1975 CFL Review

1975 was a year of endings and new beginnings.  It would be the last year for veteran stars such as Lancaster, Reed and Keeling.  It was also the rookie year for players like Clements, Holloway and Ruoff.  It was also a year of tragedy as Hamilton linebacker Tom Pate collapsed during a game and died two days later from a brain aneurysm.

1975 was still a run dominated year as only Saskatchewan and Edmonton threw the ball more times than they ran it.  The pass filled years of the CFL are still in the future, but there are signs of change as witnessed by the 95 reception year by George McGowen of  the Eskimos.  The kicking specialist has pretty much taken hold in the CFL with Saskatchewan’s Jack Abenshan being the only kicker to be a regular at another position guard).  The result is a significant improvement in successful field goals and converts from the 60s.  Some of the biggest name kickers in the history of the CFL are present in 75 as Cutler, Organ, Ruoff and Andrusyshyn kick the ball through the uprights.  Two significant rule changes were brought in for 75.  First, blocking above the waist was introduced on punt returns which added a lot more excitement to the game.  Second, the two point convert was introduced.

The Grey Cup itself was a bit of a yawner.  The score was close at 9-8, but without a single touchdown to provide excitement.  The 75 cup with Montreal and Edmonton was a rematch of the 74 cup and this time Edmonton won.  The first of many cup wins for Edmonton in the 70s and 80s.  Wilkinson is at his peak and Lemmerman is a capable backup with Warren Moon still a few years down the road.

Ottawa Rough Riders (1st in the East, 10-5-1)
The Rider’s game plan was to go with veteran Jerry Keeling at QB, but one game into the season, they traded Keeling to Hamilotn and went with two rookie quarterbacks.  Normally, having two rookie pivots is not a recipe for success, but the two guys in this case were Tom Clements and Conredge Holloway, both who would go on to have very successful CFL careers.  Clements was the better of the two in 75, completing 57.1% of his passes compared to only 40.5% for Holloway, but Holloway gave defences fits with his running when he came into the game as he picked up 465 yards with an 8.0 yard average.  Ottawa had a potent ground attack with Art Green who led the East in rushingwith 1188 yards and caught 47 passes for another 537 yards.  Tony Gabriel, in his first year in Ottawa after being traded from Hamilton led the East in receptions with 65 and was the only player in the East to go over 1000 yards receiving.  The rest of the receivers did not have great years as Moody Jackson caught 29, Rhome Nixon got 28 and Gerry Kuzyk 14, but with the play of Clements, Holloway, Green and Gabriel there was not much more needed!

The Ottawas defence was also very strong led by three All Canadians:  middle linebacker Jerry Campbell, defensive halfback Dicke Adams, and RobWoodward at safety.  The defensive front four include some of the best to play for the Rough Riders with Wayne Smith, Rudy Simms, Mike Raines and Jim Piaskowski.  Add in a couple more Eastern All Stars in Wayne Tosh and outside linebacker Mark Kosmos plus Al Marcelin with 5 interceptions at cornerback and you have a formidable defence.  Jerry Organ hit 61.4% of his field goals and didn’t miss a convert as he gave the Riders a strong kicking game.

Montreal Alouttetes (2nd in the East, 9-7)
Montreal finished second in the East, but beat Ottawa 20-10 in the Eastern Final to return to the Gray Cup.  In the end, it was the experience of the Aloutettes that got them to the cup ahead of the younger Riders.   Sonny Wade and Jimmy Jones pretty much split the QB duties.  Neither had great years, but they were a good counterpoint to each other.  Wade, the drop back type of QB, hit on 52.5% of his passes, while Jones ran the ball more (301 yards) and completed 51.5% of his passes.  Steve Ferrughelli rushed for 893 yards from he fullback spot, Larry Smith added 385 yards along the ground.  The Marquee player in Montreal and the CFL was Johnny Rodgers who was named All Canadian at running back though his main contribution was on kick returns and pass receiving.  Rodgers carried the ball only 54 times for 293 yards, but he caught 40 for 849 yards, led the league in punt returns with 60 for 912 yards and ran back 13 kickofss for another 380 yards.  Besides Rodgers, the main receiving threat for Montreal was big Peter Dalla Riva who caught 56 from his tight end position.

The front four for Montreal are all very recognizable names and among the best to don a Montreal uniform:  Glen Weir, Junior Ah You, Gordon Judges and Mike Fanucci.  Carl Crenell anchored the middle and All Canadian Mike Widger was at one outside linebacker spot.  The defensive backfield was anchored by All Canadian Dicke Harris at corner and Phil Price who picked off 6 opposition passes.  Wade handled the punting and Don Sweet clicked on 65.8% of his field goal attempts.

