1968 CFL Season

1968 features many of the greatest players ever to play in the CFL.  Russ Jackson, Ron Lancaster, George Reed, Jim Evenson, Dave Raimey, Bill Symons, Peter Liske, Wayne Harris, Gene Gaines, Ken Nielsen, John Barrow, Angela Mosca, Tommy Joe Coffey, Garney Henly, and  Jim Thomas are just some of the stars.  You even get the legendary Jackie Parker who came out of retirement when injuries hit the B.C. Lions and they needed a quarterback.

If you weren’t around in 1968, you will find several notable changes from the present day CFL,.

1.  Teams only could dress 32 players, of which 14 could be imports.

2.  The term “non import” was a bit fuzzy.  American players who had been in the CFL for a number of years were classified as non-imports, so Americans like Ron Lancaster and Tommy Joe Coffey were classified as non-imports.

3.  The CFL was much more run orientated than it is today.  A typical CFL team will run the ball about one third of the time in the current CFL, but back n 1968, most teams ran the ball about half the time or more.  The 1968 Edmonton Eskimos ran the ball 60% of the time!  Keep this in mind when you look at the statistics for the receivers.  Bobby Taylor led the East with only 56 catches and Ken Nielsen led the West with 68.  Today, we are used to seeing the league leaders with 100+ catches.

4.  The schedule was shorter.  Western teams played 16 games and Eastern teams played only 14 which of course contributes to some of the lower totals than what you are used to for receivers and runners.

5.  Some of the offensive position names were different.  Most current CFL teams use two running backs and four receivers with two of the receivers called Slot Backs and two called Wide Receivers or Wide Outs.  In 1968, it was not uncommon to see teams use three running backs and three receivers.  Two of the receivers had to line up on the line of scrimmage and most teams used the names Tight End (TE) and Split End (SE) while the other receiver was called a Flanker (F or FL).  The responsibility of the TE was almost totally as a blocker and only occaisionly were used as pass receivers.  Many tight ends  caught only 10-20 passes a year.  Some of this was starting  to change in 1968, led by players like Mel Profit of Toronto who went downfield for 40 catches and Herm Harrison of Calgary who nabbed 67.  Some of the super tight ends of the 70s are just arriving or are still on the horizon. Peter Della Riva was a rookie in Montreal in 68 and caught 8 passes while Tony Gabriel is a couple of years in the future.

6.  Canadian Quarterbacks still existed and were even highly valued!   Russ Jackson was of course the most notable Canadian signal caller, but you also have Frank Cosentino in Edmonton and Pete Ohler in BC.  The backup or (shock) starting Canadian QB freed up a roster spot for an import at another position.

7.  Largely because of the fewer imports, you find more Canadians at the skill positions, especially in the defensive backfield.  Today, teams often have only one Canadian in the defensive backfield at Safety, but in 1968 Canadians could even be found at the hallowed cornerback position. 

8.  There were few teams that could afford a dedicated kicker, and most kickers were regulars at another position.  For example Jack Abenshan played offensive guard in Saskatchewan, and Larry Robinson was a regular defensive back in Calgary.  The accuracy of these part-time kickers was significantly less than for current kickers.  Today it is rare to see a missed convert, but in 1968 only Ted Gerela of BC hit all of his converts and Gerela saw only rare duty as a backup running back.  Expect to see missed converts.  Kickers like Don Sutherin of Ottawa clicked on only 86.3% and Tommy Joe Coffee of Hamilton only made 82.1%.  Field goal success percentages were similarly low as most kickers only connected on about 50% of their three point attempts.

Saskatchewan Roughriders (13-3-1)
Saskatchewan finished first in the West, but lost to the Stampeders in the western final.  The Roughrider offense is lead by Ron Lancaster at QB and full back George Reed.  Strangely enough, despite being the western all star at QB (he lost out to Jackson for All Canadian), Lancaster did not have a great year statistically as he completed only 50.6% of his passes.  Of course physically, Lancaster never was the equal of players like Peter Liske, but “the little general” was one of the greatest strategists ever to play in the CFL.  With Lancaster’s low completion percentage, however, you are going to have to be as smart as he was to match the Rider’s regular season record.  Run the ball a lot.  George Reed led the league in rushing with 1222 yards on 268 carries while rookie Silas McKinnie added another 639 yards.  Among the receivers, Gord Barwell lead the team with an astonishingly low 40 catches on a first place team.  The Riders also had Allen Ford playing just about every position in 68 and he contributed 39 catches as a halfback, split end and tight end while rushing for 288 yards, doing the punting and filling in at defensive back.  Other receivers included split end Jason Franci who caught 28 passes and was traded to Toronto at the end of the season and tight end Jim Worden who had 26 catches.  Unfortunately, one player you don’t get is Hugh Campbell, the Riders’ oustanding Flanker who took the year off to coach in the States before coming back to Saskatchewan for one more year in 69.  The offensive line was one of the best in the CFL and featured two of the best of all time in center Ted Urness and tackle Clyde Brock, both of whom were All Canadians in 68.  John Ataniam was a western all star at one guard position, a promising youngster named Gary Brandt was at the other guard slot, and veteran and former all Al Beneciek completed the line.

