1981 In Review
1981 was the first season for a fully interlocking schedule in the CFL, with each team playing every other team twice.  The East must have wondered what hit them as only Hamilton managed a winning record (11-4-1) while out West, only Calgary (6-10) managed a losing record.  In fact, if Calgary was in the East, they would have finished second ahead of Ottawa (5-11-1).  The regular season featured some of the most lopsided games in CFL history.  On August 8, Winnipeg destroyed Montreal 58-2 and on September 26, Edmonton annihilated Montreal 62-11.  Having said all, that it took a last play field goal by Dave Cutler to give the Edmonton Eskimos a Grey Cup victory over the Ottawa Rough Riders.

Eastern Division
Hamilton (11-4-1)  Tom Clements returned from the NFL to lead Hamilton to a first place finish in the regular season.  Clements completed 57.5% of his passes for 4536 yards and threw 27 touchdown passes.  Hamilton did not have a running game to speak of with Rufus Crawford leading them with 400 yards on the ground, but then there was not a single 1000 yard rusher in the Eastern Division in 1981  The receivers were led by Keith Baker, who came over from Montreal as part of the compensation for the rights to Vince Ferregamo, led the team with 65 catches.  Big tight end Rocky DiPietro had 59, Crawford 49, Steve Stapler 48, Leaf Petterson 27, FB Mark Braganola 22 and Gord Patterson 20.  The offensive line is a little lacking in experience, but still features to Eastern All Stars in veteran Henry Wozchuk at center and Ed Fulton at tackle.  The defense is lead by one of the all time great linebackers Ben Zambiasi who in 81 moved into the MLB spot vacated by Carl Crennell.  The line in front of Zambiasi includes DE Grover Covington, one of the all time sack leaders in the CFL and Eastern All Star Ecomet Burley at one tackle spot.  It is a very good secondary with All Canadian David Shaw at one corner and Eastern All Stars Harold Woods at DH and Leroy Paul at the other corner.  The Ti-cats nominee for top rookie, Harold Fields is the other DH while the more than capable Preston Young is the safety.  Bernie Ruoff handless all the kicking.  He did not have a great year for field goals, clicking on only 63%, but he did have a 45.3 yard punting average.  There was only one major injury / substitution to a regular and that was to running back David Green, another pickup from Montreal.  Green played 6 games and 208 yards rushing before giving way to Rufus Crawford.  Green had a fairly anemic 3.2 yard rushing average.  The second major change was at Kicker where Don Sweet 

Ottawa (5-11-1)
This was a rather typical year for Ottawa in the early 80s under George Brancatto..  They would look lousy for a good part of the regular season, add some key players late as NFL teams made cuts and then have a good playoff.  In 1981, they went all the way to the Grey Cup and gave the favored Edmonton Eskimos everything they could handle before losing on a last play fieldgoal.  As you might expect, Ottawa used a lot of players in 81, starting at QB where the time was split by Jordan Case, Kevin Starkey, Ron Calcagini and mid season addition J.C. Watts.  It was in good part to the play of Watts that Ottawa made it to the Grey Cup.  Watt’s passing stats are not great (54.2%, 11 interceptions, 3 touch down passes in 9 games), but he also added 260 yards rushing and a 7.0 yard average to put some spark into the Rider attack.  Richard Crump (8 games 440 yards) and Sam Platt (7 games, 427 yards) had given Ottawa a so so ground attack.  Among the receiving targets was probably the greatest tight end in CFL history in Tony Gabriel who 73 catches despite missing two games.  There is a bit of dip after that to Bruce Walker with 44, Kelvin Kirk 38, Jim Reid 26, Pat Stoqua and Crump at 20.  There are not too many names you would recognize on the offensive line other than All Canadian and runner-up for offensive lineman of the year Vel Belcher at guard.  The defensive line features two all time great Rough Riders in Greg Marshall at end and Mike Raines at tackle.  Ottawa went mainly with a 3-4 defense and had some injury problems there as MLB Mike Peerman played only 6 games.  In an interesting twist, one of his replacements, Eric Manns, was named the outstanding rookie on the team despite playing only 5 games.  There are some “:keepers” in the secondary, starting with All Canadian safety Randy Rhino, Larry Brune at one halfback spot and Ricky Barden at the corner.  Gerry Organ does all the kicking and hit on a respectable 73% of his filedgoal attempts while maintaining a 42 yard punting average.

