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Kevin—

To my extraordinary mother, my biggest fan. And my father, who has forgotten more about sports than I’ll ever know.

Brian—

To my boys Chase and Braydon, for my love of Philadelphia sports is only surpassed by the immense love I have for you both.
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FOREWORD

“This is for Philadelphia!”

It felt so good to utter those words up on that stage the night we won the World Series. And you know what? I meant every word.

I came to Philadelphia in 2003 as an advisor with the Phillies, and was excited to be in the City of Brotherly Love. During that time, working in the organization and closely with the minor leagues, I knew we were on the cusp of doing big things. I witnessed our core coming up, growing together, and when I became the manager of the club in 2005, I just knew Philadelphia was where it was going to happen. I just had that feeling.

I’ve heard plenty about the reputation of Philadelphia, that it was a tough, blue-collar town, and that the fans could be rough. Well, let me tell you, the fans were rough, tougher than I ever imagined. However, they created the energy, the atmosphere, and were the driving force behind our ascent. I cherished every moment, even the most difficult ones. The hard times make you stronger.

After the great finish of the 2007 regular season when we caught the Mets, we lost three straight to Colorado. But after that series, my expectations for this club got real, real big, as did the fans’. However, I knew if my team played hard and put a good product out on the field, with maximum effort and hustle, the fans would respond. And did they ever.

I’ve been to other baseball cities. Everyone in baseball knows the east is tough. Boston, New York, Cleveland, but it’s the winning that counts. I was told by many that if I won in Philadelphia, I would see a party that I would never, ever forget. And boy were they ever right.

When I was asked to recall my fondest memory from my time in the city, it was an easy answer. The moment Brad Lidge struck out Eric Hinske of Tampa Bay, the building shook. As the players celebrated on the field, and the fans went crazy in the stands, I sat there in the dugout and watched. I wanted to take it all in. Then October 31, 2008, was about as good as it gets. All those people wearing red, leaning down to shake their hands, they were just so appreciative. I was so very happy for them and the city.

Philadelphia is a fantastic town. It truly is a brotherhood. The fans are fueled by their sports teams. Even before I got there, I was a fan of Moses Malone, Billy Cunningham, and the 76ers. I always marveled at how the bars were always packed for Flyers games. The Eagles and their great run. I pulled for Andy Reid, as he did for me. I enjoyed it all—the fans, the city, its history—and loved being a part of it.

And that’s why you’ll enjoy this book. Three hundred sixty-five days of Philadelphia historical sporting events. I hope it brings back memories, the good and the bad. It was very tough saying goodbye to the city [as manager], but I hope the fans will remember me as a winner, remember the fun times, when the Phillies won the city over. I’ll remember you as well. I consider myself fortunate to have won in Philadelphia, to be part of a winning legacy, together with the fans, forever, and I’m glad I’m able to remain a part of this organization.

Enjoy Philadelphia!

—Charlie Manuel, January 2014


FOREWORD

Hello Philadelphia! It me.

I was hoping to do something splashy for this “foreword,” like an intricate word find or a haiku about my first day in the Philadelphia universe, but you, my Gritizens, deserve just a bit more. I am, by nature, not a Grit of many words, but it is the least I could do for a city with such nice potholes.

In the pages following this, you all will enjoy some of the most memorable highs and lows this city’s sports fans have endured. Let me tell you, there are some old moments in here. 1918? My Great GrandGritty was travelling from lands unknown to reach the great shores of North Wildwood back then. He told me he could hear the Liberty Bell ringing from 300 miles offshore. Betsy Ross was only halfway done with her first flag. The clues Nicholas Cage would later follow to capture the Declaration of Independence were still being written. Those are different stories for a much different time, but what you need to know now is that September 24, 2018, was the most life-changing day of my life (and probably your life, too, honestly).

To say I was nervous to be unleashed into the world that day at the Please Touch Museum would be nothing short of an understatement. I practiced and practiced and made sure to carbo-load for two weeks leading up to that day, but Philadelphia is one tough town and I just wanted people to love my love for the Flyers. Hoping to join the ultimate furternity of professional sports mascots with the Phanatic, Franklin, Swoop, and recently introduced Union mascot Phang, I had to do everything right. Dance with the best of them, keep up a dashingly handsome look, instill hope and just a sprinkle of fear, and be a champion for this city, its teams, and the fans that are the heartbeat of it all.

And to be honest, I nailed it. No notes. Perfect 10.

