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—INTRODUCTION—





  THE EAGLE LEGACY




  The Philadelphia Eagles came into being in 1933, two years after the city’s first NFL team, the Frankford Yellow Jackets, ceased operations after going bankrupt. Granted an expansion franchise by the league office in exchange for an entry fee of $2,500, a syndicate headed by former University of Pennsylvania teammates Lud Wray and Bert Bell inherited the NFL rights to the Philadelphia area, after which it assembled an almost entirely new team, retaining the services of only one member of the 1931 Yellow Jackets. Drawing inspiration from the “blue eagle,” which served as the insignia of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s National Recovery Act, Bell and Wray named their new franchise the Philadelphia Eagles, with Bell taking on the roles of president and general manager and Wray assuming head-coaching duties.




  Taking up residence in the NFL’s Eastern Division, which they shared with the New York Giants, Brooklyn Dodgers, Boston Redskins, and Pittsburgh Pirates (who eventually became known as the Steelers), the Eagles experienced very little success their first three seasons under Wray while playing their home games at Philadelphia’s Baker Bowl, compiling an overall record of just 9-21-1 from 1933 to 1935. Continuing to struggle after they moved into Philadelphia Municipal Stadium and Bell replaced Wray at the helm in 1936, the Eagles finished at, or near, the bottom of the division standings in each of the next five seasons, posting more than two victories just once during that time.




  The Eagles remained cellar dwellers after they changed their home venue to Connie Mack Stadium in 1940, compiling a record of just 1-10 their first year there. However, things finally began to turn around for them shortly after a complicated change in ownership occurred prior to the start of the ensuing campaign. After Wray sold his half-interest in the team to Art Rooney, who had just sold the Pittsburgh Steelers to Alexis Thompson, Bell/Rooney and Thompson swapped franchises, but not teams. Bell/Rooney’s entire Eagles corporate organization, including most of the players, moved to Pittsburgh, while Thompson’s Steelers moved to Philadelphia, leaving only the team nicknames in their original cities. After assuming ownership of the revamped Eagles, Thompson hired former MLB outfielder, pro football player, and college football coach Earle “Greasy” Neale to guide his team from the sidelines. Although the Eagles won a total of only four games their first two years under Neale, they posted a winning mark in each of the next seven seasons, capturing their first division title in 1947, before winning the NFL championship in both 1948 and 1949.




  The Eagle teams of the late-1940s proved to be the finest in all of football, appearing in three consecutive NFL title games. After dropping a 28–21 decision to the Chicago Cardinals in the 1947 title tilt, the Eagles avenged that loss the following year by claiming their first league championship with a 7–0 victory over the Cardinals in a contest played in a blinding snowstorm. Returning to the championship game once again in 1949, the Eagles capped off a brilliant 11-1 campaign in which they outscored their opponents by a combined margin of 364–134 by shutting out the Los Angeles Rams by a score of 14–0. Although receiver Pete Pihos and two-way linemen Al Wistert, Vic Sears, and Frank “Bucko” Kilroy all starred for the Eagles during their period of dominance, running back Steve Van Buren established himself as the team’s most recognizable figure and first truly great player, leading the NFL in rushing four times between 1945 and 1949.




  The 1949 campaign also marked the end of the Alexis Thompson era in Philadelphia, with the Eagles’ owner selling his team to a syndicate of 100 buyers known as the “Happy Hundred” that included noted Philadelphia businessman James P. Clark and Leonard Tose, whose name eventually became quite familiar to Eagles fans. More changes followed, with Greasy Neale announcing his retirement after the Eagles finished just 6-6 in 1950, leading to a revolving door of head coaches in the “City of Brotherly Love” over the course of the next several seasons. After new head man Bo McMillin retired due to terminal stomach cancer just two games into the 1951 campaign, assistant coach Wayne Millner assumed control of the team for the rest of the year. Former Wichita State University head coach Jim Trimble replaced Millner at the helm in 1952, leading the Eagles to an overall record of 25-20-3 the next four seasons, before being relieved of his duties following the conclusion of the 1955 campaign. Hugh Devore subsequently led the Eagles to an underwhelming mark of 7-16-1 the next two years, before being replaced by former college and San Francisco 49ers head coach Buck Shaw in 1958, the same year the Eagles began playing their home games at Franklin Field—a 60,658-seat stadium located at the eastern edge of the University of Pennsylvania’s campus that originally opened in 1895.




  Although the Eagles compiled a winning record just four times during the 1950s, they featured several outstanding players during that time. Pete Pihos remained one of the best receivers in the game, while fellow receivers Pete Retzlaff and Tommy McDonald also gradually emerged as top threats on offense. Bobby Walston proved to be one of the league’s most reliable receivers and placekickers. And Chuck Bednarik, who first arrived in Philadelphia in 1949, starred on both sides of the ball for the Eagles throughout the decade, establishing himself as one of the greatest and most beloved players in franchise history.




  After going just 2-9-1 in Buck Shaw’s first year at the helm, the Eagles improved dramatically in 1959, compiling a mark of 7-5 that earned them a second-place finish in the NFL’s Eastern Division, which they shared at the time with the New York Giants, Cleveland Browns, Pittsburgh Steelers, Washington Redskins, and Chicago Cardinals. The Eagles surprised everyone by emerging as the class of the league the following year, concluding the 1960 campaign with a regular-season record of 10-2, before winning their first NFL title in more than a decade by earning a hard-fought 17–13 victory over Vince Lombardi’s Green Bay Packers in the NFL championship game. Led by Hall of Fame quarterback Norm Van Brocklin, Pro Bowl receivers Retzlaff and McDonald, and the incomparable Bednarik, who sealed Philadelphia’s win over Green Bay with a game-saving tackle of running back Jim Taylor in the closing moments, the 1960 Eagles featured several excellent players. Yet, they reached the pinnacle of their sport largely because of their grit and determination, which enabled them to overcome teams that possessed even more talent.




