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TO

My parents, who took me to NFL games at RFK Stadium and Tampa Stadium and taught me to never leave early;

My wife, who tolerates my work and personal obsessions, all of which have to do with sports;

My daughter, who can count on her dad reading this at bedtime when she’s older;

… And Broncos fans everywhere.


INTRODUCTION

From 18 to 18

March 19, 2012, was a gorgeous early spring day in the southern suburbs of Denver, and the Broncos were about to announce the signing of the National Football League’s most coveted free agent since eventual Hall of Famer Reggie White. National media descended upon team headquarters to show Peyton Manning holding up a Broncos jersey, the symbol of a new era for both the team and the quarterback.

But there was just one problem. The Broncos weren’t sure if No. 18 would be available.

No press conference for a signing of Manning’s magnitude would be complete without the prize catch holding up the jersey with his name and number on it. That image would define the day—and the entire Broncos off-season—and would be splashed across sports pages and websites throughout North America and beyond.

But the Broncos could not send Manning up to the lectern in the team meeting room holding up a jersey number that he would never wear. He would be flanked by longtime owner Pat Bowlen and franchise guiding light John Elway, with a phalanx of cameras staring them down. The moment had to be just right: the speeches, the answers to questions, and the jersey that Manning would hold to show the world that that his Indianapolis Colts days were over for good and a nearly unprecedented next chapter was about to begin.

The No. 18 that Manning made famous in Indiana was retired for the Broncos’ first quarterback, Frank Tripucka. He had last played forty-nine years ago in the rambunctious early days of the American Football League, and no one was sure whether it would be un-retired to give Manning the only number he had worn as a professional.

“I was fully prepared to wear No. 16, believe it or not, and go back to my college number,” Manning would recall nearly two years later.

But Manning had worn No. 18 to carry on the football life of his elder brother. Cooper Manning had worn No. 18 in honor of their father, Archie; he donned it at the University of Mississippi and became so identified with it that to this day, speed limits on the Oxford, Mississippi, campus are 18 miles per hour.

There was only one person with whom Manning could speak: Tripucka. A week earlier, the old quarterback had given his blessing to bring the number out of retirement. But Manning, a keen student of the sport’s history, would not don it without personal approval from the original Broncos’ quarterback and his wife.

“Actually, they were not asking me, they were telling me that they really wanted me to wear No. 18,” Manning said. “That would honor Frank.”

“I let him know I would be honored,” Tripucka said. “I have admired Peyton for a long time. He is one of the all-time greats, and having him wear the same jersey that I did, brings me a lot of joy.”

The joy has extended to Broncos fans near and far. Manning’s arrival heralded the Broncos’ return to Super Bowl contention, spurring one of the best two-season runs in club history. He broke armfuls of franchise records. He reestablished Denver dominance in the same number that first established legitimacy for a flagging franchise in the American Football League a half-century earlier.

Manning fulfilled his promise, culminating with a 24-10 victory in Super Bowl 50, a game that would be Manning’s last in an NFL uniform. It was his second Super Bowl with the Broncos, and by taking the team to their seventh and eighth Super Bowls in a three season span, the new No. 18 had returned the franchise to its place as one of the sport’s elite and reminded younger generations of fans what made this number special in Broncos’ history, now and forever. Unfortunately, Tripucka passed away in September, 2013, not having had the chance to see his old number appear on the sport’s biggest stage.

Tripucka and Manning’s shared number is the connective tissue between the Broncos’ homely beginnings and their modern place among the game’s elite. In between are the stories that define a club, a culture, and a profound connection between town and team.


CHAPTER ONE

The 1960s

IN THE BEGINNING …

For those who are alternative history theorists, the formation of the Broncos and the American Football League at large represents one of those moments that if it had broken a bit differently, would have eventually created a 21st-century reality unrecognizable from the one that we know today.

That’s because the Broncos’ existence is at least partially due to the failure of a planned third baseball major league.

It was 1959, and for a city to be “major league” still meant only one thing: having a major league baseball franchise. Pro football was only beginning its rise; the teams of the National Football League still negotiated their own television contracts, creating a patchwork of rights fees and broadcast maps that remained a mishmash. The National Basketball Association still had a team in Syracuse, New York and was just two years removed from having a franchise in Fort Wayne, Indiana. The National Hockey League was still eight years away from expanding beyond its “Original Six.”