I thought to myself—how could anything ruin this day? I was going to be the Philadelphia Flyers mascot. Well, friends, life comes at you pretty fast, but not as fast as the ice came to my backside that first game. Like a turtle stuck on its back, I was staring at the ceiling of the Wells Fargo Center, at the banners of the greatest hockey guys there ever was, thinking I lost it all.

However, as some of my closest pals told me after that fall: first days are hard, but it gets better. And it sure did.

I could list out a bunch of dates of all the crazy and super cool things that happened to me just in the first two weeks I joined the Philadelphia Flyers, but I was told to keep this to 500 words-ish and all of you have seen my Twitter so try to keep up, okay?

My first few months as an official Philadelphia mascot have been simply the best. To be known, accepted, or even mentioned as a small feature within the unruly and allegiant Philadelphia sports contingent has been a Gritty’s dream come true. I’ll keep holding the haters to the fire if you, Philadelphia, stay just as you are.

—Gritty, January 2019

Courtesy of the Philadelphia Flyers


JANUARY
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1st

1935—Once upon a time, the Temple University Owls football program was a regional powerhouse in college football.

On this New Year’s Day in 1935, the undefeated Owls (7-0-2), headed by Hall of Fame coach Glenn “Pop” Warner, played in the inaugural Sugar Bowl game, resulting in a 20-14 loss to Tulane (9-1).

2nd

2005—After suffering a 38-10 loss to the Cincinnati Bengals, the Philadelphia Eagles, who had rested their starters, finished the season with the top playoff seed, a first-round bye, and a 13-3 overall record—the Birds’ best mark since the 16-game schedule was instituted in 1978. Donovan McNabb, enjoying his most successful season in Eagles green, became the first NFL quarterback to complete a season with more than 30 touchdown passes and less than 10 interceptions (31 TD/8 INT).

2015—In a dramatic front office shake-up, Eagles owner Jeffrey Lurie decided to grant complete control over all football-related decisions to Chip Kelly, essentially giving Kelly the dual role of head coach and general manager. This decision came at the expense of Lurie’s handpicked right-hand man, Howie Roseman, who was stripped of his general manager duties and promoted to Executive Vice President of Football Operations.

3rd

1981—By way of a 31-16 win over the Minnesota Vikings, the Eagles won their first divisional round playoff game (and second playoff victory overall) in franchise history.

The team was headed to its first conference championship and, ultimately, first Super Bowl, under the tutelage of fifth-year coach Dick Vermeil.

4th

1997—The Flyers rallied from a three-goal deficit with two goals late in the third period to tie the Colorado Avalanche at four in Denver. Trent Klatt and Mikael Renberg scored just 2:11 apart as the Flyers extended their unbeaten streak to 16 games, ending a six-game road trip.

The Flyers would upend the Boston Bruins a few nights later to stretch the mark to 17 (14-0-3), but the streak ended on home ice January 9 in a 3-1 defeat at the hands of the Tampa Bay Lightning.

5th

1991—In the long, storied history of the Philadelphia Eagles, “NFC Championship Game” evokes stomach-churning emotions, a reflection of continuously (and consecutively) coming up short on the big stage. Well, before the Eagles’ three straight NFC Championship game losses, there were three straight wild-card game losses.

On this date in history, Buddy Ryan coached his last game with the Eagles, losing to the Washington Redskins 20-6 in the wild-card round, to complete the hard-luck trilogy.

2009—After 11 years with Philadelphia (the Phillies made him the top pick of the 1998 MLB Draft), Pat Burrell signed a free agent contract with the team he helped beat in the 2008 World Series, the Tampa Bay Rays.

Burrell’s 251 home runs in a Phillies uniform are good for fourth-most in team history (Mike Schmidt, 548; Ryan Howard, 382; Del Ennis, 259). But there were as many valleys in Burrell’s Philly career as there were peaks.

Batting .221 in ’09, Burrell hit just 14 home runs for his new team.

6th

1962—The Eagles played for the honor of third place.

From 1960 to 1970, the second-place finishers of each conference played a third-place game, The Pro Playoff Classic (also known as the Bert Bell Benefit Bowl, in honor of the Eagles’ founding owner).

A year after winning the NFL championship, the Eagles were blown out by the Lions, 38-10, giving Detroit the league’s charitable consolation.

7th

1996—For the second time in three years, the Dallas Cowboys knocked the Eagles out of the playoffs. Dallas beat up on the Birds, 30-11, in the divisional round—a momentum-carrying win that would lead the way to Dallas’ fifth Super Bowl victory.