  With Buck Shaw choosing to announce his retirement following the conclusion of the 1960 campaign, ownership elected to replace him with former assistant coach Nick Skorich, who led a strong Eagles team that featured Bednarik and talented young players such as quarterback Sonny Jurgensen, linebacker Maxie Baughan, and running back/kickoff returner Timmy Brown to a 10-4 record and a close second-place finish in the NFL East his first year in charge. However, bad management, poor decision-making, and a lack of leadership subsequently caused the Eagles to enter in to an extended period of mediocrity that lasted 16 years. After the Eagles posted a total of only five victories in 1962 and 1963, Skorich was relieved of his duties by new team owner Jerry Wolman, a 36-year-old millionaire Washington developer who purchased the club from the 65 shareholders who remained from the original “Happy Hundred.” Wolman immediately replaced Skorich with former Cardinals and Washington Redskins head coach Joe Kuharich, who spent the next five years running the Eagles into the ground, although they managed to win nine games under him in 1966. In addition to trading Jurgensen to Washington for journeyman signal-caller Norm Snead in 1964, Kuharich made poor use of the NFL Draft, selecting only two players (Bob Brown and Ben Hawkins) who ended up making much of an impact in Philadelphia. After the Eagles finished just 2-12 in 1968, Kuharich received his walking papers from new owner Leonard Tose, the self-made trucking millionaire who purchased the team from Wolman at season’s end.




  Unfortunately, the change in ownership did little to alter the fortunes of the Eagles, who failed to post a winning record in any of the next seven seasons, during which time they moved into newly built Veterans Stadium. Completed by the start of the 1971 campaign and located at the northeast corner of Broad Street and Pattison Avenue, Veterans Stadium, which seated 65,358 patrons for football and 56,371 for baseball, ended up serving as home to both the Eagles and Phillies for the next 32 years. Yet, despite their new surroundings and the outstanding performances of talented players such as wide receiver Harold Carmichael, safeties Bill Bradley and Randy Logan, and perennial All-Pro linebacker Bill Bergey, the Eagles continued to struggle on the field, compiling an overall record of just 31-62-5 from 1969 to 1975, as Jerry Williams (1969–1971), Ed Khayat (1971–1972), and Mike McCormack (1973–1975) all took turns coaching the team.




  Displeased with the Eagles’ 4-10 finish in 1975, Leonard Tose fired McCormack and replaced him with former UCLA head coach Dick Vermeil, who led the Bruins to a 9-2-1 record and a victory over number one ranked Ohio State in the Rose Bowl the previous season. Although the Eagles initially failed to show much improvement under the energetic and upbeat Vermeil, winning a total of only nine games his first two years in charge, they embraced his enthusiastic attitude, which, coupled with the additions of quarterback Ron Jaworski and running back Wilbert Montgomery, the continued outstanding play of Bergey and Carmichael, and one of the league’s hardest-hitting defenses, helped them advance to the playoffs as a wild card in 1978. After earning another wild card berth the following year, the Eagles claimed their first division title in 20 seasons in 1980 by compiling a record of 12-4. They subsequently posted victories over the Minnesota Vikings (31–16) and Dallas Cowboys (20–7) in the playoffs, before losing to the Oakland Raiders by a score of 27–10 in Super Bowl XV.




  The Eagles appeared to be headed for another NFC title in 1981, winning their first six games, before losing six of their next 10 contests and ultimately suffering an unexpected 27–21 defeat at the hands of the New York Giants in the wild card round of the playoffs. They then suffered through a dismal strike-shortened 1982 campaign, finishing last in the division with a record of 3-6, which prompted Vermeil to announce his resignation, citing “burnout” as the cause of his departure. The Eagles continued to struggle under former defensive coordinator Marion Campbell the next three years, posting an overall mark of just 18-29-1 from 1983 to 1985, before new team owner, Norman Braman, the billionaire car dealer who purchased the club from Leonard Tose in April 1985, replaced him with Buddy Ryan, who helped build the dominant Chicago Bears defense of the 1980s. After compiling a losing record under Ryan in each of the next two seasons, the Eagles, led by star quarterback Randall Cunningham and a smothering defense that included Clyde Simmons, Jerome Brown, and the great Reggie White up front, Seth Joyner and Byron Evans at linebacker, and Eric Allen, Andre Waters, and Wes Hopkins in the secondary, advanced to the playoffs three straight times. But, with the outspoken Ryan failing to lead them to a single postseason victory despite his tough talk and bold predictions, Braman decided to replace him with offensive coordinator Rick Kotite following the conclusion of the 1990 campaign.




  The Eagles initially performed well under Kotite, compiling a record of 10-6 in 1991, before making the playoffs as a wild card the following year by going 11-5. However, the loss of Jerome Brown, who died tragically in a high-speed automobile crash on June 25, 1992, and the free agent departure of Reggie White prior to the start of the 1993 campaign ultimately proved to be too much to overcome, causing the Eagles to post an overall mark of just 15-17 from 1993 to 1994, and prompting Braman to sell the team to movie producer and current owner Jeffrey Lurie, who wasted no time in relieving Kotite of his duties.




  Following the departure of Kotite, former San Francisco 49ers defensive coordinator Ray Rhodes assumed control of the Eagles, leading them to a 10-6 finish and a playoff berth his first year in charge. However, after defeating the Detroit Lions by a score of 58–37 in the NFC wild card game, the Eagles suffered a 30–11 defeat at the hands of the arch-rival Dallas Cowboys in the divisional round of the postseason tournament the following week. Returning to the playoffs in 1996, the Eagles failed to advance beyond the first round, losing the wild card game to the 49ers by a score of 14–0. Rhodes remained in Philadelphia two more years, losing his job after the Eagles won a total of only nine games in 1997 and 1998.




