
 

“Merlin Olsen, He’s the ‘Flower Man.’


“Yes, and I used to watch Merlin Olsen on Little House on the Prairie.”  

These were the responses I got when I told my wife Betty and her daughter, 
Sheree Fowler, that I would be talking by telephone with Merlin Olsen, also a Hall 
of Fame defensive lineman with the Los Angeles Rams!”      When I first spoke 
about Merlin Olsen with a former teammate, it was Notre Dame all-American 
and five-time Pro Bowl tackle Frank Varrichione. Frank explained Olsen’s 
strengths as a player, and concluded, “Merlin Olsen is a fantastic person.”    

Actually, Olsen, now 55, who worked for over a decade as a color 
commentator on televised National Football League games, and who has filmed 
TV commercials (notably for F.T.D.) and a variety of public service 
announcements, has already achieved much more than most of us will 
accomplish in a lifetime.    Later, when I told Olsen about the different 
responses, he smiled, and said, “ It’s nice to have different identities.” 
 

Story by JIM SARGENT 

 
 

“It’s nice to have different identities.” 

Merlin  
OLSEN 



The first edition of the Rams’ Fearsome foursome - 
(L-R) Lamar Lundy, Rosey Grier, Merlin Olsen 
and Deacon Jones. (Photo courtesy St. Louis Rams)
 
Olsen’s honors from football alone include:

• Three-time academic All-American at Utah State 

University in 1959, 1960 and 1961.

• Played in the East-West Thrine, Hula bowl, all-

American Game and College All-Star game.

• First-round draft pick of Los Angeles Rams and 

the AFL Denver Broncos, 1962.

• NFL Defensive Rookie of the Year, 1962.

• NFL All Pro, 1965-1969.

• An NFL record 14 Pro Bowl selections.

• NFL Team of the Decade for 1960s and 1970s.

• Rams’ team captain, 1970-1976, and MVP, 1972, 

1974.

• Maxwell Club NFL Player of the Year, 1974.

• Elected to High School (1987), College (1980) and 

Pro Football Halls of Fame (1982).

• Walter Camp College Football Team of the 

Century, 1992.

• Sports Illustrated All-Time NFL team, 1993.

• NFL 75th Anniversary Team, 1994.


    Nobody could have guessed he would have 
achieved so much in his early years. Born Sept. 15, 
1940, Olsen was the eldest son of Lynn and Merle 
Olsen. The youth grew up in Logan, Utah, as one of 
nine children in a close-knit family which enjoyed an 
interest in sports.

    “I had always wanted to be an athlete,” Olsen told 
me in a telephone conversation in December 1995. “I 
always admired people who were athletes, and I had 
been frustrated by not being able to achieve any 
success in grade school and junior 


high school.    “In fact, I was usually the first one cut 
off every team. I just didn’t have any coordination. 
My feet and hands were just too big for the rest of 
me, and it was hard for me to keep up with things.

    “But I was really determined that I wanted to get a 
shot at being successful in sports, so I didn’t give up. 
    “In fact, I tell people the story of my ninth grade 
coach pulling me aside to tell me he was going to cut 
me off the basketball team. He suggested that I go 
out for the school paper, or get involved in drama, or 
something else.

    “The coach said, ‘Our job here at the junior high 
school is to develop athletes for the high school, and 
you’re never going to be an athlete.’

    “I’ve often wondered how different my life might 
have been if I had listened to that coach and had 
given up on my dreams.

    “I finally made the football team as a sophomore in 
high school.”

    From there a determined and talented Olsen, who 
had grown to 6-foot-5 and about 270 pounds by the 
time he reached the NFL, experienced great success 
on, and off, the gridiron. He became a starter at 
offensive and defensive tackle, winning all-American 
recognition as a senior at Logan High. 

    Asked about football at Utah State University, he 
replied, matter of factly, “I was recruited by about 150 
schools. I had basically very good grades and lots of 
activities and I qualified on the basis of need. So I had 
scholarship offers from Pac-10, big 10 and Ivy 
League, and most every part of the country.”

    But he decided to go to college in California: “I 
planned to go to the University of California at 
Berkeley. I think what happened, more than anything 
else, was that I worked away from home all summer 
long, up in Yellowstone, working by myself and away 
from people.

    “I was so lonesome by the end of summer that the 
idea of going somewhere that I didn’t know anybody 
didn’t appeal to me.