Forced into the game after an early injury to starting quarterback Rodney Peete, then-backup QB Randall Cunningham struggled, completing just 42 percent of his passes in his last game as an Eagle.

8th

1995—His first time on the ballot, receiving 96.5 percent of the vote (fourth highest at the time), Phillies great Mike Schmidt was elected to the National Baseball Hall of Fame.

The 12-time All-Star, 10-time Gold Glove winner, and three-time National League MVP, Schmidt is the Phillies’ career home run (548) and RBI (1,595) leader. But that’s not all . . .

Schmidt is also the franchise leader in games played, plate appearances, runs scored, walks, total bases, runs created, sacrifice flies, and most times mentioned as the Phillies’ all-time greatest player.

All this from a player not selected until the second round of the 1971 MLB Draft—the Phillies’ first round selection, RHP Roy Thomas, never played a game for Philadelphia.

9th

1991—Michael Jordan of the Chicago Bulls scored 40 points in a 107-99 win over the 76ers at the Spectrum, reaching the 15,000-point mark in his 460th game. Jordan was the second fastest to reach the mark in NBA history, next to Wilt Chamberlain (358 games).

Not to be confused with the youngest—LeBron James, then of the Cleveland Cavaliers, holds the record, scoring his 15,000th NBA point in 540 games, before his 26th birthday.

10th

1918—The Philadelphia Athletics ballclub was a volatile franchise. When it was good, it was great, winning five World Series before the Phillies could claim just its second league pennant. When it was bad, it was putrid.
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The $100,000 Infield, with outfielder Eddie Murphy. From left to right: Stuffy McInnis, Murphy, Frank Baker, Jack Barry, Eddie Collins. (Library of Congress)

Known for making bold moves for short spurts in championship runs, the Athletics were similarly famous for suddenly drastically cutting costs for indefinite periods of rebuilding.

The latter was the case on this date in 1918, as the A’s traded Stuffy McInnis (to the Boston Red Sox for Larry Gardner, Tilly Walker, and Hick Cady), the last holdover from owner Connie Mack’s $100,000 Infield. The vaunted quartet, the core of the A’s three championship teams in four years (1910, 1911, 1913), consisted of McInnis, Eddie Collins, Jack Barry, and Frank “Home Run” Baker.

Not surprisingly, the group’s 100k nickname became more of a hinderance for Mack, as he ultimately saw the group as more of a financial obstacle than a field spectacle.

11th

1960—Richie Ashburn’s time in Philadelphia began in 1948, his All-Star rookie season, and ended in the broadcast booth in 1997.

But Ashburn wasn’t always a Phillie. On this date in 1960, the Phils traded Whitey to the Chicago Cubs following a disappointing 1959 campaign. The following three-year span that ended his career was the only time Ashburn was not employed by the Phillies.

Following the 1962 season, Ashburn retired after hitting .306 for the Mets in their inaugural season.

The following year, he joined Bill Campbell and Byrum Saam in the Phillies broadcast booth.
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Richie Ashburn poses with Del Ennis and Bill Nicholson. (Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Leslie Jones Collection.)

1976—There is a sense of pride that goes with Philly’s greatest underdog, Rocky Balboa, defeating Ivan Drago of the Soviet Union during bitter Cold War times. But of course, that was all just movie make-believe (sorry, Rock, we still love you). And while Rocky IV is a TBS rerun powerhouse to whet our Soviet-squashing appetites, nothing beats the real thing.

The real thing in Philadelphia occurred on this day, as the Flyers handed the vaunted Soviet Red Army squad (CSKA) its first and only loss in the ’76 Super Series four-game exhibition. Undefeated in stops at New York, Boston, and Montreal, the Soviet team was confident, but knew it was facing a new breed, squaring off against a Philly team they had called “animals,” playing “rude hockey.”

Ultimately, its pregame prodding via the media turned to in-game protest on the ice, as the Soviets marched to the locker room midway through the first period after a crushing blow to star forward, Valeri Kharlamov, went unpenalized.
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But after threats from team owner Ed Snider to withhold payment from the Soviet visitors, the Red Army meekly marched back onto the ice, eventually falling to Philadelphia, 4-1.

Broad Street Bullies 1, Communism 0.

1981—Known for a long time as, simply, “The Dallas Game,” the underdog Eagles defeated the Cowboys in the NFC Championship, 20-7 at the Vet. 70,696 fans braved the -3° wind chill to witness the Birds reach their first-ever Super Bowl.