  After firing Rhodes, Lurie replaced him with former Packers assistant coach Andy Reid, who spent the previous seven seasons in Green Bay developing the skills of future Hall of Fame QB Brett Favre. Making the drafting of quarterback Donovan McNabb with the second overall pick of the 1999 NFL Draft one of his first moves, Reid turned the Eagles into perennial contenders before long, leading them to five straight playoff appearances, four consecutive division titles, and one trip to the Super Bowl between 2000 and 2004. After being eliminated by the Giants in the divisional round of the postseason tournament in 2000, the Eagles appeared in four straight conference championship games, losing to the St. Louis Rams in 2001, the Tampa Bay Buccaneers in 2002, and the Carolina Panthers in 2003, before capturing their second NFC title by recording a 27–10 victory over the Atlanta Falcons in the 2004 conference championship game. However, they subsequently came up just short against New England in Super Bowl XXXIX, losing to the Patriots by a score of 24–21.




  Over the course of those five seasons, the Eagles also christened Lincoln Financial Field as their new home. Located in South Philadelphia, on Pattison Avenue, between 11th and South Darien Streets, Lincoln Financial, which has a seating capacity of 69,176, officially opened to the public on August 3, 2003. It has since hosted several notable events, including three divisional round playoff games and three NFC championship games.




  Despite making the playoffs four more times under Reid from 2005 to 2012, the Eagles failed to sustain the same level of excellence, compiling an overall record during that time of 66-61-1, and advancing beyond the first round of the postseason tournament just twice. A 4-12 finish in 2012 sealed Reid’s fate, with Lurie choosing to replace him with former Oregon head coach Chip Kelly at season’s end. Reid left Philadelphia having led the Eagles to an overall record of 130-93-1 over 14 seasons, making him the longest-tenured and winningest coach in franchise history. In addition to McNabb, other players that excelled for the Eagles under Reid include running back LeSean McCoy, wide receiver DeSean Jackson, running back/punt returner Brian Westbrook, defensive end Trent Cole, linebacker Jeremiah Trotter, and defensive backs Troy Vincent and Brian Dawkins.




  The Eagles performed well their first two seasons under Kelly, posting back-to-back 10-6 records and capturing the division title in 2013, before losing to the New Orleans Saints by a score of 26–24 in the opening round of the playoffs. However, after they went just 7-9 in 2015, Kelly received his pink slip from Lurie, who subsequently hired Kansas City Chiefs offensive coordinator Doug Pederson to be his replacement. After posting an identical 7-9 mark their first year under Pederson, the Eagles, led by second-year quarterback Carson Wentz and one of the league’s stingiest defenses, finished a conference-best 13-3 in 2017. Nevertheless, with Wentz sidelined by a late-season injury, most pundits considered them a longshot to win the NFC title heading into the playoffs. Displaying tremendous resolve, the Eagles went on to defeat the Atlanta Falcons by a score of 15–10 in the divisional round of the postseason tournament, before claiming the conference championship with a lopsided 38–7 victory over the Minnesota Vikings in the NFC title game. With backup quarterback Nick Foles performing exceptionally well behind center, the Eagles then recorded a 41–33 victory over the New England Patriots in Super Bowl LII, giving them their fourth league championship.




  Besieged by injuries, and perhaps suffering from a “Super Bowl hangover,” the Eagles got off to a slow start in 2018, losing six of their first 10 games, before rebounding to win five of their final six contests, thereby sneaking into the playoffs as a wild card. Displaying their championship mettle, the Eagles then posted a heart-stopping 16–15 victory over the favored Chicago Bears in the first round of the postseason tournament. However, they subsequently suffered a 20–14 defeat at the hands of the New Orleans Saints in their divisional round playoff matchup, ending their dreams of repeating as NFL champions. Nevertheless, with a defense anchored by All-Pro tackle Fletcher Cox and an offense led by Wentz, Pro Bowl tight end Zach Ertz, and other standout performers such as receiver Nelson Agholor and linemen Jason Kelce and Lane Johnson, the Eagles figure to be perennial contenders for conference championship honors in the years ahead. Their next NFC title will be their fourth. They have also won 14 division titles, four NFL championships, and one Super Bowl. Featuring a plethora of exceptional performers through the years, the Eagles have inducted 34 players into their Hall of Fame, nine of whom have had their numbers retired by the team. Meanwhile, 17 members of the Pro Football Hall of Fame spent at least one full season in Philadelphia, with 10 of those men wearing an Eagles uniform during many of their peak seasons.




  FACTORS USED TO DETERMINE RANKINGS




  It should come as no surprise that selecting the 50 greatest players ever to perform for a team with the rich history of the Eagles presented quite a challenge. Even after narrowing the field down to a mere 50 men, I still needed to devise a method of ranking the elite players that remained. Certainly, the names of Reggie White, Chuck Bednarik, Steve Van Buren, Clyde Simmons, Brian Dawkins, and Donovan McNabb would appear at, or near, the top of virtually everyone’s list, although the order might vary somewhat from one person to the next. Several other outstanding performers have gained general recognition through the years as being among the greatest players ever to wear an Eagles uniform. Bill Bergey, Wilbert Montgomery, Randall Cunningham, and Seth Joyner head the list of other Eagles icons. But, how does one compare players who lined up on opposite sides of the ball with any degree of certainty? Furthermore, how does one differentiate between the pass-rushing and run-stopping skills of linemen such as Reggie White and Clyde Simmons and the ball-hawking skills of defensive backs such as Brian Dawkins and Bill Bradley? And, on the offensive end, how can a direct correlation be made between the contributions made by standout lineman Jason Peters and skill position players such as Steve Van Buren and Pete Retzlaff? And then there is the great Chuck Bednarik, who starred on both sides of the ball for the Eagles for more than a decade. After initially deciding whom to include on my list, I then needed to determine what criteria I should use to formulate my final rankings.