    “But I still had a commitment to go to Cal, so I was 
going to honor that. Somehow, someone in the 
registrar’s department had made a mistake and 
processed my scholarship as an academic 
scholarship, rather than as an athletic scholarship.

    “They had sent a letter that summer saying that we 
will be able to give you a full scholarship, but it won’t 
be available until winter quarter. There was some 
mess-up there at Cal, but it was still my out.

    “I went up and registered at Utah State. When the 
Cal athletic director called to say, ‘We’re all ready for 
you down here, ‘I explained to him what I had found 
in the letter, and he went ballistic.”

    We laughed about that comment, but I’m sure 
nobody was laughing about Merlin’s decision in 1962!
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Strong, agile and aggressive, Olsen became the regular left tackle on the Rams’ 
defensive “Front Four” early in the exhibition season.



    



    Olsen continued, “Cal’s football coach at the time, 
Pete Elliott, who is now the head of the Hall of Fame, 
never heard that story until years afterward.

    “When I told Pete that story, the color drained out 
of his face, and he said, ‘You mean you were going 
ton come and play for me at Cal?’

    “And I said, ‘Yes, it was all done, and if that letter 
hadn’t arrived, I would have played for Cal.’

    “There are little twists and turns in our lives. Utah 
State did not have a good football program at that 
time. But in the spring of my freshman year, a new 
coach came up there from the University of California 
by the name of John Ralston. He brought with him a 
number of athletes he had started to recruit to go to 
Cal. 
    “We ended up with a team that played excellent 
football, that got a couple of bowl invitations, and got 
ranked in the top 10 in my senior year. That’s not too 
bad for a little school out of Utah.”

    In addition to winning the Outland Trophy as the 
nation’s outstanding college linemen in 1961, Olsen a 
member of Phi Kappa Phi, graduated Summa Cum 
Laude with a degree in finance in 1962. Interested in 
business, he earned an M.A. in economics in 1970.

    Asked about the 1962 NFL draft, he recollected, 
“The Rams had the second and third picks of the first 
round, and they picked Roman Gabriel and myself 
with those two picks. The first pick that year was 
Ernie Davis. 
    “But in those days it was unusual for a lineman to 
go in the first round, so it was quite an honor. The first 
round was basically quarterbacks, and wide receivers, 
and running backs.”

    Los Angeles was a weak team in the early 1960s. 
Former Ram quarterback bob Waterfield was the 
head coach in Olsen’s rookie season. But Waterfield, 
tired of losing, resigned after eight games, and 
assistant Harland Svare finished the year.

    It made little difference. L.A.’s 1-12-1 record left the 
club last in the NFL’s seven-team Western 
Conference. Still, the strong play of Olsen, named 
Defensive Rookie of the Year, and roman Gabriel, 
became the Rams’ highlights.

    But the 1960s were glory years for the great Green 
Bay teams. In 1962, the packers finished on top of the 
Western Conference at 13-1, with the Detroit Lions a 
close second at 11-3, Green Bay then beat the 
Eastern conference champion New York Giants, 
16-7, to claim the NFL crown.

    Strong, agile and aggressive, Olsen became the 
regular left tackle on the Rams’ defensive “Front 
Four” early in the exhibition season. From that time 
on he anchored what soon became knows as the 
“Fearsome Foursome.”

    Flanking Olsen were ends “Deacon” Jones, who 
stood 6-foot 5 and weighed 260 pounds, and Lamar 
Lundy, at 6-foot-7 and 255 pounds. Big John 
LoVetere, 6-foot-4 and 280 pounds, played the other 
tackle.


    In 1963, L.A. acquired 29-year-old defensive tackle 
“Roseu” Grier, a 6-foot-5, 290-pounder from the 
Giants. That deal established the “Foursome,” which 
terrorized offenses for the next four years.

    How about the Pro Bowl? 
    “I made the Pro Bowl every. Year but one, “Olsen 
recalled. “The only time I didn’t make it was my last 
year. I tore a hamstring, and I was afraid my season 
was over, but I ended up coming back and playing the 
very next week.

    “I think if I hadn’t gotten myself hurt, I would have 
been able to make it in 1976, too, because I ended up 
being an alternate to the Pro Bowl, even though I 
played hurt for a good part of the year.”