Enter the Continental League, which proclaimed its existence on July 27, 1959. At its initial announcement, the circuit had five markets: Denver, New York City, Minneapolis-St. Paul, Houston, and Toronto. Denver and Houston were virgin territory for all professional sports when this announcement was made.

But the driving force behind the upstart start-up wasn’t these overlooked markets throughout the continent, but the efforts of William A. Shea, Esq. to bring a major-league team to New York City. Shea—eventually, as in Shea Stadium—sought to replace the New York Giants and Brooklyn Dodgers, clubs that departed for San Francisco and Los Angeles following the 1957 season. But Shea couldn’t start a new league without other cities, and the initial success of other 1950s relocations—in particular the Braves’ shift from being poor second relations in Boston to breaking attendance records of the day in Milwaukee—revealed the growing appetite for big-league sports beyond the Northeast and Midwest clusters of cities that had dominated pro sports for decades.

Major League Baseball, a bit alarmed by the new league and the threat of losing its federal antitrust exemption, reacted swiftly. By 1962, MLB had expanded to Houston (the Colt 45's, later to be rechristened the Astros); had moved the Washington Senators to Bloomington, Minnesota, to become the Minnesota Twins; and had given Shea the National League team he really wanted, with the Mets beginning play at the Polo Grounds that the NL Giants abandoned. A second Los Angeles-area franchise was added with the Angels. Denver and Toronto would be left out in the MLB cold until 1977 and 1993, respectively.

But back in 1959, the quick death of the Continental League left Denver with little else on which it could hang its sports hat.

At that time, the biggest game in Denver was the University of Denver Pioneers college hockey team, which had won its first national championship the previous year and would become a dynasty, winning four titles in the 1960s. The latest iteration of the Denver Bears minorleague baseball team had built a following in the AAA American Association after moving from Kansas City, Missouri, in 1955. Bob Howsam ran those Bears, who played at Bears Stadium, a long fly ball west of downtown Denver. He helped spearhead an 8,000-seat expansion of the venue, presumably for a Continental League team. But with no baseball, he—and Denver—needed a reason to justify a bigger Bears Stadium.

That reason became the American Football League. In the same summer that Denver was connected to the Continental League, the city and Howsam were on much firmer footing as part of the AFL’s “Foolish Club,” the group of eight original owners who grew impatient with the NFL’s deliberate attempts at its own expansion and wanted their piece of a pro football pie that was only beginning to grow.

“I wanted a football team here for the fans, because I thought we had great fans,” Howsam later recalled of Denver’s market worthiness for pro football. “I needed 35,000 seats to first, enter baseball, and second, we thought we could draw that many for football in time.”

The AFL was already coming together when league founder—and team owner—Lamar Hunt came to Denver to meet with Howsam in the lobby of Denver’s famed Brown Palace Hotel. In August 1959, the league’s founding owners met in Chicago to officially bring the AFL into existence.

“They said, ‘This is not going to work,’” Howsam’s son, Robert Jr., said a half-century later. “Yeah, if you win a world championship, we’ll give you some support. A Super Bowl wasn’t even created yet. But he just said ‘Hey, you’ve got to start somewhere.’”

Eventually, it did work—but not without some strain and not under Howsam’s watch. He would sell the team after its first season to a local group led by local businessmen Gerald and Allan Phipps.

It wasn’t until early 1960 that the new franchise had its name, reviving a minor-league baseball name from nearly four decades earlier. By then, it already had the rights to thirty-four players selected in the league’s first draft—a dispersal of talent held before the Broncos even had initial general manager Dean Griffing in place.

WORKING UNDER A BUDGET

Griffing’s plate quickly filled. But unlike the AFL’s first titans, the Houston Oilers, he didn’t have wealthy ownership to back him. The Oilers had the largesse of one-time wildcatter Bud Adams to back them up, and had used that to make the league’s first splash. They signed 1959 Heisman Trophy winner Billy Cannon to a three-year, $110,000 contract—$60,000 more than the offer from the NFL’s Los Angeles Rams. That made Cannon the first six-figure pro football player.

The Oilers promptly won the fledgling league’s first two championships. Lamar Hunt’s Dallas Texans and Ralph Wilson’s Buffalo Bills also flourished in the league’s early days as Hunt and Wilson were backed by personal and family fortunes that insured them against early losses.