  The first thing I decided to examine was the level of dominance a player attained during his time with the Eagles. How often did he lead the NFL in a major statistical category? Did he ever capture league MVP honors? How many times did he earn a trip to the Pro Bowl or a spot on the All-Pro Team?




  I also chose to assess the level of statistical compilation a player achieved while wearing an Eagles uniform. I reviewed where he ranks among the team’s all-time leaders in those statistical categories most pertinent to his position. Of course, even the method of using statistics as a measuring stick has its inherent flaws. Although the level of success a team experiences rushing and passing the ball is impacted greatly by the performance of its offensive line, there really is no way to quantifiably measure the level of play reached by each individual offensive lineman. Conversely, the play of the offensive line affects tremendously the statistics compiled by a team’s quarterback and running backs. Furthermore, the NFL did not keep an official record of defensive numbers such as tackles and quarterback sacks until the 1980s (although the Eagles kept their own records prior to that). In addition, when examining the statistics compiled by offensive players, the era during which a quarterback, running back, or wide receiver competed must be factored into the equation.




  To illustrate my last point, rules changes instituted by the league office have opened up the game considerably over the course of the last two decades. Quarterbacks are accorded far more protection than ever before, and officials have also been instructed to limit the amount of contact defensive backs are allowed to make with wide receivers. As a result, the game has experienced an offensive explosion, with quarterbacks and receivers posting numbers players from prior generations rarely even approached. That being the case, one must place the numbers Donovan McNabb compiled during his career in their proper context when comparing him to other top Eagles quarterbacks such as Randall Cunningham and Ron Jaworski. Similarly, the statistics posted by DeSean Jackson must be viewed in moderation when comparing him to previous Eagles wideouts Tommy McDonald and Pete Pihos.




  Other important factors I needed to consider were the overall contributions a player made to the success of the team, the degree to which he improved the fortunes of the club during his time in Philadelphia, and the manner in which he impacted the team, both on and off the field. While the number of championships and division titles the Eagles won during a player’s years with the team certainly factored into the equation, I chose not to deny a top performer his rightful place on the list if his years in Philadelphia happened to coincide with a lack of overall success by the club. As a result, the names of players such as Timmy Brown and Bill Bradley will appear in these rankings.




  One other thing I should mention is that I only considered a player’s performance while playing for the Eagles when formulating my rankings. That being the case, the name of Hall of Fame quarterback Norm Van Brocklin, who had most of his finest seasons for the Los Angeles Rams, may appear lower on this list than one might expect. Meanwhile, the names of other standout performers such as Sonny Jurgensen and Terrell Owens are nowhere to be found.




  Having established the guidelines to be used throughout this book, the time has come to reveal the 50 greatest players in Eagles history, starting with number 1 and working our way down to number 50.




  1




  
—REGGIE WHITE—





  Reggie White received stiff competition from Chuck Bednarik and Steve Van Buren for the number one spot in these rankings, with Bednarik’s exceptional two-way play for more than a decade making him a particularly strong contender. Nevertheless, the level of dominance that White displayed during his eight seasons in Philadelphia enabled him to finish just ahead of his two closest rivals for the top spot on this list. Considered by many football experts to be the greatest defensive end in the history of the game, White earned more individual accolades over the course of his 15-year NFL career than any other player ever to man the position. Having most of his finest seasons for the Eagles from 1985 to 1992, White gained Pro Bowl and All-Pro recognition seven times each as a member of the team, with his extraordinary play in 1987 earning him NFL Defensive Player of the Year honors for the first of two times. The franchise’s all-time leader in sacks, White brought down opposing quarterbacks behind the line of scrimmage more than 10 times in each of his eight seasons with the Eagles, ending his time in Philadelphia with 124 sacks in only 121 games. An outstanding run-defender as well, White also recorded more than 100 tackles five times, with his 794 solo stops placing him fifth in team annals. White’s brilliant play helped the Eagles capture one division title and advance to the playoffs four times, prompting the team to eventually induct him into its Hall of Fame and retire his #92.




  Born in Chattanooga, Tennessee, on December 19, 1961, Reginald Howard White spent his early years being raised by his unwed mother, before being placed with his grandmother, Mildred Dodd, after he turned eight years of age. Inspired by the ministers and teachers he met at the local Baptist church he attended regularly, White, according to his mother, announced at the age of 12 that he wanted to be two things: a football player and a minister. Reflecting back on his youth, White told Sports Illustrated, “When I was a child, I was always bigger than the other kids. Kids used to call me Bigfoot or Land of the Giant. They’d tease me and run away. Around seventh grade, I found something I was good at. I could play football, and I could use my size and achieve success by playing within the rules. I remember telling my mother that someday I would be a professional football player and I’d take care of her for the rest of her life.”




  After lettering in football, basketball, and track and field at Howard High School, White, who became an ordained minister at the age of 17, accepted an athletic scholarship from the University of Tennessee. Acquiring the nickname “The Minister of Defense” while in college, White set school records for most sacks in a career (32) and in a season (15). Performing particularly well as a senior in 1983, White recorded 100 tackles (72 solo), nine tackles for loss, and 15 sacks, en route to earning SEC Player of the Year and consensus All-America honors.
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  Many people consider Reggie White to be the greatest defensive end ever to play the game.
Courtesy of George A. Kitrinos




  Subsequently selected by the Memphis Showboats in the 1984 USFL Territorial Draft, and by the Philadelphia Eagles with the fourth overall pick of the 1984 NFL Supplemental Draft, White chose to remain close to home and signed a five-year deal with Memphis. However, after registering a total of 23½ sacks in his two years with the Showboats, White signed with the Eagles when the USFL folded in 1985.