    Although the Rams finished last in Olsen’s first year, 
the club steadily improved. Under Coach George 
Allen in 1966, the Rams took third place with a record 
of 8-6, their first winning season since 1958. For the 
next 10 years, from 1967 through Olsen’s final 
season, 1976, L.A. consistently played tough defense 
and lost more than four regular-season games only 
twice, in 1971 and 1972.


        

“George Allen arrived in 1966,” Olsen observed. “He 
brought with him some players and made some 
changes, and he brought with. Him a new attitude, 
Things started to turn around.”

    Asked to elaborate, Olsen explained, “With the Rams 
under Bob Waterfield and Harland Svare, there was a sense 
of, I don’t know, maybe ‘hopelessness’ is too tough a word. 
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    Merlin Olsen during his heyday with the Los 
Angeles Rams. (Photo courtesy Merlin Olsen)



There were a lot of players who were just going through the 
motions. George Allen was pretty tough on those kinds of 
people, and he would replace them just as quick as 
he could.

    “George was also a very good salesman, and he 
was able to convince people that were were going to 
be a winning football team.

    “I think attitude is a critical part of the winning 
equation. If you don’t have the right kind of attitude, 
you’re probably not going to win a lot of football 
games.”

    Allen also brought in veteran players and was able 
to fit them into the team.

    “George liked veteran players. Another reason he 
liked to bring those guys with him is that his defensive 
scheme was so complicated that you couldn’t learn it 
out of the book. You really almost had to have 
somewhere who had played it in order to teach it.”

    While Allen’s complex defense helped turn around 
L.A., the nucleus of defenders was already present.

    “ We had the ‘Fearsome Foursome’ before Allen, 
“Olsen recalled. “In fact, I think Rosey Grier only 
played into 1966, when he blew his Achilles tendon. 
Rosey arrived in 1963.

    “We played good defense. We always had a good 
defensive line. We made it tough on people to run the 
football, and we made it tough on people to have the 
time to throw the football.”

    But following a 9-4-1 season in 1970, owner Dan 
Reeves fired coach Allen. Asked about the players’ 
reaction to Allen’s firing, Olsen recollected, “George. 

Had actually been fired once before that (in 1968), but 
they brought him back. One of the reasons he came 
back was because the players really stood up for him.

    “But George’s relationship with Dan Reeves, the 
owner, was bad. Much of that was George’s fault, 
because he acted like he owned the team. In fact, he 
once threw the owner out of the locker room because 
he had a couple of drinks, and that didn’t sit well with 
Reeves. So Reeves lived long enough to fire George, 
and Reeves died shortly thereafter.”

    Tommy Prothro, the longtime UCLA coach, 
replaced Allen, but his regime lasted only two 
seasons.

    Was there a big difference in the coaching charge? 
“There was a very definite coaching difference. 
Prothro tried to bring some of his college ideas into 
the pro ranks, and some of it didn’t fly well at all. 

    “The other big difference was that Prothro was very 
uninterested in having the players involved in the 
thinking side of the game. His attitude was, “You just 
do what I tell. You.’ That just didn’t sit too well with 
players who were involved with all levels of the game. 
So he was not t here very long. I think his tenure was 
two years, and he was fired.

    “The Rams brought in Chuck Knox, and I played 
out the. Rest of my career for him. I really like him. He 
was probably my favorite Ram coach.” Citing the 
book, The Pro Football Hall of Fame (1991), I asked 
Olsen about Denis Harrington’s comment that he 
(Olsen) was one of the more “cerebral” players in the 
NFL.   “I believed that was the kind of thing you had 
to do if you were going to play well. You basically 
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The Rams and Merlin Olsen