On the other hand, the Broncos were run on a shoestring. Their budget was to be determined entirely by what they could take in. Their first headquarters building was a converted Quonset hut—“just like the Marines would have had,” Howsam said, decades later. The players wore garish mustard-and-brown uniforms purchased from the Copper Bowl, a postseason all-star game held in Tucson, Arizona.

“They were the ugliest-looking things you ever wanted to see,” quarterback Frank Tripucka recalled. “The sizes were very small. I had to cut the armpits in order to be able to put the jerseys on top of my shoulder pads, in order to raise my arm up.”

The color scheme was bad enough, but the vertically striped socks—brown-and-yellow for home games; brown-and-white for road trips—capped the uniform, as it was, and made the Broncos a sartorial laughingstock.

“They made you look like a peg is what they did,” said safety Austin “Goose” Gonsoulin. “You had these broad shoulders because of the pads and then you had these up-and-down striped socks. It was unique, put it that way.”

But Griffing’s background in the Canadian Football League proved invaluable in trying to be competitive with an ironclad financial bottom line. He reached back into his CFL roots for the Broncos’ first head coach, former Saskatchewan Roughriders sideline boss Frank Filchock. They called on another ex-Roughrider, Frank Tripucka, to be the Broncos’ first starting quarterback after he appeared set to retire; he had closed out the 1959 season as the Roughriders’ interim coach following a brief stint with the Ottawa Rough Riders. They brought in players left and right.

“There were 120 guys in camp that first year,” safety Austin “Goose” Gonsoulin said decades later. “I pulled a hamstring at one point and thought that was it. Guys would get cut or traded on the road, so I’d always bring a full suitcase, just in case.”

It was a ragtag team, even by the standards of the fledgling circuit. But by July 1960, the Broncos were gathering at training camp. Major-league professional sports had come to Denver. Although no one realized it at the time, the truth is that the city and the entire Front Range would never be the same again; this cowtown on the high prairie was about to grow up.

Howsam, his brother Earl, and Griffing did not use budgetary constraints as an excuse; they did their best with what they had. Given that such an ethos is a rallying cry of some successful baseball franchises today, it is appropriate that eventually Howsam would become one of that sport’s finest executives, building the famed “Big Red Machine” as the Cincinnati Reds’ general manager in the 1970s.

“Those owners were behind the team, even though we didn’t have as much money as a lot of the other organizations had,” said original Bronco Gene Mingo forty-nine years later. “But they did throw us what they could and they backed the team as best they could.”

FIRST NIGHT

Nickerson Field on the Boston University campus has one of the more unusual histories in American sport. It sat on the same spot as Braves Field, where Boston’s National League team played for thirty-eight seasons before moving to Milwaukee in 1953. It once had dimensions of 400 feet down the foul lines and 500 to straightaway center field. It was Babe Ruth’s last home field; he played an unhappy twenty-eight games for the Braves before retiring in a huff following a tiff with owner Emil Fuchs. It has been at least a part-time home to teams from an alphabet soup of leagues: the USFL (Boston Breakers), the NASL (New England Tea Men), the MLL (Boston Cannons), and the WUSA (another iteration of Boston Breakers). No professional team ever played more than three seasons at Nickerson Field following its post-baseball renovation, not even the Boston Patriots.

But that’s where they—and the Broncos—began their histories, and that of the American Football League.

The game on Friday night, September 9, 1960, was not televised. Prime-time football was a notion barely conceived, especially for a league that had barely begun to crawl. And the lights at Nickerson Field weren’t bright enough for a viable nighttime broadcast, anyway.

But the Broncos lit up the night with big plays: quarterback Frank Tripucka’s 59-yard pass to Al Carmichael for the first touchdown in AFL history, and then kicker/runner/receiver/returner Gene Mingo’s 76-yard jaunt through the Patriots’ punt-coverage team for the touchdown that eventually provided the winning points in a 13-10 triumph.

“When I caught it, I took a couple of steps to the right, back to the left and then cutting back to the right, I can see the blocking developing,” Mingo would remember decades later. “As I ran down the sideline, somebody was reaching for me and another guy took him out. As I was going down the sidelines, coaches, players and everybody were waving for me to go on. I just kept running—running scared or whatever—but I made it into the end zone. I don’t know if I ever ran that fast.”