  Thrilled that a player of White’s ability became available to his team, Eagles owner Norman Braman stated at the news conference announcing his signing, “From the very outset, Marion [Campbell] has been mentioning Reggie White—‘Try to get him, try to get him’—and I tell you that, through a long and very difficult process, I am pleased to announce that Sara [White’s wife] and Reggie White are part of the Philadelphia Eagles family. He’ll be one of the great anchors of an already formidable defense.... It’s very rare that a player of Reggie’s quality comes along. Reggie has been described as a franchise player, and we’ll look on him in that manner. We were very lucky to get him.”




  White, in turn, told the assembled media, “I am glad to be here. This was always my dream as a kid. I have always wanted to be an NFL player and today I have the opportunity.”




  Joining the Eagles three weeks into the 1985 campaign, White ended up recording 100 tackles and tying for the team lead with 13 sacks, with his exceptional play at left defensive end earning him NFL Defensive Rookie of the Year honors. He followed that up with another outstanding season, gaining Pro Bowl and All-Pro recognition for the first of 13 straight times by registering 98 tackles and 18 sacks, which placed him third in the league rankings. Performing even better during the strike-shortened 1987 campaign, White earned NFL Defensive Player of the Year honors by recording a franchise record and league-leading 21 sacks in just 12 games. Turning in another virtuoso performance the following year, White led the Eagles to the NFC East title by recording 133 tackles and a league-high 18 sacks.




  Virtually impossible to block one-on-one due to his size, strength, and quickness, the 6'5", 291-pound White typically found himself being engaged by multiple blockers. But, no matter how opposing teams tried to slow him down, White invariably forced them to alter their approach by creating havoc in the offensive backfield. In discussing how he prepared himself mentally to play against White, longtime New York Giants quarterback Phil Simms offered, “You didn’t worry about going over your game plan. I truly would sit on my stool in the locker room going, ‘OK now. Hang in there. Alright. You know, hang in there. It’s going to be rough. Just, you know, come on, hang.’ You had to give yourself a pep talk to be tough enough to endure what was going to happen, because it always did happen.”




  Simms then added, “He was the greatest, he was the most talented person I ever played against in the league, and you know I’m putting some unbelievable players in that category.”




  Eagles head coach Buddy Ryan, who built his defense around White after he assumed control of the team in 1986, agreed with Simms’s assessment, once calling his best player “the perfect defensive lineman... probably the most gifted defensive athlete I’ve ever been around.”




  Meanwhile, Eagles linebacker Seth Joyner said of his longtime team-mate, “He was the most dominant player I have ever seen. Size, strength, speed. He could run as fast as most linebackers.”




  Although White built much of his reputation on his ability to sack opposing quarterbacks, he also excelled against the run, revealing the pride he took in that aspect of his game when he told Sports Illustrated, “In high school and college, you’re taught to hit the ground on a double team. Here, you’re expected to take it on. I get double-teamed on every play, so I expect it. Sacks are great, and they get you elected to the Pro Bowl. But I’ve always felt that a great defensive lineman has to play the run and pass equally well.... The so-called men of the game pride themselves on being complete players.”




  An outstanding team leader as well, White used his engaging personality to bring humor to the locker room. Meanwhile, he served as a spiritual and emotional leader to his teammates, none of whom ever recalled hearing him curse or seeing him fight.




  Yet, as much as White gave of himself to the Eagles, he also contributed significantly to the community, spending much of his free time preaching on street corners in Philadelphia’s troubled inner-city neighborhoods, donating money to dozens of Christian outreach organizations, and speaking as a member of the Fellowship of Christian Athletes. When asked about his philanthropic endeavors, White told Sports Illustrated, “I believe that I’ve been blessed with physical ability in order to gain a platform to preach the gospel. A lot of people look at athletes as role models, and to be successful as an athlete, I’ve got to do what I do, hard but fair... I try to live a certain way, and maybe that’ll have some kind of effect. I think God has allowed me to have an impact on a few people’s lives.”




  White continued to excel on the playing field for the Eagles for four more years, averaging 13½ sacks and 97 tackles from 1989 to 1992, while also forcing 12 fumbles and recovering six others. Nevertheless, bad feelings gradually developed between him and team owner Norman Braman, with Eagles historian and noted columnist Ray Didinger writing, “They split on so many issues—the 1987 players’ strike, the 1990 firing of head coach Buddy Ryan, the 1992 loss of free agent Keith Jackson—that, in the end, they had nothing to build on. There was no trust, no goodwill to serve as the foundation for constructive talks.”




  Things finally came to a head when White became a free agent following the conclusion of the 1992 campaign. Upset that Braman failed to make him an offer during the early stages of his free agency, and disappointed that head coach Rich Kotite hadn’t contacted him, White stated during a conference call with Philadelphia writers from his agent’s office, “It’s somewhat discouraging. In some ways, I’ve gotten my hopes up and then they’ve torn it down. I believe I can get money anywhere, but I’m looking for a team that makes a commitment to winning. I have nothing personal against Norman, but I think Norman is so business-minded that he can’t see the important things needed.”




  White then added, “I’m sort of getting fed up with Mr. Braman bringing up things he did for me. I can’t handle negotiations that way.”




  White also expressed his dissatisfaction with team ownership for lobbying with the league for a high draft pick if he left, suggesting, “It looks like they’re trying to cover their tails. It’s like they’re preparing to lose me, instead of trying to keep me.”




  [image: chpt_fig_002]


  White recorded more sacks than anyone else in franchise history.
Courtesy of George A. Kitrinos




  White ultimately elected to sign a four-year, $17 million deal with the Packers, later claiming that God told him to go to Green Bay. After signing with the Packers, White told the Philadelphia Daily News that his relationship with Braman “had deteriorated to a point where he was probably glad to see me go.”




  In addition to recording 124 sacks and 794 solo tackles during his time in Philadelphia, White forced 18 fumbles, recovered 11 others, intercepted two passes, and scored two touchdowns on defense.