Montreal (3-13)
1981 was the start of the Nelson Skalbenia era in Montreal.  He went out and signed three big name free agents in QB Vince Ferregamo, and receivers James Scott and Billy “White Shoes” Johnson.  Skalbenia described Ferregamo as the best quarterback in football.  Ferregamso, however was a bust, as he couldn’t adjust toe the extra DB and complete only 51.1% of his passes while throwing 25 incteceptions compared to just 7 TD tosses.  Scott and Johnson, on the other hand adapted quite well as Scott led the East in receptions with 81 and Johnson was fourth with 65.  There was a big dropoff after the two marquee receivers as if Montreal wanted to make sure they got their money’s worth.  Running back David Overstree got 48 and their pair of big slot backs, Nick Arakgi and Peter Dela Riva caught 25 each.  There is not a bad running game as Overstreet led the East in rushing with 962 yards and a decent 4.7 per carry average.  Strangely enough, Overstreet was not named to the Eastern All Star team, perhaps due to his league leading 15 fumbles.  When you combine those fumbles with the interceptions, this is a team that turns the ball over a lot.  It is not a bad offensive line with a pair of Eastern All Stars in Bill Norton at guard and Doug Payton at tackle.   The defensive line is solid with a pair of ten year standouts in Glen Weir at tackle and Junior Ah You at end.  The other tackle was Doug Scott, their nominees for outstanding defensive player.  One thing that did hurt Montreal was an injury to star MLB Tom Couisineau who played only 4 games and his position was then covered by such notables as Jeff Gabrielson and Harold Randolph.  Future Stampeder and Lions coach Wally Buono is one of the outside linebackers and also did most of the punting for the Als.  The defensive backfield is weak and had injury problems which didn’t help their play as a unit.  The starting corners were Woodrrow Wilson and Charles Cornelius, but Wilson only played 6 games and Cornelius 8.  Safety Steve Gelley played only 11 games.  Injuries even struck at the kickers where veteran Don Sweet
played only 9 games before giving way to Gerry McGrath.  Sweet hit 13 of 20 field goal attempt for a 65% average, but McGrath managed only 5 of 11 for 45%.

Toronto (2-14)
What can you say about a team that wins only 2 games other than that they were bad?  The season started with optimism as the Argos signed Conredge Holloway from Ottawa as their QB an Conredge’s stats are not bad, completing 55.1% of his passes while also carrying for 317 yards on the ground.  Some telling stats tough are only 12 touch down passes and 73 sacks against!   That works out to about four and a half sacks a game which does wonders for killing drives and keeping he ball out of the endzone.  Bright spots?  Rookie running back Cedric Minter was second in the league in rushing with 815 yards and caught 28 passes for another 371 yards.  Paul Pearson was their nominee for most outstanding player and most outstanding Canadian, but his 55 caches are only good, not great.  An injury to 1980 rookie standout Peter Newman didn’t help.  Newman caught 15 passes in 5 games before his season was over.  After Newman and Minter, you have to go way down the list of receivers to find tight end Peter Muller with 25 and Jan Carinci with 22.  Another positive was Terry Greer who came in part way through the season to catch 21 passes in 6 games.  There is some talent on the defense, but also a lot of injuries and turn over in players.  Veterans Jim Corrigal and Bruce Clark anchor the middle of the defensive line, Danny Bass is the MLB, though he was traded to Calgary late in the season.  Billy Hardee is an excellent safety and Marcellus Green is a promising rookie at cornerback.  The lack of offense is reflected in kicker Zenon Andrusyshyn’s stats as he had only 25 field goal attempts (good on 18 for 72%) and only 21 converts which as about half the number you would expect.  The “Big Z” also got to put the ball 149 times or about 9 times per game, but the practice must have helped as he had an excellent 47.2 yard average!