The bitter cold made passing the ball a tough proposition—Ron Jaworski had just 91 passing yards for Philadelphia. Thankfully, running back Wilbert Montgomery was dominant, pounding a vaunted Dallas defense for 194 yards on the ground, scoring once. His rushing total was the fourth-best mark in playoff history (currently tenth).

Fun fact: At the time, it was a very poorly kept secret that Dallas considered their blue jerseys unlucky. Eagles GM Jim Murray took advantage of a rule that allowed the home team to choose their uniform color. He opted for white, instead of their traditional green, forcing the Cowboys to don their bedeviled blues.

2004—Down three points with 1:12 remaining and no timeouts, the Eagles were faced with 4th and 26 in the divisional playoff matchup with the Green Bay Packers. In one of maybe two relevant catches of his career, Freddie Mitchell caught the Donovan McNabb delivery just over the first-down marker to give the Birds new life.
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(Philadelphia Eagles)

The impossible conversion set up David Akers’s 37-yard field goal, which tied the game at 17 and sent it into overtime. With that, a familiar playoff interception thrown by Brett Favre set up an Akers 31-yarder to ice it. Eagles 20, Packers 17.

12th

1994—Garnering 95.6 percent of the vote, Steve Carlton gained acceptance into the National Baseball Hall of Fame.

The Phillies’ most prolific hurler, Lefty retired from baseball with 329 wins, 4,136 strikeouts (second only to Nolan Ryan at the time), and the most Cy Young awards (four) than any player in history (currently tied with Greg Maddux, and bested by Randy Johnson’s five and Roger Clemens’ seven).
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Carlton, speaking at his Hall of Fame induction in Cooperstown, New York. (Rubenstein)

Given the honor is voted on by the Baseball Writers Association of America, Carlton, who shunned the press the final ten years of his career, was a bit surprised by his landslide selection—

“It’s like Rush Limbaugh being voted in by the Clintons.”

13th

2007—With Donovan McNabb out for the season, backup quarterback Jeff Garcia started the final six games for the Eagles—a stretch in which the team went 5-1 with momentum carrying into the playoffs. But the up and coming New Orleans Saints ended the Birds’ unlikely journey on this day in ’07, besting Philly, 27-24, in the divisional round.

14th

1922—Athletics president and part-owner Ben Shibe, 84, died on this date in 1922. The namesake of the Philadelphia A’s and Phillies’ Shibe Park, Shibe’s contributions to the game extend well beyond city limits.

During his time with the A. J. Reach Sporting Goods Company (see January 24th) in Philadelphia, he invented the machinery to make the first standardized baseballs.

So, while Cooperstown might be the birthplace of baseball, Philadelphia (thanks in part to Shibe), it can be said, is the birthplace of the baseball.
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Shibe (left, front row), playing host to fellow major-league executives, takes in the action from Game 2 of the 1913 World Series between the A’s and New York Giants. (Bain News Service)

15th

1965—In one of the most influential trades in basketball history, the San Francisco Warriors traded Wilt Chamberlain to the 76ers for Paul Neumann, Connie Dierking, Lee Shaffer, and $150,000. The move returned Chamberlain, the world’s greatest basketball talent, to his roots of Philadelphia (where he had starred in high school and for the east-coast Warriors) and immediately legitimized the upstart Sixers franchise.
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(Library of Congress)

Interestingly, both teams had the right idea. The Sixers immediately improved to 55-25 in ’66 (from 40-40 the previous year), Chamberlain’s first full season back in Philly. Similarly, the Warriors climbed to 35-45 in ’66 (from a disastrous 17-63 in ’65). But it was the ’67 campaign which would literally determine the winner and loser of the trade.

The Sixers (68-13) and Warriors (44-37) met in the ’67 Finals (see April 24th), with the Sixers winning the series, 4-2, for the franchise’s second championship and first in Philadelphia.

16th

2001—Wilt Chamberlain (he comes up a lot in this book) wasn’t the only Philadelphia-area athlete to score 100 points in a game.

On this date in ’01, Dajuan Wagner scored 100 points for Camden High in a 157-67 annihilation of Gloucester Township Tech. The local playground legend didn’t need the achievement to build nationwide attention (some had already considered him the nation’s top high school player), but it certainly didn’t hurt.

After one collegiate season at Memphis, Wagner was selected by the Cleveland Cavaliers with the sixth overall pick in the 2002 NBA Draft.