The only problem? The multi-talented Mingo was needed for the point-after-touchdown.

“I made it into the end zone and I was out of breath, tired and rubbery-legged. It was time for me to kick the extra point,” he said. “I kicked this big divot; my leg was so dead.”

But his lively legs on the punt return got the Broncos off to a promising start.

WHAT DO YOU DO FOR AN ENCORE?

The next day, one newspaper, the Reading (Pennsylvania) Eagle, curiously headlined the Broncos’ win as an “upset,” having bought into the bizarre notion that preseason results mattered—as was custom back in the day. The Broncos had lost their five preseason games by a combined 200-53 margin, including 43-6 to the Patriots in the opener of the warm-up slate. It didn’t help that the Broncos had not played one preseason game within 750 miles of Denver; the closest they came was a trip to Little Rock, Arkansas, where they were slaughtered by the Dallas Texans 48-0 in front of a quiet, roughly estimated crowd of 5,500.

Two more road trips followed the win at Boston. During most of their time away from Denver, the Broncos lived at a hotel in Plainfield, New Jersey, looking to minimize their cross-country trips.

The Broncos wouldn’t finally play in front of the home fans until October 2, four weeks into the regular season. In front of a crowd of 18,372 that filled barely half of the expanded Bears Stadium, Denver defeated the Oakland Raiders 31-14 to move to 3-1. It was the first of five consecutive home games. As the weeks progressed, attendance began to lag, along with the team’s performance. A 31-24 win over Boston in the third game of the homestand was the last win of the season, and the Broncos fell from 4-2 midway through October to 4-9-1 by the end of the season.

“We were not that good a football team,” Tripucka would recall four decades later. “Whenever we would pull one out, it was always exciting.”

THE UNEXPECTED QUARTERBACK

By the time Frank Tripucka joined the Broncos’ first training camp at the Colorado School of Mines in Golden, he was already a former professional head coach.

Even before Tripucka was aware that vertically striped socks existed, he had the unique distinction of being the only professional coach to lead his team to a win that had already gone into the books as a forfeit loss—all because he’d inserted himself into the lineup at quarterback because of injuries. He did this for two games with the Canadian Football League’s Saskatchewan Roughriders in 1959: one a 20-19 defeat, the other a stunning 37-30 win over the Winnipeg Blue Bombers. Thus, even before he threw a pass in Denver, Tripucka had a win as a coach over a future Hall of Fame coach: Bud Grant, who would eventually coach the Vikings from 1967 to 1983 and in 1985.

Amazingly, this might not have been the most unusual circumstance to befall Tripucka as a pro. In 1952, he was in his fourth season as an NFL quarterback, having hopscotched from the Detroit Lions to the Chicago Cardinals and then on to the NFL’s version of the Dallas Texans—the latter of which lasted just a single, depressing season. The Texans would be the last NFL team to fold, and by the end of the season, they played their “home” games in Akron, Ohio, and Hershey, Pennsylvania. But before they went extinct, Tripucka led the hapless Texans to a 27-23 upset over the Chicago Bears, allowing them to avert going 0-for-their-history.

Everything the Broncos endured in their first years—a tight budget, living in a motel during an extended East Coast swing, an outmanned roster—was something that Tripucka had seen before. He was ideally suited to the role of being the Broncos’ first quarterback, especially in a league that had former NFL backups like the New York Titans’ Al Dorow and the Houston Oilers’ George Blanda enjoying renaissances.

But when Frank Filchock summoned then thirty-two–year-old Tripucka to Denver in the summer of 1960, it was not to play, but to continue the coaching career in which he took his tentative steps in Saskatchewan.

“Frank Filchock was the head coach and he was trying to put a team together,” Tripucka recalled in 2006. “I knew Frank from up in Canada, up in the CFL. I had come home and Filchock called me up and said, ‘How about you come up to our training camp and help out with our quarterbacks?’ So I told him that I would be happy to. I wasn’t doing a lot at the time so I went out there.

“Next thing you know they are playing a [preseason] game and we couldn’t complete a pass. They had charged five bucks a head to get into the game. So Filchock says to me at halftime, ‘You better get dressed and get in there. Give these people their five dollars worth.’ So I went in and played the rest of the half and then I played the rest of the four seasons.”