The Green Riders had a tough defense.  Up front they had long time veteran Ron Atchison, all Canadian Ed McQuarters, veteran Don Gerhardt, and Bill (the Undertaker) Baker in his rookie year.  Wally Dempsey was a very tough middle linebacker and flanked by steady Wayne Shaw and Ken Reed.  Saskatchewan’s regular defensive backfield for much of 1968 featured 4 Canadians  with Larry, Degraw, Bobby Kosid, Henry Dorsch and Ted Dushinski.  The lone regular American was safety Bruce Bennett.

The Riders had a pretty pat line-up for most of the year.  The only big change was when Jack Abenshan returned halfway through the season after an unsuccessful tryout in the NFL.  Backup running back, Bill Goods, handled the place kicking until Abenshan’s return and to make room for the returning import, the Riders dropped Bill Cline on defense and replaced him with Dorsch.

Calgary Stampeders (10-6-0)
The Stamps were probably the first team to move towards the more modern pass orientated attack.  Peter Liske had an outstanding arm, completing 61.9% of his passes and was the only QB to have over 400 attempts and 4000 passing yards.  The focus on passing shows up in the Stamps having four of the top six pass receivers in the west.  Herm Harrison was second with 67, split end Terry Evenshan finished third with 63, Bob McCarthy finished third with 58 and Gerry Shaw was sixth with 48.  The Stamps only ran the ball 35% of the time, the lowest figure by far in the CFL.  Rookie Dave Cramner was no threat to the 1000 yard club as he led the team with only 572 yards, though he did catch 34 passes.  Ted Woods was used mainly as a blocking back picking up 289 yards rushing and catching 11 passes.  The offensive line was more or less average though they did have a western all star guard in Bob Lueck at guard.  The rest of the line included  veteran center Chuck Zickefrosse, Mike Spitzer, Roger Kramer and Lanny Boleski.

On defence, the Stampeders had some outstanding talent.  The best of the best was middle linebacker Wayne Harris who is probably the best middle linebacker ever to play in the CFL (sorry Danny Bass and Willie Pless).  The defensive line featured all stars in Don Luzzi and Dick Suderman as well as an outstanding rookie named Granville Liggins and veteran Ron Payne.  After Liske left to try his luck in the NFL in 69, the Stamps had to trade Suderman to get Billy Redell as their starting QB, but the guy who took Suderman’s place in 69 was John Helton.  Jim Furlong and Ron Stewart were the outside linebackers.  This is the “other” Ron Stewart and not the more famous Ron Stewart who starred in Ottawa, though this Ron Stewart did intercept five passes playing more as a sixth defensive back. The defensive backfield was led by All Canadian Frank Andruski and Jerry Keeling Keeling was also the back-up QB to Liske.  Larry Robinson, who also did the place kicking, Rich Shaw and Terry Wilson completed the backfield.

Edmonton Eskimos (8-7-1)
Edmonton made the playoffs partly because of mirrors and partly because Winnipeg and BC were worse.  The Eskimos were in the middle of a QB hunt that had started with the retirement of Jackie Parker and which would last for several more years until Tom Wilkinson and Bruce Lemmermen would come along.  The starting QB position was shared between Canadian Frank Cosentino (48.9%) and Charlie Fulton (43.7%) and neither showed much.  Fulton was named the Eskimo MVP, and was probably better as a running back with 66 carries and 297 yards.  Edmonton ran the ball over 60% of the time and they did have a couple of excellent runners in Dave (Long Gone) Thomas, third in the west with 881 yards and Art Perkins who ad 500 yards in about half a season before being injured.  Perkin’s replacement, Thermus Butler, was not bad either with 63 carries for 281 yards.