Hamilton (3rd in the East, 5-10-1)
Hamilton made a lot of changes going into 75 and they didn’t help much.  The Ticats have some again stars such as Keeling, Evenshan and Henley, but they were not enough.  There were two major blows to the Ticats chances of success.  One took place before the season started when they traded Tony Gabriel, the best tight end in the CFL, to Ottawas for next to nothing.  Gabriel had taken the CFL court after they extended the schedule for the Eastern teams to 16 games from 14 to match the Western teams schedule.  Gabriel lost the case and seemingly in a fit of pique, tight fisted Ticat GM Ralph Sazio sent Gabriel to Ottawa along with slotback Gary Kuzyk for offensive tackle, Doug Collins, defensive back John Kruspe and running back / wide receiver Terry Wellesley.  It had to be one of the most lopsided trades in CFL History as Gabriel went on to catch 65 passes for Ottawa and Kuzyk added 14.  The return was Collins who played only 8 games, Kruspe who was a backup defensive back and Wellesley who contributed 9 yards in offence to the Ticats.  The second big blow came with the injury to running back Andy Hopkins who picked up 463 yards in half a season which pretty much did away with the Ticat running game.  Hamilton tried a number of other players at running back after that, but none of them did much.  With no running game, about the only weapon left for Keeling to use was Terry Evenshan who caught 55 passes.  Hamilton even moved Garney Henley back to flanker to try to generate offense and Garney picked up 22 catches in about half a season.

The Tigercat defense gave up the most points in the league and there was not too much to cheer about.  Other than Mike Samples, there are not any memorable names on the line.  The linebacking corps featured Richard Griffiths in the middle and the ill fated Pate at outside linebacker.  What bright lights there were on defense were defensive backs Lewis Porter and George Campbell who came up with four interceptions each.  Ian Sunter and Ken Clark teamed up to do a credible job on the kicking game.  Clark led the East in punting with a 43.9 yardaverage while Sunter hit on 65.1% of his field goal attempts.

Toronto Argonauts (4th 5-10-1)
With Theisman and McQuay long gone, the Argos stumbled back to being a last place team again.  Rookie Bill Bynum (who?) completed an acceptable 54.0% of his passes and was backed up by Mike Rae.  DoyleOrange did pick up 1000 yards, finishing at 1055.   Toronto paraded a number of other players through the other running back spot without much success.  Other than Mike Eben who finished second in the East with 63 catches, there was not much for receivers.  After Eben you have to go way down the list to Orange who caught 22.  Tight End Peter Muller caught 20 and Split End Eric (the flea) Allen caught 19 in 9 games.

Defensively, Toronto was hurt by an injury to Jim Stillwagon in the Countdown skill competition recorded before the season started for the CTV halftime show.  Stillwagon played only three games in 75.  Even without Stillwagon, the Argos had a good defensive line with Jim Corrigal, Garrett Hunsperger (obtained from BC) and Granny Liggins.  Toronto had planned to move Liggins to offensive guard, but he ended up being an Eastern All Star in place of Stilllwagon.  Sam Cvijanovitch might be hard to spell and pronounce, but he provided a solid presence at middle linebacker.  Rookie Steve Dennis led the backfield with 7 interceptions.  The big Z handled the kicking, but his low 53.6% fieldgoal percentage typified the Argos year in 75.

Edmonton Eskimos (1st in West, 12-4)
This ws the first of many Gray cup winners for Edmonton in the 70s and 80s.  Tom Wilkinson clicked on an outstanding 63.6% of his passes with Geoprge McGown on the receiving end of 95 of them.  Speedy Canadian John Konihowski caught 45, tight end Tyrone Walls caught 31 and Don Warrington snatched 26.  Edmonton relied less on the running game than any other team in the CFL, but Ray Bell still edged oer the thousand yard mark at 1006 and Calvin Harrell added 425.

Strangely enough for a Gray Cup champion team the Esks only had one defensive all star and that was cornerback Larry Highbaugh.  The defensive line is anchored by Ron Estay and Dave Fennell who took over for John LaGrone who retired after 74.  Sam Britts is the middle linebacker, but he was replaced for the last four games of the season by Dan Kepley.  The defensive backfield featured the aforemetnioned Larry Highbaugh who revolutionized the kick return game long before Gizmo Williams or Pinball Clemons came along.  Highbaugh, who at the time held the world record for the 70 yard distance,  averaged 33.7yards on kickoff returns and 16.8 on punt returns.  Highbaugh also had three interceptions which was second only to the four picks by veteran Dick Depuis.  Dave Cutler handled the kicking chores and there has probably never been a better clutch field goal kicker than Cutler in the history of the CFL.

Saskatchewan Roughriders (2nd in West 10-5-1)
It was the swan song for the dynamic duo of Lancaster and Reed.  Both went out with good years, Lancaster completed 54.1% of his passes, led the league with 23 touchdown passes, and was named to the All Canadian team.  Reed finished second in the league in rushing behind with 1454 yards and was robbed of an All Canadain berth by Johnny Rogers who didn’t pick up a quarter of Reed’s yards on the ground.  The Green Riders featured two big receivers with Rhett Dawson picking up 69 catches and Tom Campana adding 52.  Steve Mazurak chipped in with 33, Molnar had 30 out of the fullback position, and versatile Al Ford had 26.  The Riders had  good offensive line with Western All Star Ralph Gallowy and veterans Clyde Brock and Jack Abenshan leading the way.