ONE-HANDED GENIUS

As much as Tripucka brought to the table on his own, his success in Denver would not have been possible without the presence of Lionel Taylor. A year after Tripucka notched the first 3,000-yard season in U.S. pro football history, Taylor became the first 100-catch receiver in the sport.

But unlike Tripucka, Taylor didn’t come to the AFL looking to hang on for another few years. He had played the 1959 season for George Halas’ Chicago Bears and regarded the upstart league as a road back to the senior circuit.

“I was in the NFL and I didn’t think the AFL would make it, but I thought if I went over to the AFL and made a name for myself, I could come back to the NFL and make some money,” Taylor recalled. “As it turned out, it was the greatest thing that ever happened to me because I never went back to the NFL.”

For Tripucka, Taylor’s arrival at practice three weeks into the 1960 season was heaven-sent.

“We were playing one of Frank Filchock’s touch football games; instead of practicing, we were running pass patterns,” he remembered. “All of a sudden, Lionel makes a couple of one-handed grabs. Filchock sees this, and he stops practice. And all of a sudden we’re running new pass patterns to see whether this guy is for real or whether he can only do this in a touch football game.”

He was as real as it got. That week, he caught six passes for 125 yards and a touchdown in a 28-24 loss to the New York Titans.

“You put that ball anyplace near him, he was going to catch it, no question about it,” Tripucka said.

A technically gifted receiver who didn’t have elite speed but ran precise routes and caught everything in sight, Taylor spent twenty-five years after his career passing on his tips as a coach. His career was highlighted by head-coaching stops at Texas Southern University for five seasons and the London/England Monarchs of NFL Europe for three more.

THE MOST VERSATILE BRONCO

No player bleeds orange and blue—and mustard and brown, too—quite like Gene Mingo, the man responsible for scoring seven of the Broncos’ 13 points in the franchise opener—and then 401 more over the Broncos’ first five seasons.

And perhaps no Bronco came more out of the blue. He didn’t play college football and while living in Akron, Ohio, wrote Filchock a letter asking for a tryout. His request was successful and he became the most versatile player in franchise history, displaying this from the outset by kicking the first extra point in Broncos and AFL history and posting the first touchdown via a return in league annals, a 76-yard dash that provided the game-winning points in the 13-10 win at Boston.

Mingo was just twenty-one when he made his professional debut, and over the next four seasons he kicked 120 extra points, 72 field goals and scored 12 touchdowns—three receiving, eight rushing, and one via his opening-night return.

Mingo would go on to kick for the Oakland Raiders, Miami Dolphins, Washington Redskins, and Pittsburgh Steelers. In Miami, he kicked the first extra point in Dolphins history, drilling the point after following Joe Auer’s franchise-opening 95-yard kickoff return on September 2, 1966. Mingo would also notch the extra points following Terry Bradshaw’s first professional touchdown run and pass in 1970.

By then, Mingo’s accuracy wasn’t what it was in Denver. But he still mined a ten-year career out of a single optimistic letter. Rarely has four cents—the cost of a stamp in 1960—reaped such a bountiful harvest.

THE HARDEST HITTER

“Probably the hardest-hitting back ever to come out of the Missouri Valley Conference” is the euphemistic description from the 1960 Broncos media guide of linebacker Hardy Brown.

Had Brown played in the 21st century, he might have racked up so many fines that he would have been playing to pay—that is, unless his suspensions had been so voluminous that they resulted in a perpetual on-field ban. Brown’s existence was hard; he grew up in a Fort Worth, Texas, orphanage. Early on, he developed a habit of launching himself into players, often using his shoulder to lead into a player’s chin. This was before face masks were mandatory, too.

Long before beginning his NFL career, Brown was a Marine paratrooper in the Pacific theater during the Second World War. He matriculated at the University of Tulsa before he broke into pro football in 1948 with the Brooklyn Dodgers of the All-America Football Conference—the league that gave the NFL the San Francisco 49ers, Cleveland Browns, and the first iteration of the Baltimore Colts.

Brown was accused of accentuating his hits by wearing metal under his shoulder pads.

