolphins need to embrace to
get back on top again. When asked that question, he begins his answer
with one word: unity.

“If you get a strong head coach that believes in a certain way to do it,

z ONK is, at least partially, so fondly remembered in South Florida

and you can get a cast of players that believe in him, I don’t think that
formula has changed that much.

“Is it Don Shula reborn again? I don’t know, but I think it starts with
that. I think it starts with a strong coaching staff and the dedication of
the players, and finding 40 or 50 players that really, truly want to win,
and they’ll make whatever sacrifices that are necessary in order to ob-
tain that.”

That said, he does make an occasional public appearance to talk
about the glory days.

“We get a few fans that might go back and remember, and some of the
young folks that have heard things from their parents or grandparents,
or perhaps even great grandparents,” he says with a laugh. “What I do is
reminisce about the championships and how we got there. Coach Shula,
the colorful, fun parts of the game that you still see on Sunday are fun to
talk about. Sports humor is really what it’s about, it’s a good time, not
any deep message or anything.

The Perfect Season, justifiably, is still today a great source of gratifica-
tion for the Hall of Fame fullback.

“More than personal pride, it’s fun to feel a team pride in being part
of that. I'm sure there are other people that have made it to the top of
Everest and stood there and felt that exhilaration of being on top of the
mountain. But to be able to stand on top of the mountain and know
there’s an entire team standing there with you and you’re all part of that,
is just another benefit.

“When the '72 team gets together, those that are still standing and
walking around, there’s a great camaraderie, and there’s a constant feel-
ing when eyes meet, nothing has to be said.

“The fans that were there, again, that are still standing, when we see
them, it’s a celebration that’s very unique. They can’t wait to tell us
about it, we can’t wait to hear about it. It’s a celebration that goes on
and it’s just as enthusiastic today as the day it happened.”

Zonk also has a sense of gratitude towards one other group of people:
The Super Bow! XLII-winning New York Giants.

“I'm indebted to my teammate at Syracuse, Tom Coughlin, the head
coach of the Giants, and Eli Manning. I am still their biggest fan!” @

HEAD ON

MiamiMan loves success stories and views behind the scenes, es-
pecially when it comes to legendary sports achievements. ..and the
Perfect Season certainly qualifies.

Larry Csonka's upcoming book, Head On, shares tales behind his and
the Dolphins’ success in that era. It includes flashbacks of his nearly
quitting football, his occasionally rocky relationship with Don Shula,
and his palling around with the likes of Burt Reynolds, Lee Majors, Elvis
Presley and others during and after the Dolphins’ high-flying run.

But Csonka also shares some wild stories beyond the bright lights of
the football field...such as his confronting thieves with a sawed-off
shotgun, being adrift in gale force winds in the Bering Sea, and taking
sniper fire in the midst of a USO tour.

As Csonka was quoted in Life magazine back in 1972, “No matter what
your style, you have to take a beating.” Indeed, from the sound of it, the
book describes a life of an athlete who took the hits on and off the field
and keeps moving forward.

Head On is slated for release on October 4, 2022. You can pre-order it
on the Amazon and Barnes & Noble websites, and from the publisher,
BenBella Books.
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