The receivers did not see the ball very much.  Dave Thomas led the team with 40 catches from the running back position.  After Thomas, veteran tight end E.A., Sims caught 30, but he was traded to BC late in the season.  After that you have to go a long way down n the leader list to find Gary Lefeebvre at 19. Perkins at 18, Randy Kerbow at 14, and Larry Planke at 10.  The O-Line was not much to brag about with big Earl Edwards being the close’st ting to an all star at tackle.  The rest of the line are not names you are likely to rember with John Reykdal at center, Allan Ische and Henry Hubert at guard, and Ed Marcontell at the other tackle spot.

What kept Edmonton in games and got them to the playoffs was their defense.  John Lagrone was one of the best defensive tackles of all time and an All Canadian in 68.  His partner at tackle was another good one in rookie Greg Pipes while Ray Shatzko and Ron Forwick were a couple of very capable Canadians at the ends.  The linebacking was solid with Jerry Griffin in the middle and Dave Gasser and Greenard Poles on the outside.  John Wydareney led the defensive backs with 7 interceptions which was only one back of Saskatchewan’s Bobby Kosid who led the west with eight.  Ian Macleod, Dick Depuis, Joe Hernandex and Robbie Campbell  rounded out the backfield.

Peter Kempf did an adequate job at place kicking (Dave Cutler shows up in another year), while Randy Kerbow did the punting.

B.C. Lions (4-11-1)
The Lions were another team still looking for a QB.  In this case it was Joe Kapp who had gone south to the NFL that the Leos were having problems replacing.  They started the year with Canadian Peter Ohler who completed a credible 60.8% of his passes, but threw more than three times as interceptions (10) than he did touchdowns (3) before having arm problems.  Rookie Paul Brothers was tried but he only completed 50.8% and he also liked to throw interceptions (10) compared to touchdowns (5).  In desperation, the Lions brought assistant coach and former Edmonton great, Jackie Parker, out of retirement.  Parker completed 59.3% of his passes while being chased around by the opposing defenses as he got little help from his offensive line.  What offense the Lions generated came mainly from two players.  Running back Jim Evenson dueled with George Reed for the rushing title and only fell two yards short as he picked up 1220 yards with a 4.9 yard per carry average.  The second offensive star was Jim (Dirty 30) Young who played 68 mainly at a half back position.  Young was used mainly as a pass catcher with 51 catches, but he did have another 244 yards rushing on 46 carries.  After 1968, Young moved to split end and flanker and was used on rarely as a running back. 

The other running back position was split between Leroy Sledge (219 yards) at the start of the year and Dale Brady (226 yards) after Sledge was hurt.  The other receivers after Young did not catch much.  Split End Lach Herron caught 32, veteran Canadian Flanker Sonnyt Homer grabbed only 27 and tight end Jim Carphon had 22.  Playing only about half a season, Brady came out of the backfield to pick up 24 catches.  Only Ken Sugarman, a western all star at tackle, showed much on the offensive line.  Ken Ferguson was an inxperienced center and would move to linebacker in 69 to make way for Bob Howes.  Trevor Ekdahl did show some promise at one guard spot, while John McDowell at the other guard position and a group of four other imports (Max Huber, Fred Huebs, Peter Travis and Lonnie Dennis) shared the other tackle spot.

The Lion’s defense did not have much to recommend it either.  Greg Findley came into his own at outside linebacker, Mike Martin moved from defensive end to the middle linebacker spot and did an adequate job and the Lions tried a former allstar from Saskatchewan in Garner Ekstran at the other linebacker spot.  Eckstran played only eight games and was replaced by the less than memorable Jiggi Smaha.  Veteran Dick Fouts,  steady Wayne Dennis, Bill Bufton and Skip Diaz made up an unspectacular defensive line.   No one in the defensive backfield really threatened to be an all star with Jerry Bradley and John Griffin at the corners, Craig Murray andLen Sparks at the halfs and Rich Robinson at safety.

One of the few bright note for the Lions was place kicker Ted Gerela who led the league with 30 field goals and made all 16 convert tries.  The low number of converts and the high number of field goals by Gerela just indite the rather poor offense of the Lions.

Wuinipeg Blue Bombers (3-13-0)
The Bombers were the third team in search of a good QB to replace a departed star.  For Winnipeg, the loss had been all time great Kenny Ploen and the failure in 68 was called John Schneider.   Schneider completed only 44.6% of his passes and threw 28 interceptions compared to only 8 touchdowns.  Schneider did improve as the season progressed, but he was not the answer at QB and the Bombers dispatched him in 69 when they made the blockbuster trade with Toronto to get Wally Gabler.