17th

2006—The United States unveiled their final preliminary roster for the first-ever World Baseball Classic.

Established as a response to baseball being removed from Olympic competition, the WBC has grown huge in popularity, specifically internationally. The ’06 and ’09 finals delivered some of the highest sporting event ratings in Japanese television history.

Brett Myers, Jimmy Rollins, and Chase Utley made the first roster on this date, but Utley was the only remaining Phillie to don the Team USA jersey in the WBC.

Internationally, the Phillies organization was well represented:

Rheal Cormier, Scott Mathieson (Canada); Carlos Ruiz (Panama); Pedro Feliz, Robinson Tejeda, Eude Brito (Dominican Republic); and Tomas Perez (Venezuela) all participated.

18th

2004—The Birds lost their third straight NFC Championship Game, this time to the Carolina Panthers, 14-3.

With running back and safety net Brian Westbrook on the sideline nursing an injury, Donovan McNabb was intercepted four times (thrice by Panthers cornerback Ricky Manning Jr.).

Clearly, Eagles receivers James Thrash and Freddie Mitchell were not getting the job done. This time, though, head coach Andy Reid got the message loud and clear.

In the offseason, Reid signed the volatile, but phenomenal, wide reciever Terrell Owens, and a trip to the Super Bowl was finally in the works.
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The signing of Terrell Owens was a forceful and effective reaction to a third-straight NFC Championship loss. (Philadelphia Eagles)

19th

1981—On this date, the Oakland Raiders appeared on the cover of Sports Illustrated, under the heading, “BRING ON THE EAGLES!”

There would be no SI cover jinx here—The Raiders defeated the Birds (see January 25th), 27-10, in Super Bowl XV.

2003—As Brian Mitchell returned the opening kick deep into Tampa Bay Buccaneers territory, followed by a 20-yard touchdown run by Duce Staley, hopes were high that the Eagles would finally, rightfully, punch their ticket to Super Bowl XXXVII.

But that was the lone Eagles highlight in a frustrating 27-10 defeat to Tampa Bay—the second in a string of three straight NFC Championship losses for the club.

An early lead, home field advantage, and a seemingly favorable matchup had been squandered, as 66,713 fans filed out of Veterans Stadium for the last time, having witnessed, arguably, the most devastating loss in franchise history.


COLOR COMMENTARY
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Out of all the postseason losses under Andy Reid, this one hurt the most, even more than the Super Bowl. In fact, it has been called “Black Sunday” in Philadelphia, and is widely regarded as the worst loss in Philadelphia sports history.

It was all there for the taking. Tampa Bay had never won a game when the game time temperature was under 32 degrees, they never had a road playoff win, and the Eagles had their number, winning the last four contests between them. It was also the last football game ever at the Vet. It was a confluence of so many positive vibes. This was the Eagles’ year.

And the game started off great for the Eagles—Brian Mitchell had a great kick return and then Duce Staley popped in a 20-yard touchdown, and the place was going bonkers. But that’s where the story turns to despair. Bad memories include Joe Jurevicius running marathons on the Vet turf, many stalled Eagles drives in Bucs territory, and Ronde Barber going 92 yards on an interception return to cement another heartbreaker in Philly.

I still remember how silent the place was, and I still recall the final walk down The Vet’s concourse ramps. In fact, it hurts just to write this.



20th

1983—No matter that Darryl Sittler garnered most of his NHL points donning the Toronto Maple Leafs’ blue and white. On this date, during his first full season with the Flyers, Sittler scored his 1,000th NHL point.

Sittler’s second-period goal in the Flyers’ 5-2 victory over the Calgary Flames netted Sittler the career mark, making him just the second player in franchise history to score his 1,000th point with the team (Bobby Clarke the other), and the 17th player in NHL history to reach the milestone.

21st

1958—For one season, the Phillies held an exclusive National League TV deal in the Big Apple.

With the Brooklyn Dodgers and New York Giants bolting for the West Coast, the Phillies agreed on this date to televise half their games in New York, which was suddenly devoid of an NL squad.

2018—In an absolutely dominating performance, the Eagles captured the NFC championship in a 38-7 thumping of the Minnesota Vikings behind backup quarterback Nick Foles. Foles was simply scintillating, throwing for 352 yards and three touchdowns while leading the Eagles to their third Super Bowl appearance. The Vikings jetted out to a 7-0 lead only to see the Eagles defense shut them down the rest of the game. The Eagles would go on to score 38 unanswered points, dismantling a stingy Vikings defense that surrendered just 16 points per game during the regular season. The Eagles were victorious as home underdogs for the second consecutive playoff game, continuing to use the underdog moniker as a rallying cry on their way to Super Bowl LII, where they would be underdogs yet again. More on that in two weeks . . .