On defense, the Riders were led by a strong linebacking trio Charlie Collins in the middle and Roger Goree and Bill Manchuk on the outside.  George Wells and Jesse O’Neil provided pass rush from the end positions as did big Tim Roth and Mike Dirks at tackle.  All Star safetly Ted Provost missed most of the year, but players like the outstanding Canadian Lorner Richardson and the veteran Ted Dushinski filled in.  A bit of a weak spot for the Riders was the kicking game.  Abenshan was a good kicker for the era when kickers had to play another position full time, but Jack could not match up with the kicking specialists that every other team had.

Winnipeg (3rd in West, 6-8-2)
The Bombers ran the ball more often (58%) than any other team in the league.  This was largely due to their poor passing game.  Ralph (Dieter) Brock complted only 47.5% of his pass attempts which resulted in Bob La Rose leading the team in catches with a very meager 29.  The other half of the Bomber QB duo was Chuck Ealey who had come to Winnipeg from Hamilton for Don Jonus, but Winnipeg traded Ealey to Toronto late in the season.  The running game at least gave Winnipeg some offense though injuries prevented any Bomber from finishing higher than fifth in the division in rushing.  Jim Washington had 665 yards in 11 games, Steve Beard had 533 n 14 games and Richard Crump had 425 in 10 games.  After La Rose, the other receivers included Mark McDonald with 28, Brian Jack at 22 and Tommy Scott with 16.  Scott was hobbled by injuries and only played 11 games.  The versatile Gord Paterson filled in on offense with 15 catches and also was a regular most of the year on defense, sometimes going both ways duringa game.  The offensive line reflects the strength of the Bomber running game with former all stars Bill Swift at center and Bill Frank at tackle and a future allstar and offensive line fixture in Butch Norman at the other tackle slot.

The defense does not have a lot going for it.  They were the worst defense in 74 and while improved in 75, they were not that great.  Rookies Harry Walters and safety Brian Herosian were the standouts.  Rookie Bernie Ruoff handled the kicking and nailed the longest field goal in the league at 58 yards.

Calgary Stampeders (4th in the West, 6-10)
Just about the only thing the Stamps had goingfor them in 75 was the great season by Willie burden who rang up 1896 yards rushing.  Joe Pisarcik actually had a good yar at QB, completing 56.5% of his passes with Tom Forzani (55 catehes), Rudy Linerman (44 catches) and Burden (36 receptions) being his favorite targets.

On defense, John Helton was the team leader, taking over from the retired Wayne Harris.  The rest of the defensive line and linebacking corps other than middle linebacker Larry Carr were not very memorable.  Carr picked off three passes, led the division in fumble recoveries with 5 and provided a strong pass rush.  All Canadian cornerback Vernon Roberson led the league with 10 pass interceptions while Howard Starks picked off 4 in only about half a season.  In the kicking area, Larry Robinson had retired and rookie Cyril McFall took over and did a so so job, hitting on only 51.2% of his field goal attempts.

BC Lions (5th in the West, 6-10)
The Lions seems to have a tendancy to come up with very good running backs who last for only a couple of years.  Gong into 75, the Lions expected to have Monroe Eley, Johnny Musso and Lou Harris to power their attack.  Musso went off to the WFL, Elay retired and that left Lou Harris.  Harris responded with 958 yards rushing and would have made a thousand yards except for an injury that kept him out for three games.  The Lions came up with two other good runners to go with harris and replace him when injruy struck.  WayneMosely had 459 yards in 11 games and Mike Strickland contributed 233 yards in only 3 games.  At QB, the Lions went with veteran Peter Liske, but Liske’s bestdays were behind him.  Liske had left Calgary five yars earlier to play in the NFL and returned to the Stamps in 74 before being traded to BC late in the season for qb Karl Douglas and tight end Henry Sovio.  Liske had a decent season in 75, but his 54.2% completions rate was well short of his big years in with the Stamps.  Besides Liske, BC tried Don Moorehead who played only five gems because of injuries and Canadian Eric Guthrie who also did the punting.    Among the receivers, Jim Young had a decent season as dirty 30 picked up 43 receptions for 935 yards, but then you have to go down to Ross Clarkson at 29 and Slade willis at 23 to find the next Lions on the leaders list.

Thedefense features two All Canadians in defensive end Bill Baker and outside linebacker Larrt Cameron.  Ray Nettles was also strong in the middle linebacking spot, but the rest of the line was only adequate.  In the defensive backfield Rocky Long was not named to the all star team, but he he was second in the division with eight picks.  John Wintemeyr  did an adequate job at kicking but his tenure will be short lived as a young kicker named Lui Pasaglia is expected to take over the kicking next year.