  White ended up spending six seasons in Green Bay, making a huge impact on the Packers and the city as a whole during that time. Recording 68½ sacks and 301 tackles over the course of those six seasons, White earned Pro Bowl and All-Pro honors each year, gained recognition as NFL Defensive Player of the Year for the second time in his career in 1998, and led the Packers to six straight playoff appearances, three division titles, two NFC championships, and one Super Bowl victory. Furthermore, White helped change the perception that many players in the league had of Green Bay, as team president Bob Harlan noted when he said, “Everyone thought the last place he would sign was Green Bay, and it was monumental because, not only did he sign, but he recruited for Green Bay and got guys like Sean Jones to come here. He sent a message to the rest of the NFL that Green Bay was a great place to play.”




  Choosing to announce his retirement following the conclusion of the 1998 campaign, White subsequently remained away from the game for one year, before electing to come out of retirement and sign with the Carolina Panthers, for whom he recorded 5½ sacks in 2000. Retiring for good at season’s end, White concluded his NFL career with 198 sacks, which leaves him second only to Bruce Smith in league history. However, his 23½ sacks as a member of the USFL’s Memphis Showboats gives him a total of 221½ sacks as a professional, making him pro football’s all-time sacks leader. White also recorded more than 1,100 tackles, intercepted three passes, forced 33 fumbles, and recovered 20 others, two of which he returned for touchdowns. In addition to being elected to the Pro Football Hall of Fame the first time his name appeared on the ballot, White received the additional distinctions of being named to the NFL’s 75th Anniversary All-Time Team and being accorded a number 22 ranking on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History.




  Unfortunately, White did not live long after his playing career ended, succumbing to cardiac arrhythmia on the morning of December 26, 2004, just one week after he celebrated his 43rd birthday. The Medical Examiner’s Office subsequently speculated that the pulmonary sarcoidosis and sleep apnea from which White had suffered for years likely caused his death.




  Upon learning of his passing, NFL commissioner Paul Tagliabue said, “Reggie White was a gentle warrior who will be remembered as one of the greatest defensive players in NFL history. Equally impressive as his achievements on the field was the positive impact that he made off the field and the way he served as a positive influence on so many young people.”




  Former Packers coach Mike Holmgren paid tribute to White by stating, “First of all, he was just a wonderful player. Then, as a person, he was just the best. He was one of the leaders, along with Brett Favre, of our football team in Green Bay. I’m a better person for having been around Reggie White.”




  Johnny Majors, who coached White at the University of Tennessee, commented, “He was one of the greatest players who ever put on a uniform at his position. I once referred to him as the Tony Dorsett of defensive line-men. There’s never been a better one.”




  Brett Favre expressed his admiration for his former teammate by saying, “I had the utmost respect for Reggie White as a player. He may have been the best player I’ve ever seen, and he certainly was the best I’ve ever played with or against.”




  In assessing his playing career, White once said, “The thing that I know, and everyone else knows, is that no one can ever take my accomplishments away. My goal as a football player was to be the best to ever play my position. I believe I’ve reached my goal.” You will not find any disagreement with that statement here.




  
EAGLES CAREER HIGHLIGHTS





  Best Season




  White performed magnificently for the Eagles in 1988, earning First-All-Pro honors by recording a league-leading 18 sacks and a career-high 133 solo tackles. However, he proved to be even more dominant during the strike-shortened 1987 campaign, when, despite playing in only 12 games, he registered a league-leading and career-best 21 sacks, recorded 76 solo tackles and four forced fumbles, and scored one touchdown, with his brilliant play gaining him recognition as the NFL Defensive Player of the Year.




  Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances




  Although the Eagles lost in overtime to the Giants by a score of 16–10 on September 29, 1985, White recorded his first 2½ sacks as a member of the team during the contest.




  White led a defensive onslaught against Neil Lomax on November 17, 1985, registering three of the seven sacks the Eagles recorded against the St. Louis quarterback during a 24–14 win over the Cardinals.




  White excelled during a 13–10 loss to the Cardinals on November 2, 1986, getting to St. Louis quarterbacks a total of four times.




  White had another big game four weeks later, sacking Jim Plunkett four times during a 33–27 overtime win over the Los Angeles Raiders on November 30, 1986.




  White earned NFC Defensive Player of the Week honors for the first time by sacking Steve Pelluer three times during a 23–21 victory over the Dallas Cowboys on December 14, 1986.




  Although the Eagles suffered a 34–24 defeat at the hands of the Washington Redskins in the opening game of the 1987 regular season, White scored the first points of his career during the contest when he returned a fumble 70 yards for a touchdown.




  White once again starred in defeat on September 25, 1988, recording four sacks during a 23–21 loss to the Minnesota Vikings.




  White contributed to a 28–14 victory over the Redskins on November 12, 1990, by recording two sacks and the first of his three career interceptions, which he subsequently returned 33 yards.




  White led the Eagles to a convincing 20–3 win over Green Bay in the 1991 regular-season opener by sacking Packers quarterback Don Majkowski three times, with his outstanding play earning him NFC Defensive Player of the Week honors.




  White scored the last of his two career touchdowns during a 31–14 victory over the Cardinals on September 13, 1992, when he returned a recovered fumble 37 yards for a TD.




  White turned in his last dominant performance as a member of the Eagles on November 22, 1992, when he recorded 3½ sacks during a 47–34 win over the New York Giants.




  Notable Achievements




  •Scored two career touchdowns.


  •Finished in double digits in sacks eight straight times, recording 21 sacks once and 18 sacks twice.


  •Recorded more than 100 tackles five times.


  •Led Eagles in sacks six times and tackles once.


  •Led NFL in sacks twice.


  •Finished second in NFL with 15 sacks in 1991.


  •Finished third in NFL with 18 sacks in 1986.


  •Holds Eagles career record for most sacks (124).


  •Holds Eagles single-season record for most sacks (21 in 1987).


  •Ranks among Eagles career leaders with 794 solo tackles (5th) and 18 forced fumbles (4th).




  •Ranks second in NFL history with 198 career sacks.