22nd

1992—Of all the career records established by the 76ers, one might think the career rebounding mark would belong to the 7’1” Wilt Chamberlain—a man who once pulled down an unfathomable 55 rebounds (see November 24th) in one game. But, in a 119-109 victory over the New York Knicks, Charles Barkley snagged his 6,642nd board, for the Sixers career mark, ahead of Hall of Famers Chamberlain and Billy Cunningham. Barkley finished the season, and his Philadelphia career, with 7,079 rebounds, which still stands as the team record.

23rd

2005—The Eagles had finally broken through, defeating the Atlanta Falcons, 27-10, in the painfully pesky NFC Championship. The team’s fourth straight trip to the conference title game was its first victory of the stretch, and second trip to the Super Bowl in team history (the other came in 1981).

The Birds, of course, lost Super Bowl XXXIX, but fielded a team widely considered among the greatest in the city’s history.

Terrell Owens had 1,200 yards receiving and 14 touchdowns in his first season with Philly, and Donovan McNabb flourished with the extra help, having his best statistical season in pro football.


COLOR COMMENTARY
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Another of those games where the apprehension was just so thrilling. It was the fourth straight season the Eagles were knocking on the door to the Super Bowl, but finally, this time, they kicked it in.

The whole afternoon had a different feel than the prior three occasions had.

Even without Terrell Owens, who was still recovering from injury, the entire line just felt confident. There were a lot of memories to take from that day, but the pure relief of finally getting over the hump was the one that will stick with me forever. The glitter, the confetti, the chill in the air, and nearly 68,000 in the stadium all shedding tears of joy. Finally!



[image: image]

Eagles owner Jeffrey Lurie with the George Halas Trophy, awarded to the NFC’s best in 2004. (Philadelphia Eagles)

24th

1900—The A. J. Reach Sporting Goods Company, based in Philadelphia and headed by Phillies founder A. J. Reach and A’s owner Ben Shibe, received a patent (along with inventor Frank Mogridge) for the “Reach Pneumatic Head Protector.” The rubbery blow-up head gear never caught on in Major League Baseball, but is credited as baseball’s first protective batting helmet.

The A. J. Reach Company merged with Spalding in 1934.

25th

1981—The Eagles were 12-4 during the ’80–’81 season, winning the NFC East and defeating the Cowboys, 20-7, in the conference championship to reach their first Super Bowl. The Oakland Raiders, however, spoiled the Dick Vermeil–coached team’s shot at its first Lombardi Trophy on this day. With the 27-10 victory, the Raiders became the first NFL wild-card team to win it all.

The loss for the Eagles abruptly ended a magical season.


COLOR COMMENTARY
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The 1980–81 team has, mostly, been let off the hook by Andy Reid’s “close enough” era of Eagles football and the Super Bowl victory after the 2017 season, and perhaps rightfully so. There’s something appealing about the lighting-in-a-bottle scenario, especially when the underdog falls just short of immortality (think the ’93 Phils, or Rocky). It triggers our empathy more than our angst.

Over the years, ’81 Super Bowl quarterback, Ron Jaworski, and head coach, Dick Vermeil, have been lauded as Philadelphia sports icons and local marketing studs (think Blue Cross/Blue Shield billboards and AAMCO commercials).

Somehow I doubt Donovan McNabb and Andy Reid will get the same kind of treatment.



26th

1931—Buzz Arlett, “The Babe Ruth of the Minor Leagues,” was sold to the Philadelphia Phillies, after dominating for over a decade from the pitching mound and the batter’s box, with the independent Oakland Oaks. Placed on waivers by Philadelphia at the end of his lone 1931 campaign, Arlett would never play in The Show again.

Hitting .313 in his only season in Major League Baseball, Arlett still holds the NL record for hits in a season by a one-year player (131).

Among minor leaguers, Arlett currently ranks third in home runs (432) and second in RBI (1,786). Terrible defensive play was Arlett’s main obstacle toward garnering a long-term stay in the bigs.

Just a case of bad timing—the Designated Hitter, an idea originally conjured by the A’s Connie Mack, wasn’t instituted in the majors until 1973.