“They thought maybe he was using a steel plate or something,” Gordy Soltau, a teammate of Brown’s for five seasons with the 49ers, told the San Francisco Examiner in 1993, “George Halas, the Bears coach, sent an official into our locker room right before one game. They made Hardy take off his shoulder pads, thinking he had some metal in there. But he didn’t.”

By the time Brown landed with the Broncos in 1960, face masks were mandated, and Brown hadn’t played a professional football game in four years before the new team inserted him at middle linebacker. But he unleashed his shoulder just as he always had. Even though Brown played just one season for the Broncos, no list of the team’s most feared hitters is complete without him.

In the end, the shoulder shots exacted a heavy price. He suffered from arthritis in that shoulder, which was only the beginning of his health problems; in 1991, he died suffering from Alzheimer’s disease and emphysema.

Nearly forty-nine years after Brown’s final shoulder shot, an NFL Network program on the game’s hardest hitters of all time ranked him fifth. After all these years, the legend of Brown’s ferocity remains secure.

CHANGE AT THE TOP

After the 1960 season, Bob Howsam sold the Broncos to a consortium called Rocky Mountain Empire Sports, whose primary financial and management thrust came from Cal Kunz and the Phipps brothers, Gerald and Allan. Together, the Phippses controlled 42 percent of the team, and given their local prominence, they were the most visible members of the consortium.

But team ownership wasn’t the clearest path to a profitable venture. In the group’s first year of stewardship, the Broncos lost $300,000. That didn’t faze its members, but they learned they had to spend money to make money.

“We studied the history of the National Football League and the future of the AFL and felt the Broncos would eventually be our moneymakers,” Phipps said at the time. “But we decided after that that it was going to take a lot more spending this year.”

And a lot of alterations to the organization, too. But they would wait until after the season.

SECOND VERSE: SAME AS THE FIRST

After a 1-4 preseason in which the Broncos had so many injuries that they had to cancel an intra-squad scrimmage, they opened 1961 as they did 1960: with a stunning win on the road defeating the well-heeled Buffalo Bills 22-10.

But as was the case in 1960, they hung in contention for a while, and hit midseason at 3-4 following a pair of home wins over Oakland and the New York Titans. But just like 1960, the Broncos collapsed in the second half of the season, in which the Broncos went winless and lost by an average of 22.4 points per game.

Following that seven-game skid, the first head coach became the first head coach to be fired, when Filchock was dismissed. He departed with a 7-20-1 record.

The Broncos couldn’t play hard-nosed, defensive football. Some of that was due to budget constraints, which led to a lack of talent. But Filchock’s practice philosophy did not help.

“His big thing in practice was, ‘Let’s play a touch football game,’” Tripucka said, decades later. “And he’d play this game for two hours straight. And that’s what he considered his practice sessions.”

Filchock was quickly replaced by San Diego Chargers assistant Jack Faulkner, who had helped guide them to a 12-2 record and appearance in the AFL Championship Game.

At thirty-five, Faulkner became the AFL’s youngest coach. He wasted little time in proclaiming, “There’s lots new in ’62.” It became the slogan and the rallying cry.

SAYONARA, SOCKS

Faulkner’s arrival was the first piece of evidence that the new ownership was serious about getting pro football right in Colorado. The second piece came when he quickly ditched the reviled colors and socks in favor of orange and blue and a more muted, traditional football look.

“We’ll definitely get rid of those vertical-striped socks,” said team president Cal Kunz at the time. “But it really wasn’t the socks that bothered me last season [1961]. It was the guys wearing them.”

Nevertheless, the uniforms had come to symbolize everything that was askew about the Broncos—and by extension, the still-fledgling league.

The pass-intensive offenses of the AFL provided an attractive product and its elite teams were starting to raise some eyebrows in the pro football establishment. But the AFL chain was only as strong as its weakest links. At the time, these were in Oakland, Denver, and New York, where broadcaster Harry Wismer tried to run his New York Titans on a small-town budget in the nation’s largest media market. The Titans’ paychecks often bounced. They had no scouting to speak of and in 1961, their entire draft preparation consisted of reading a copy of Street & Smith’s College Football Annual.

By comparison, the Broncos were a well-oiled operation. Their defense leaked touchdowns and wins were scarce but Taylor was emerging as a legitimate AFL star having caught 100 passes in a 1961 season in which the Broncos went 3-11. The Phippses were prominent in Denver business, legal, and society circles, and their stewardship conferred a measure of local respect on an operation that many still regarded with curiosity and caution.