The man the Bombers had to give up to get Gabler was their outstanding player and rookie in 68, Dave Raimey.  Raimey finished fourth in the west in rushing  with 781 yards and added 43 catches for another 409 yards.  The only other weapon that the Bombers had was their outstanding Canadian flanker Ken Nielson who led the west with 68 catches.  An outstanding feat considering the defense knew that Nielson was pretty much the only pass receiving threat the Bombers had.   Tight end Mitch Zalnasky only caught 13 and Split Ends Neal Dunford and Bob Howard caught 9 and 8 respectively.  There was also not much of a running game after Raimey.  Butch Pressley was promising until he was injured (19 carries, 123 yards) but his replacements were not much to worry about for the defense as Mitch Chadwick only 126 yards and a 3.5 average while Dave Farler picked up only 2.7 yards per carry on his way to 48 yards.  Gene Lakusiak was a semi-regular in the backfield but mainy as a blocker as he carried the ball only 34 times for 155 yards.

The offensive line was average at best with Paul Desjardins at center, Larry Schlagle and Jim Phillips at the guards, and John Pentecost and Chuck Harrison at tackles.

The Bomber defense got to spend a lot of time on the field, but there were a couple of standouts.  Bill Whistler at defensive end and Phil Minnick at middle linebacker both managed to make it as western all stars.  Another player of note was veteran Ernie Pitts at cornerback.  Pitts was one of the all time leaders in receiving for the Bombers before being switched to defense and he had seven interceptions in 68.

Ottawa Rough Riders (11-3-0)
The 1969 Rough Riders won the Gray Cup and might just have been one of the best teams in the history of the CFL.  Start with Russ Jackson at QB.  Jackson completed 56.1% of his passes for 3187 yards and threw 25 touchdown passes.  By today’s standards those might not be great totals, but remember this was in only 14 games.  Jackson did not have to throw the ball a ton either since he had two m outstanding running backs in Bo Scott (911 yards) and Vic Washington (678 yards) who finished second and third in rushing in the East.  Washington actually started the year as a defensive back before being switch to offence.  Canadian Ron Stewart and veteran Lovell Coleman playing his last season completed the backfield.  Stewart had 114 yards rushing and 14 receptions while Coleman picked up 136 yards on 39 carries.

The riders also had two excellent receivers in Canadian Whit Tucker at flanker and speedy American Margine Atkins at Split End.  Neither had big stats, (Tucker 36 catches and Adkins 32) because of the Ottawa running game.  Tight end Jay Roberst caught 32, Washington had 25 receptions and Scott had 18.

The biggest name on the offensive line was probably Moe Racine at tackle but the rest of the line was steady.  Doug Specht and Jerry Sellinger split center, Tom Schuette and Roger Perdrix were the guards, and Tom Beynon was the other tackle.

The right side of the defensive line was anchored by two outstanding players in Billy Joe Booth and Marshall Shirk.  Bob Brown was steady at the other end position and a number of other players saw action at the remaining defensive tackle spot including Jim Cain and Ed Joyner.  The linebacking corps was outstanding with All Canadian Ken Leheman in the middle, flanked by Jerry Campbell and young Wayne Giardino.  The defensive backfield was lead by Gene Gaines, but also featured all star Don Sutherin, Joe Poirier, Billy Van Burkleo and Billy Cooper.  Van Burkleo also served as the backup QB and the punter for the team whle Sutherin did the place kicking.

Toronto Argonauts (9-5-0)
If only the Argos could have beaten the Rough Riders they might have won a Gray Cup.  Three of their regular season losses were to Ottawa and of course they lsot to Ottawa in the eastern final.  Wally Gabler had an excellent season for the Argos, completing 56.2% of his passes and leading the east in passing yards with 3242.  The only blemish on his record was that he threw more interceptions (22) than touchdowns (18).  Backup Tom Wilkinson only threw five passes!  Bill Symons was the outstanding player in the east, leading the division in running with 1107 yards and catching 44 passes to finish third in pass receiving.  Jim Dillard was the other running back and had a credible season with 120 carries for 547 yards. And adding 27 receptions.  Toronto employed a two tight end offense with Mel Profit catching 40 passes and Al Irwin nabbing 30  Flanker Bobby Taylor led the division in receptions with 56.
Toronto had an excellent offensive line, led by all canadian Bill Frank at tackle with plenty of support from veteran center Ron Capham, Bil Swift and eastern all star Charlie Bray at guard, and Danny Nykoluk at the other tackle spot.