Year RAMS Place & Conference OLSEN’s Honors

1982 1-12-1 7th in West Pro Bowl, Def. ROY


1963 5-9 6th in West Pro Bowl


1964 5-7-2 5th in West Pro Bowl


1965 4-10 7th in West Pro bowl, All-Pro


1966 8-6 3rd in West Pro Bowl, All Pro


1967 11-1-2 1st in Coastal Div Pro Bowl, All-Pro


1968 10-3-1 2nd in Coastal Div Pro Bowl, All-Pro


1969 11-3 1st in Coastal Div Pro Bowl. All-Pro


1970 9-4-1 2nd in NFC West Pro Bowl


1971 8-5-1 2nd in NFC West Pro Bowl


1972 6-7-1 3rd in NFC West Pro Bowl, Ram MVP


1973 12-2 Playoffs 1st in NFC West Cowboys 27, LA 16 Pro Bowl


1974
 10-4 Playoffs         
NFC Title

1st in NFC West LA 19, Redskins 10 
Vikings 14, LA 10

Pro Bowl, Ram MVP Maxwell Award


1975
12-2 Playoffs             
NFC Title

1st in NFC West LA 35, Cardinals 23 
Cowboys 37, Rams 7

Pro Bowl


1976
10-3-1 Playoffs      
NFC Title

1st in NFC West LA 14, Cowboys 12 
Vikings 24, LA 13

Pro Bowl, alternate                   
Lombardi Trophy



played one play at a time, you didn’t go out and play 
a game 
  “I believed that was the kind of thing you had to do if 
you were going to play well. You basically played one 
play at a time, you didn’t go out and play a game.

    “It’s not too difficult when you get tired, “ Olsen 
quipped, and we laughed. Modest, personable and 
witty, Olsen is reluctant to give himself much credit, 
despite his outstanding record.

    But the point remains that Olsen combined brains 
and brawn more than any other defensive lineman. He 
learned the intricacies of line play, he concentrated 
intensely on each play as a mini-game, and he 
consistently out-thought his opponents.

    Therefore, Olsen was a major contributor as Coach 
Knox led the Rams to five straight division titles, from 
1973 through 1977. Although over 30, Olsen played 
perhaps his greatest football in the 1970s. Still, L.A. 
could not quite make it to the Super Bowl, which was 
inaugurated in the 1967 season.

    For example, playing at Minnesota for the NFC title 
in 1974 and trailing 7-3 in the third period, the Rams 
drove 99 yards toward pay dirt, The big gain came 
from a James Harris pass to fleet Harold Jackson, a 
play which covered 73 yards to the Viking two-yard 
line. John Cappelletti then carried to the six-inch line. 
But on the next play, guard Tom mack was called for 
illegal motion.

    Two plays later, Harris’ pass to tight end Pat Curran 
was intercepted by linebacker Wally Hilgenburg. The 
Vikings got a one-yard touchdown from Dave Osborn 
in the last quarter to go up, 14-3.

L.A. rallied one a Harris-to-Jackson scoring pass late 
in the period, but the Rams never came close to 
taking the lead.

    “In the 1974 championship game, when the Vikings 
stopped us on the one-yard line, “Olsen remembered, 
“there was a critical penalty called. The official had 
thrown the flag and had informed the other official 
that Alan Page was offside, And Page started 
screaming that Tom Mack had moved. One of the 
officials was intimidated enough to say, ‘Well, we 
think somebody moved.’

    “So they called the penalty on us, instead of on 
them. If you look at the film, there was nobody on our 
side of the line.

    “The penalty really hurt us. Maybe we wouldn’t 
have scored anyway, but it was much more difficult 
from the six-hardline than it was from the one-yard 
line.”

    In 1975, when Ron Jaworski took over at 
quarterback after Harris was injured, the Rams won 
the conference crown and beat St. Louis in the first 
round. But again L.A. fell short in the 
NFCfcrchampionship, losing to the Cowboys, 37-7. 
Roger Staubach completed four TD passes, and the 
Ram defense did not touch him all day. Also, the 
Cowboys held the NFC’s leading rusher. Lawrence 
McCutcheon, to 10 yards in 11 carries, and All-Pro 
Harold Jackson was blanked on receptions.

    Asked about that game, Olsen replied, “We really 
got killed that that 1975 championship game. But I 

think that was the best I ever saw Roger Stauback 
play. That was a very frustrating day, because we had 

his receivers covered, and he would just throw it 
anyway, throw it perfectly, and complete it.

    “That was a really difficult day for us, because we 
didn’t play that bad of football, but the Cowboys 
played brilliantly.”

    In 1976, after a fourth straight division title, even 
though Olsen played hurt most of the season, the 
Rams defeated the Cowboys in the playoffs. But for 
the NFC title, L.A. again lost at Minnesota, 24-13.

    One big play occurred in the first quarter, when the 
Rams moved the ball to within inches of the Viking 
goal on third down. Coach Knox elected to go for a 
Tom Dempsey field goal. But Minnesotas’s Nate Allen 
deflected the ball, and Bobby Bryant picked up the 
pigskin and ran it 90 years for a score. In the end, 
special teams helped put the Vikings into the Super 
Bowl.
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    Deacon Jones (75) and Merlin Olsen (74) joined the 
Rams during Bob Waterfield’s tenure as head coach.