Western Division

Edmonton (14-1-1).  With perhaps the best 1-2 punch at QB in the history of the CFL, Edmonton followed Tom Wilkinson and Warren Moon to the Grey Cup in 1981. Edmonton has a lethal passing attack with Brian Kelly (74 catches) , Tom Scott (73 catches), Waddell Smith (65 catches) and Marco Cyncar (40 catches).  The attack is balanced out by Jim Germany with 861 yards rushing, Moon with 298 and FB Neil Lumsden with 266.  Germany also caught 31 passes.  It is a veteran all non-import offensive line that allowed Edmonton to use a precious import (only 15 allowed in 1981 at another position).  You have Ted Milian at center, Leo Blanchard and Eric Upton at guard and two All Canadian tackles in Bill Stevenson and Hector Pothier.  The defense is a veritable who’s who of all time greats.  Edmonton used a 3-4 defense and the d-line are all big names with David Boone and Ray Estay at the ends with Dave Fennell at nose tackle.  The great Dan Kepley is one of the middle linebackers along with James “Quick” Parker.  The all non-import o-line lets Edmonton use 5 import defensive backs.  You have speedsters Larrry Highbaugh and Joe Holimon at the corners, Ed Jones and Gary Hayes at the halfbacks and Mike McLeoud at safety.  with Hank Ilesic doing the punting and Dave Cuter the place kicking….no worries mate.

Winnipeg (11-5)
Edmonton won the Grey Cup, but Winnipeg had the outstanding player in the CFL in 1981 in Dieter (no longer Ralph) Brock.  Brock completed 354 of 566 attempts for a 62.5% completion percentage, 4796 yards and a 32 to 15 touchdown to interception ratio.  The yardage might seem a bit low by today’s 5000 to 6000 seasons, but back in 81 that was huge and remember teams today play 18 instead of 16 games in a season.  With passing numbers like those, you expect good numbers from your receivers and Eugene Goodlow led the league with 100 catches and 1494 yards.  Joe Popolawski caught 84, Rick House 61, running back Obie Gravies had 51 in only 11 games.  The Bombers also could run the ball as William Miller had 681yards (10 games) and Graves had 664 yards.  It is quite a good offensive line with veteran John Bonk at center, Western All Star Nick Bastaja at one guard and Larry Butler, the outstanding offensive lineman of 81 at the other guard spot.  Imports Bobby Thompson and Frank Smith are the tackles.   The defensive line features the Bomber nominee for rookie of the year, Pete Catan, at one end and veteran Tony Norman at the other.  The legendary John Helton (a Western All Star) and Ron Cherkas at tackle.  Another great middle linebacker, James Reed is flanked by Canadians Leo Ezerins and Vernon Pahl.  The defensive backfield features a cople of ball hawks in Reggie Pierson (7 picks) at halfback and Vinnie Phason (6 picks) at corner.   The other corner is an All Canadian in Charles Williams with Don Burrell at the other half and Paul Bennett at safety.  A much younger Bob Cameron was still doing the punting back then and Trevor Kennard connected on 67% of his field goals.

BC (10-6)
The Lions finished third, but they upset the Bombers in the Western Semi-Final before bowing out 22-16 to Edmonton in the Western final.  Future Ottawa Renegades head coach Joe Paopao was the QB and the “throwing Samoan” had a more of less average year with a 54.3% completion and 28 touchdown tosses compared with 25 interceptions.  BC was one of the few teams to use two import running backs and Larry Keys was one of only two thousand yard men in 1981 with 1098 years.  John Henry White added another 482.  Tyrone Grey caught 63 passes to lead the team but 1428 yards for an outstanding 22.7 yard average.  After Grey things dropped off to White with 48, Al Charuk with 35, Richard Ellis with 33.and Larry Key with 29.  Harry Holt came back to play the last 8 games and catch 19.  Nick Hebler at one end is the anchor of the defensive line with 12  sacks.  The d-line had injury problems with the other end Richard Murray playing only 7 games and Dave Goltz only 9 at tackle.  Mack Moor, the BC nominee for outstanding rookie was the other tackle.  It is a good linebacking corps with Glen Jackson and Ron Moorehouse flanking Sam Brits.   There is some speed in the secondary with Larry Craword at half and Devin Ford at corner as these two handled the bulk of the kick returningchores.  Veteran Tony Proudfoot had 4 interceptions from his safety spot.  The great Lui Pasaglia handles all the kicking for the Leos.