But the uniforms—oh, those uniforms. It would be four-and-a-half decades before they would be regarded with ironic fondness. In 1962, they had to go, and be dispatched in most dramatic fashion possible. So during the preseason, Faulkner organized a burning of the reviled footwear. Only a few socks survived, and one sits in a frame at Broncos headquarters to this day.

The Broncos looked like winners for the first time. And perhaps not coincidentally, they played like winners, stunning the AFL by sprinting to a 6-1 record.

SHAPING UP UNDER FAULKNER

Faulkner tightened the Broncos’ ship. The “touch football” practices of the Filchock era vanished. Curfews were enforced. Players wore coats and ties on road trips and could not smoke in public. Football was on his mind nearly every moment of the day.

No one was more impressed than Tripucka.

“We always had the talent,” he said early in the 1962 season. “But we never had organization. We used to make up plays in the huddle: ‘OK, who wants to run out for a pass?’ And on blocking assignments at the line of scrimmage I was up there pointing to the guys on the other team: ‘Somebody better get him. Somebody better take him.’”

All that changed under Faulkner.

“Now here is an organizer,” Tripucka said. “This team will go now.”

By November, the Broncos were 7-2 and sprinting toward a berth in the AFL Championship Game, leading the Western Division. And even if they fell short, all they needed for their first winning season was one more win or tie. But a 33-29 loss at Boston knocked them off-kilter and the next week they were throttled by West rivals Dallas 24-3.

Still, no loss was more crushing than a 46-45 defeat to the New York Titans on Thanksgiving Day at Bears Stadium. Leading 45-32 with less than five minutes remaining, the Broncos collapsed, allowing a 65-yard touchdown march, then fumbling on their next play from scrimmage. The Titans scored three plays later to take a one-point lead that held up when Gene Mingo’s desperation 52-yard field-goal attempt was short and wide.

In spite of the Broncos’ late fade, Faulkner’s work earned him AFL Coach of the Year honors. But the Broncos had allowed 30.8 points a game in the losing streak. It was a harbinger of what was to come the following season when the Broncos opened with what is still their worst home loss, a 59-7 throttling by the Kansas City Chiefs, in their first game with a new name after moving from Dallas in the off-season.

ONE MORE ENCORE, FRANKIE

Tripucka had more aborted notions of retirement than Brett Favre, and his threats of a retirement were an annual tradition in the Broncos’ early years. However, every time, something brought him back: a chance to keep throwing to Taylor, a coaching change, new socks.

Football had a grasp on the former Notre Dame quarterback. But by the time he was thirty-five years old, he was pragmatic, and after tossing a 20-yard touchdown to Lionel Taylor to seal a 21-14 AFL All-Star Game win for the West team, he acknowledged that if he returned for a fourth Broncos season, it was about the cash.

“It would take a fantastic amount of money to get me back next year,” he said in announcing his retirement after the game.

Lo and behold, by next summer, there was Tripucka, back under center, trying to get the Broncos over the hump for their first winning season after the .500 finish of the previous year. But he struggled in two starts and retired—apparently for good.

That ended Tripucka’s time in Denver. But in Tripucka’s grand tradition, it wasn’t the curtain on his professional career; he un-retired once again to briefly return to Saskatchewan before finally hanging up his helmet for good.

With that, his whistle-stop football career ended. But his name wasn’t done on the national stage.

Frank’s son Kelly carried on the family name in professional sports. He followed in his father’s footsteps by attending Notre Dame but played basketball and went on to a twelve-year career in the NBA. And like his father, Kelly was the first star of an expansion team, joining the Charlotte Hornets for their first season in 1988-89 and leading them in scoring.

But those Hornets eventually left; in taking the opposite path of the Broncos, they started with league-leading attendance that declined for myriad reasons. The Broncos stayed, and in gratitude to Tripucka’s stabilizing presence in the early days, retired his number in 1984. Tripucka gave his blessing for it to be unretired for Peyton Manning, but as soon as the modern No. 18 hung up the helmet, the number went back into history again, shared by two quarterbacks divided by a half-century but bound by their leadership abilities and importance to the franchise.
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