27th

1927—Major League Baseball commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis cleared Philadelphia A’s outfielder Ty Cobb and the Washington Senators’ Tris Speaker of fixing games.
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Cobb, second in career hits in MLB history, was just as famous for his surly, bitter demeanor off the field. (Library of Congress)

The players’ main accuser, Dutch Leonard, a longtime nemesis of the famously callous Cobb, failed to show up to the hearing, supposedly fearing a physical altercation with the ironically named “Georgia Peach.”

28th

1901—The American League was formed, with the Philadelphia Athletics as one of the initial expansion franchises.

The league brought in former Pirates skipper Connie Mack to head the A’s.

Mack, a notoriously shrewd businessman, raided the Phillies roster his first year as boss. When Pennsylvania contractual law sided with the Phils, Mack quickly swapped players to Cleveland (outside Pennsylvania jurisdiction) for a return on his swindle.

1958—In the 21st round of the NFL draft, the Philadelphia Eagles selected John Madden (244th overall). Yes, that John Madden.

If you don’t remember Madden ever playing for the Birds, that’s because he never played a down of professional football. A knee injury ended his playing career in training camp, and his Hall of Fame coaching career was off the ground just a year later as an assistant at Allan Hancock College.
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Mack, “The Grand Old Man of Baseball.” (Paul Thompson)

Madden coached the Oakland Raiders to victory over the Minnesota Vikings in Super Bowl XI.

Perhaps his greatest legacy, though? Headlining EA Sports’ revolutionary football video game title, Madden NFL Football.

29th

1993—610 AM/94.1 FM WIP’s first Wing Bowl took place at the Wyndham Franklin Plaza in Philadelphia.

It started amidst a downturn in Eagles history, as sports radio hosts Al Morganti and Angelo Cataldi concluded that championship-challenged Philadelphia needed a bowl of its own.

They came up with what eventually became one of competitive eating’s top events.

The first Wing Bowl took place in a hotel lobby, two contestants vying for the title of Philly’s top glutton, and just 150 spectators in attendance. Carmen Cordero won the title, eating 100 wings, taking home a hibachi as his prize.

The event was canceled after 2018, but not due to disinterest. Over 20,000 fans packed the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia each year on the eve of Super Bowl weekend to witness 20-plus eaters pig out for a top prize, which usually included a new set of wheels and thousands in cash.

30th

1948—Phillies general manager Herb Pennock, 53, died of a brain hemorrhage, igniting support for his Hall of Fame selection a month later.
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A’s left-hander (1912–15) and Phillies general manager (1943–48) Herb Pennock. (Bain News Service)

Pennock, twice a 20-game winner, pitched 22 years in the majors, for the New York Yankees, Boston Red Sox, and Philadelphia Athletics.

31st

2002—Harry the K and the Phillie Phanatic were Hall of Fame–bound.

On this date, Phillies broadcasting legend Harry Kalas was announced the winner of the Hall of Fame’s Ford C. Frick Award, bestowed for lifetime achievement in broadcasting. In addition, the Phanatic, the Phils’ lovable mystery mammal, would join the San Diego Chicken and the Expos’ Youppi! as Major League Baseball’s only mascots on display at the Hall’s museum.


FEBRUARY
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1st

1973—In a late-January game against the Pittsburgh Penguins, Flyers defenseman Barry Ashbee, upset with being called for a penalty, struck the referee, knocking him to the ice.

What kind of penalty did the league implement for such actions back then? Clearly a sign of the times, Ashbee received just an eight-game suspension and $150 in fines.

2nd

1968—Wilt Chamberlain’s 100-point game is his most famous achievement (see March 2nd)—but is it his most impressive?

In a 131-121 win over the Detroit Pistons, Wilt collected 22 points, 25 rebounds, and 21 assists. It was the first and only double-triple-double in NBA history.

3rd

1976—In this year—chalk it up to the bicentennial—the NHL, NBA, and MLB All-Star games were held in Philadelphia.

On this date, the Spectrum hosted the NBA’s East vs. West midseason spectacle, with the East coming out on top, 123-109.

Dave Bing took MVP honors, playing alongside a slew of Hall of Famers, including Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Rick Barry, Bob McAdoo, John Havlicek, Walt Frazier, Nate “Tiny” Archibald, Elvin Hayes, and Dave Cowens.

4th

1991—The Hall of Fame voted to formally prohibit players on Major League Baseball’s banned list from being considered for induction by the Baseball Writers Association of America (BBWAA) vote, the Hall’s primary method for induction.