All Canadian Ed Harrington anchored one end of the defensive line and put lots of pressure on opposing QBs while outstanding rookie Dave Knecktal manned the other end.  Veterans Walt Balasiuk and Mike Wadsworth were the tackles.  The linebackers were as strong group with Allan Aldridge in the middle, Mike Blum and Peter Martin on the outsides.  The dfensive backs combined for 20 interceptions including a division leading seven by Ed Learn at cornerback.  Jimmy Dye picked 5 at the other corner, Ron Arends had 4 interceptions, while Dick Thornton and Marv Luster had two each.

Dave Mann handled all the kicked chores for the Argos in his usual steady fashion.

Hamilton Tiger Cats (6-7-1)

A combination of factors led to an off season for the Tiger Cats.  They implemented a complex new offensive system that took some time getting used to and a nagging injury slowed down the defensive leader John Barrow and kept him from being his usual devastating self.

QB Joe Zuger got much of the blame and the boos, completing just 50.6% of his passes and thowing more interceptions (19) than touchdowns (15).  The Tigercats did establish a decent running game with Willie Berthea picking up 607 yards and Dave Flemming checking in with 599 to give a solid 1-2 punch.  For that matter, the third man in the backfield, Allan Smith, did not do bad at 323 yards and a 5.7 yard average.  Tommey Joe Coffee was second in the division in receptions with 47 but there was not much production from the other Hamilton receivers.  A lack of alternatives forced Hamilton to use Dave Viti at tight end where he was mainly just a blocker with only 12 catches.  Viti is a much better defensive end, and the Tiger Cats could have used him there in 68.  Veteran flanker Tommy Grant caught a mere 8 passes.  Both Bethea and Fleming came out of the backfield to make a strong contribution to the passing attack.  Fleming caught 39 and Bethea 32 as they finished second and third on the team in receptions.

The offensive line played a big role in the running game.  Chet Misza was solid at center, while Bill Daneychuk was outstanding at guard being picked as All Canadian while veteran Ellison Kelly shone at one tackle spot.  Jon Hohman at guard and Doug Mitchel  at tackle completed the line.

The Tigercats have three outstanding defensive linemen in end Billy Joe Locklin and tackles John Barrow and Angela Mosca.  Barrow, however, was hobbled by injuries and Mosca came to camp overweight and did not pick up the slack.  Terry Ireland completes the line.  The linebacking was solid with Roy Davis in the middle, Bob Krouse and Wilbert Scott at the ends.  Garney Henley was outstanding at one corner spot while the rest of the backfield was strong with Bob Richardson at the other corner, Ted Page and Billy  Redell at the halfs and Barrie Hansen at safety.  Richardson, Henley and Ridell all picked off six passes while Hansen contributed five and Page two.  Backup Allan Miller chipped in with another three.

Montreal Alouettes (2-10-2)
Without much of a running game, opponents could concentrate on stopping the pass and that spelled last place for the Alouettes.  The leading rusher on the Als was QB Carrol Wiliams with 436 yards.  Injuries hurt the running game as Dennis Duncan missed three games and ended with 426 yards.  Montreal also used Andy Walton 227 yards but only a 3.2 yard average and Ed Tomlin (265 yards and 4.3 yard average).   Carroll Williams was the only QB the Als used and he had a so so season with a 52.3% completion rate and league high 33 interceptions.  The receivers were not bad, Dale Lewis picked up  41 catches, Roger Murphy had 32 in only 8 games, Donnie Davis had 26 and Mike Gray had 20.  Coning out of the backfield, Duncan and Walton caught 21 each.  Montreal also had a promising young tight end in Peter Dalla Riva who caught 8 passes in part time action.

Despite their poor rushing attack, Montreal did have one of the better offensive lines ging with Basil Bark at center, Ray Lychak and CharlieParker at guards, Barry Randall and Pierre Desjardins at the tackles.

The defence was solid if not spectacular.  John Baker as a regular at one end, and WillieAdams came on to capture the other starting end job.  Veterans Mike Webster and Bob Minihane played tackle.  Veteran Al Ecuyer patrolled the middle linebacker spot while Bob Trystadt and Charlie Collins played the outside spots.  The backfield featured David Ray and Peter Pacquette at the corners, Larry Fairholm and Brady at the halfs with Canadian Jim Walter at safety.