  •1988 division champion.


  •Three-time NFC Defensive Player of the Week.


  •1985 NFL Defensive Rookie of the Year.


  •1987 NFL Defensive Player of the Year.


  •Two-time NFC Defensive Player of the Year (1987 and 1991).


  •Seven-time Pro Bowl selection (1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, and 1992).




  •Six-time First-Team All-Pro selection (1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, and 1991).




  •1992 Second-Team All-Pro selection.


  •Seven-time First-Team All-Conference selection (1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, and 1992).


  •NFL 1980s All-Decade Team.


  •NFL 1990s All-Decade Team.


  •Pro Football Reference All-1990s First Team.


  •Named to NFL’s 75th Anniversary Team in 1994.


  •Named to Eagles 75th Anniversary Team in 2007.


  •Inducted into Philadelphia Eagles Hall of Fame in 2005.


  •#92 retired by Eagles.


  •Named to Sporting News All-Century Team in 1999.


  •Number 22 on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History.


  •Number seven on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players.


  •Elected to Pro Football Hall of Fame in 2006.




  2




  
—CHUCK BEDNARIK—





  Having fallen just short of earning the top spot on this list, Chuck Bednarik lays claim to the number two position, edging out Steve Van Buren for that distinction. The last of the NFL’s “Sixty-Minute Men,” Bednarik spent most of his 14 seasons in Philadelphia starring on both sides of the ball for the Eagles, excelling at center on offense and linebacker on defense. Once described as “75 percent animal and 25 percent human being” by teammate Al Wistert, who also figures prominently in our rankings, Bednarik proved to be an enormous presence on the field and in the locker room his entire time in Philly, intimidating the opposition with his intense and physical style of play, while also providing leadership to his teammates. An eight-time Pro Bowl selection and nine-time All-Pro, “Concrete Charlie,” as he came to be known, helped lead the Eagles to two NFL championships, with his brilliant play also earning him many other individual honors following the conclusion of his playing career, including a spot on the NFL’s 75th Anniversary Team, a number 54 ranking on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History, the retirement of his #60 by the Eagles, and induction into the Pro Football Hall of Fame.




  Born in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, on May 1, 1925, to Slovakian parents who emigrated to the United States five years earlier, Charles Philip Bednarik Jr. attended Bethlehem’s Liberty Catholic High School, where he starred on the gridiron as a two-way lineman. Choosing to enlist in the US Army Air Force before finishing his senior year, Bednarik served his country during World War II as a waist-gunner aboard a B-24, flying 30 combat missions over Europe, for which he earned the Air Medal with five Oak Leaf Clusters, the European–African–Middle Eastern Campaign Medal, and five Battle Stars. Returning home following his discharge from the military, Bednarik enrolled at the University of Pennsylvania, where he spent three years starring at center and linebacker for the Quakers, earning All-America honors three times, winning the Maxwell Award as the Top College Player as a senior in 1948, and finishing third in the Heisman Trophy voting that same year.




  Subsequently selected by the Eagles with the first overall pick of the 1949 NFL Draft, Bednarik began his pro career in fine fashion, starting at center for Philadelphia’s 1949 NFL championship team. The following year, he became one of a vanishing breed, beginning a string of eight straight seasons in which he played both offense and defense. Establishing himself during that time as arguably the league’s finest player at both center and linebacker, Bednarik gained Pro Bowl recognition seven times and All-Pro honors in each of those eight seasons.




  Although Bednarik became known for his bone-jarring hits on defense, he proved to be equally effective on the offensive side of the ball, using his burly 6'3", 235-pound frame and superb technique to provide outstanding protection for his quarterback and create holes at the line of scrimmage for Eagles running backs. A bulldozing blocker, Bednarik drew praise from George Allen in the latter’s 1982 book Pro Football’s 100 Greatest Players, with the legendary coach writing, “Chuck Bednarik not only was the best linebacker I ever saw, but he also was the best offensive center of the past 30 years, and he would have ranked right up there with Mel Hein and Bulldog Turner among the offensive linemen had I chosen to put him on that list. He was the surest, strongest snapper I’ve ever seen and an absolutely brutal and unbeatable blocker.”




  Longtime Eagles teammate Frank “Bucko” Kilroy stated, “Most people think of Bednarik as a linebacker, and he was a great linebacker, not taking anything away from Chuck. But a lot of people forget that he was far and away the best offensive center in pro football. He might have been one of the great offensive centers of all time.”
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  Chuck Bednarik spent most of his career starring on both sides of the ball for the Eagles.
Courtesy of RMYAuctions.com




  In speaking of Bednarik, former Eagles coach Nick Skorich said, “This guy was a football athlete. He was a very strong blocker at center and quick as a cat off the ball.”




  Yet, Bednarik, who acquired his nickname “Concrete Charlie” due to both his toughness and his part-time job of selling concrete during the offseason, built his reputation largely on his hard-hitting defensive style of play, with his most memorable hit coming at the expense of New York Giants star running back Frank Gifford, whom he forced into temporary retirement. Revealing the mentality with which he approached playing linebacker, Bednarik stated, “A linebacker is an animal. He’s like a tiger or a lion that goes after prey. He wants to eat him. He wants to kick the shit out of him. That’s a linebacker.”




  Capable of stopping an enemy runner in his tracks, Bednarik, said Cleveland Browns great Jim Brown long after the playing careers of both men ended, “was as great as any linebacker who ever lived. I don’t know how old he is, but I’ll bet nobody can kick his butt today.” Brown then added, “He was a pure gladiator and a great football player.”




  In discussing his former teammate, Eagles defensive back Tom Brook-shier said, “Dick Butkus was the one who manhandled people. Chuck just snapped them down like rag dolls.” But Brookshier also suggested that Bednarik depended on more than just brute force to stifle opposing offenses when he stated, “He had such a sense for the game. You could do all that shifting and put all those men in motion, and Chuck still went right where the ball was.”