Saskatchewan (9-9)
A .500 season can often get a team into the playoffs, but not for the green Riders in the lopsided CFL of 19813  The Riders had a good duo of quarterbacks in John Hufnagel and JOe Barnes who complemented each other very well.  Hufnaged was a pocket QB and Joe  Barnes was a mobile running QB.  The wo pretty much split the QB duties ws Hufnagel had 300 attempts to 290 for Barnes, each often coming off the bench to relive the other.  Hufnagel had the higher completion rate at 56.3 to 52.0 for Barnes, but Barnes had the ability to take off and run with the ball that Hufnagel lacked.  The best weapon for either QB was Joey Walters who 91 catches and 1715 yards.  The rest of the receiving crops was probably second only to Edmonton as Chris DeFrance caught 64, Emmanual Tolbert had 46 and speedy Dwight Edwards has 42.  Fullback Greg Fieger caught 43 coming out of the backfield.  Lester Brown caught another 31 as the tailback and added 804 yards rushing.  The o-line features two long  time Rider stars in Bob Poley at center and Roger Aldag at guard.  Neil Quilter is the other guard, Don Swafford (the rider nominee for best offensive lineman) and converted tight end Laurie Skiolrood are the tackles.  The Rider d-line put a lot of pressure on quarterbacks, led by CFL rookie of the year Vince Goldsmith with 17 sacks.  Goldsmith is actually listed as an All Canadian at linebacker instead of defensive end as the CFL struggled to categorize the emerging position of rush end that was being pioneered by players like Goldsmith.  At the other end was Lyle Waznesensky who added 14 sacks while Frank Samples added 9 from his tackle spot.  Frank Robinson, who had a fairly short but outstanding CFL career, leads the linebacking corps and is flanked by Tom Shultz and the veteran Carl Crennell.  It is a solid backfield with Steve Dennis (6 interceptions) and Billy McBride (4 interceptions) at the corners, Bobby Hosea (4 interceptions) and Andre Jones (3 interceptions) at the halfbacks.  The best remembered of the group though is safety Ken McEachern, one of the best ever to play that position for the Western Riders.  Ken Clark (44.4 punting yard average) and Paul Watson do the kicking.  Watson has a strong but not always accurate leg as henected on only 53% of his fieldgoals.  He did, however make 3 out of 7 from outside the 50 yard line with a longest in the CFL of 59 yards.

Calgary Stampeders (6-10)
Calgary was in the middle of one of those “find a quarterbacks” phases that every CFL team goes through.  The main auditions in 1981 were to Ken Johnson and Bruce Threadgil.  Johnson started the season as the number one man and has a good 59.6% completion percentage before being traded to Montreal after 12 games as they looked for a QB after the failed Vinnie Ferregamo attempt.  Threadgil was touted as the next great hope but completed only 53.4% of hiss passes and threw 14 interceptions compared to just 6 TD tosses.  With rather dubious success passing the ball, you have to go down to number 11 in the West to find the leading Stampeder receiver, Willie Armstead with 57 catches, followed closely by John Holland with 56.  Running back James Sykes snagged 51, Mike McTague had 43 and Tom Forzani had 40.  The running game was the best in the league thanks to James Sykes who led the league with 1107 yards and made people say Willie who?  Burden had an injury plagued year, played only 8 games and had only 95 yards as mainly a blocker for Sykes.  It is a pretty decent o-line with Tom Krebs at center, outstand rookie nominee Norm Hopely and Dave Kirzinger at guard, Lloyd Fairbandks and a future all star Miles Gorell at tackle.  The Stamps had a lot of injury problems in their front seven stating with the ends where Ronnie Paggett played only 8 games and rookie Canadian Dean McArthur only 7.  Franklin King played only 11 games at DT and only their top defensive nominee Ed McAleney (12 sacks) played all 16 games.  MLB was a weak spot with John Prassas playing 10 games, though they did add Danny Bass for the last three games of the season.  John Palezetti and Bernie Morrison were the outside linebackers for most of the season.  The defensive secondary is probably the best part of the defense, led by a pair of All Stars at the half back spots, Ray Odems (All Canadian) and Merv Walker (Western).  The corners have speed in Terry Irvin (6 interceptions) and Lepoleon Ingrim (5 interceptions).  Al Burleson is the safety.  Canadian J.T. Hay handles the place kicking and hit on 75% of his fieldgoal attempts.