    The left side of the Rams’ “Fearsome Foursome” 
(Olsen (74) and Jones (75) against the Oakland Raiders.



    “In the 1976 championship,” Olsen observed, “we 
ended up kicking a field goal, which was blocked, and 
theVikings carried it back for a touchdown. That was 
the difference in the ball game.

    “The films showed that we actually scored, and 
that was pretty frustrating to us. We thought we had 
punched it into the end zone. That was one of those 
days where we disagreed pretty violently with the 
officials.”

    Still, Olsen gives the Vikings credit for playing a 
great game, even though the 
season-ending losses in 
1974, 1975, and 1976 were 
tough to accept.

    Asked if he has any 
regrets about his football 
career, Olsen said, “I think it 
would have been nice to 
play in a super bowl, and to 
wear a Super Bowl ring. But 
I certainly didn’t have to 
have that to feel very good 
about what I’ve been able to 
do as a professional football 
player.

    “That basically was the 
only thing I didn’t get to do, 
and that includes all the 
other things you dream 
about doing.”

    By 1976, Olsen was 
involved in business and in 
acting. Also, he became a 
NFL color commentator in 
1977, a position he enjoyed 
for 15 years. But he had 
begun acting on TV in 
1966-1967. His first screen 
credit came in the 1969 John Wayne epic, “The 
Undefeated.”

    “John Wayne certainly was an interesting 
character,” Olsen reminisced. “He had been a football 
player, and he certainly was tuned in to that. Roman 
Gabriel also worked on that film. We had a great time 
with “The Duke”.”

    Regarding “Little House,” Olsen explained, “I had 
signed a contract with NBC to do some acting and 
some broadcasting. They had kind of thrown the 
acting in, because they knew I wanted to do some of 
that. I don’t think they had any plans to put me in 
anything.

    “They did send a letter to all of their producers who 
were doing shows for NBC, indicating I had signed a 
contract with them and that I had an interest in doing 
some acting.

    “Michael Landon had just lost Victor French, who 
had gone off to do his own show, and Landon had 
about eight scripts which had been written for Victor 
French. Michael needed someone, and he had seen 
me doing something.


    “Anyway, Landon called me and invited me to 
come down and read for him, and he offered me a 
chance to go to work.”

    Olsen performed in “Little House” through 1981. 
Later, he played starring roles in programs such as 
“Father Murphy,” “Fathers and Sons” and “Aaron’s 
Way.” Also, he has been the national spokesman, the 
“Flower Man,” for FTD florists since 1983.

    Olsen often appears as a motivational speaker, 
particularly for charitable concerns. His favorite fund-

=raising project is the 
Children’s Miracle 
Network. He has been a 
co-host of CMN 
telethon since it started 
in 1983. To date, CMN 
has raised over $900 
million for children’s 
hospitals across the 
United States and 
Canada.

    A true family man, 
Olsen married the 
former Susan Wakley, 
and they have two 
grown daughters and a 
son, Kelly, Jill and 
Nathan.

    Asked about his 
impressive list of 
achievements in sports, 
acting, business and 
public service, Olsen 
modestly replied, “A lot 
of people out there 
have done a heck of a 
lot more than I have. 
But I’ve been very 

fortunate, because Ive had success in a lot of different 
areas.”

    He is not retired. “I still do a lot of work. We’re in 
the process of getting ready to do another film in the 
spring, which will also be a pilot of another series.

    “But I’m taking more time to do the things which I 
want to do. It’s nice to be able to decide when you 
want to work, and when you don’t want to work.”

    When. I told Olsen that it is unusual for a Hall of 
Fame. Who is also a famous TV celebrity, to take time 
to take about his career for a magazine like Ragtyme 
Sports, he seemed surprised. 
    “Unfortunately,” he remarked, “there are a lot of 
people who are not very concerned about others. 
That’s something that I’ve tried always to keep in the 
back of my mind.”

    “Merlin was one great football player,” concluded 
Frank Varrichione, his teammate in Los Angeles for 
four years and a longtime friend ever since, “and he’s 
one great human being.”

    Correspondence to Jim Sargent should be sent to 5202 
Fordwick Drive, Roanoke, VA 24018.
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	“It’s nice to have different identities.”