The Hall made the ruling as a reaction to the banning of Pete Rose, the only expelled player who would have met all other BBWAA ballot requirements.

Rose, the gritty leader of the Phils’ 1980 championship team, was banned from baseball in 1989 by league commissioner Bart Giamatti for betting on baseball, or, as Giamatti put it, for having “engaged in a variety of acts which have stained the game.”

2018—After 58 seasons that ended in disappointment, the Philadelphia Eagles had finally done it! The team captured its very first Vince Lombardi Trophy in one of the most exciting Super Bowl games ever played. The Eagles held on to beat Tom Brady and the New England Patriots by a score of 41-33 behind the continued dominating play from its backup quarterback Nick Foles. Foles, who earned the game’s MVP honors, threw for 373 yards and three touchdowns, hitting tight end Zach Ertz for the eventual game-winning score with 2:21 to go.

The two teams combined for an astounding 1,151 yards of total offense, in a back-and-forth battle that was still in doubt on the very last play. After Eagles kicker Jake Elliott converted on a 46-yard field goal to put the Eagles up, 41-33, the Patriots’ Tom Brady had one last chance. Brady, who threw for 505 yards himself in the game, heaved a last-second Hail Mary towards the Eagles end zone only to see the ball hit the ground as time expired. The game was played at US Bank Stadium in Minnesota, but the aftershocks set off a party for the ages in the City of Brotherly Love. Fans danced their way through the streets in jubilation and relief. The Eagles, finally, were Super Bowl champions!

Incidentally, it was the third consecutive playoff game that Vegas had installed the Eagles as underdogs, and of course, the Eagles won all three!

5th

1880—The National League voted in the Worcester Ruby Legs (aka Worcesters/Brown Stockings). For two years, they’d serve as a placeholder team for the upcoming Philadelphia Quakers/Phillies.

Due to poor attendance in 1882, the Ruby Legs folded and Philly businessman Al “A. J.” Reach purchased the vacant spot for the would-be Phillies franchise. The Ruby Legs squad is historically distinct from the current Philly club, as only Worcester’s reservation in the National League was for sale, not the team itself.

6th

1997—The Flyers’ vaunted “Legion of Doom” line (see February 11th) had its fair share of great games, but none better, statistically, than on this day.

The line, consisting of center Eric Lindros (one goal, four assists), and wingers John LeClair (four goals, two assists) and Mikael Renberg (one goal, four assists), set a team record for points by a single line (16). John LeClair set new single-game personal bests in both goals and points in the contest, a 9-5 win over the Montreal Canadiens.
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From left to right: LeClair, Lindros, and Renberg. (Philadelphia Flyers)

The “Legion of Doom” carried the Flyers to the Stanley Cup Finals, falling in four games to the Detroit Red Wings.

2005—Perhaps the franchise’s greatest non-championship team, the 2004–05 Eagles, had finally broken through and made it to the Super Bowl.

Behind a 13-1 start to the regular season (they finished 13-3 after resting key starters in the final two games), the Birds played in their first Super Bowl since the 1980 season, after four straight cracks at the NFC championship.

Two things resonate from the Birds’ 24-21 loss to the New England Patriots: Terrell Owens’s nine catches for 122 yards after a seven-week absence nursing a broken ankle, and Donovan McNabb’s did he or didn’t he on-field regurgitation (too much Chunky Soup?—see June 26th).

The Birds had a brief lead at 7-0, and were tied at halftime. But the New England offensive attack was relentless, asserting an effective ground game that the Eagles simply couldn’t match. With 17 seconds remaining, McNabb was intercepted and the Eagles were sunk.


COLOR COMMENTARY
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Like many other painful Philadelphia sports memories, this one ranks up there with the worst of them. I had just been hired by WIP as an update anchor and was just starting out in the media industry.

Although it was too late for a credential, I had decided to make the trip down to Jacksonville, sans tickets, with a few of my friends, joining the thousands of Eagles fans strutting the streets in full Eagles regalia.

As a fan my whole life, I was waiting for this day for a very long time.

It was a fun week, and despite the weather feeling more like Philly than Florida, it was a trip for the ages.

Luckily, two hours prior to kickoff, I finally scored a ticket for $1,900.00, and I was in.

What I recall is this: The Eagles were tied at seven at the half, but they should’ve been up by at least 14. Terrell Owens was the best player on the field. Andy Reid got outcoached. And I’m still trying to figure out what exactly happened in those last five minutes.
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