  Agreeing with Brookshier’s assessment, Maxie Baughan said of his fellow Eagles linebacker, “He was probably the most instinctive football player I’ve ever seen.”




  After spending the previous eight seasons playing both offense and defense, Bednarik manned the center position almost exclusively from 1958 to 1961, although he found himself doing double-duty once again in 1960 following an injury to starting left-outside linebacker Bob Pellegrini. Looking back at the way the 1960 campaign unfolded, Bednarik recalled, “I was going to play center, which is the easiest position from a physical standpoint. It’s not like linebacker, where somebody is coming at you from an angle, hitting you on every play. I was 35, but I thought I could play maybe three or four more years at center. A guy like [Oakland center] Jim Otto was still playing at 40. So, I was playing center and doing okay, then, boom, Bob Pellegrini gets hurt in Cleveland and everything changes.”




  Spending the final two months of the season excelling on both sides of the ball for the Eagles, Bednarik helped lead them to the NFL title, with Maxie Baughan later expressing his admiration for his teammate by saying, “I remember looking up and seeing Chuck in the (defensive) huddle. I was surprised, but then I realized, ‘That’s Chuck Bednarik.’ You never doubt what he can do. I played the right side and Chuck played the left. Chuck Weber was in the middle, and he made the calls. Instinct is a wonderful thing, and Bednarik had it. He could read a play and get to the football and, when he did, it was one heckuva collision. Frank Gifford can tell you all about that.”
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  “Concrete Charlie” missed just three games in 14 seasons.
Courtesy of Richard Albersheim of Albersheims.com




  Bednarik, who earned Pro Bowl and All-Pro honors for the final time in 1960, spent two more seasons in Philadelphia, playing center exclusively in 1961, before starting at middle linebacker his final year in the league. Revealing what continued to drive him during the latter stages of his career, Bednarik stated during a 1961 interview, “I just want to play, that’s all. I guess you can call it desire. That’s the biggest asset I have. When I go out there, I want to be the greatest football player who ever lived. I realize I won’t ever be, of course, but that’s the attitude I play with.”




  Finally choosing to announce his retirement following the conclusion of the 1962 campaign, Bednarik ended his career with 20 interceptions, which he returned for a total of 268 yards and one touchdown. He also recorded a franchise-record 21 fumble recoveries and missed just three games in 14 seasons.




  After spending more than a decade away from the game following his retirement, Bednarik returned to the football field to serve as an associate coach for Dick Vermeil when the latter became head coach of the Eagles in 1976. He also served as an analyst on the HBO program Inside the NFL for its inaugural season in 1977-78.




  Continuing to be lauded for his exceptional play long after he retired, Bednarik drew praise from Arizona State head football coach Frank Kush, who stated, “Chuck Bednarik, to me, is the epitome of what the game of football is all about. I’m talking about the discipline, I’m talking about the toughness, I’m talking about the focus, I’m talking about the intensity. He will go down in history as probably one of the toughest individuals that ever played football.”




  In speaking of Bednarik, longtime Philadelphia sportswriter, author, and radio personality Ray Didinger said, “It was almost as if he was some sort of creation that had come to life and stepped out of a display case in Canton. It was almost as if everything about him—the way he looked, the way he walked, the way he spoke, the way he played, more than anything— was the embodiment of everything you associate with pro football.”




  Didinger then added, “He was a guy who could dominate a game without ever touching the ball, and there aren’t a lot of guys you can say that about.... There were players in the league that were afraid of Bednarik. It takes a very unusual sort of guy to make other pro players wary.”




  Bednarik, who gained induction into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1967, received the additional distinction of being voted “The Greatest Center of All-Time” by a panel of sportswriters, coaches, and Hall of Fame players two years later.




  Displaying a penchant for clinging to the past as the years rolled on, Bednarik became an outspoken critic of modern players, who he described as “pussyfooters” who “suck air after five plays” and “couldn’t tackle my wife Emma.” Especially critical of Deion Sanders, who became in 1996 the first NFL player to assume a two-way role since he retired in 1962, Bednarik said, “The positions I played, every play, I was making contact, not like that... Deion Sanders, he couldn’t tackle my wife. He’s back there dancing out there instead of hitting.”




  Bednarik continued, “Sure I’m envious of what they make these days. I see what they make compared to what I did, and it makes me nauseous. I just scan the games on TV. I know they’re bigger today. Everyone goes 300 pounds. But look at ’em when they come off the field. They’re sitting there taking their last breath. They gotta have oxygen after one play! Think any of them will live to be 50? So, yeah, they’re bigger. Faster, too. But better? Show me.”




  Bednarik spent his final years residing in Coopersburg, Pennsylvania, before passing away at an assisted living center in Richland, Pennsylvania, at the age of 89, on March 21, 2015. Upon learning of his passing, Eagles chairman and CEO Jeffrey Lurie said, “The Eagles and our fans have lost a legend. Fans expect toughness, all-out effort, and a workmanlike attitude. So much of that image has its roots in the way Chuck played the game.”




  Although the Eagles released a statement saying that he died after a “brief illness,” Bednarik’s eldest daughter, Charlene Thomas, disputed that claim, stating that he had Alzheimer’s disease, from which he had been suffering for years, and that football-related injuries contributed to his decline.




  CAREER HIGHLIGHTS




  Best Season




  Bednarik had his finest season at linebacker in 1953, when he recovered four fumbles and recorded six interceptions, which he returned for a total of 116 yards and the only touchdown of his career. However, Bednarik contributed most to the success of the Eagles in 1960, serving as a pillar of strength on both sides of the ball throughout their unexpected championship run, during which time he played nearly 60 minutes every game.




  Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances




  Bednarik and his offensive line–mates helped lead the way for Eagles running backs to gain a season-high total of 307 yards on the ground during a 35–21 win over the Washington Redskins on December 2, 1951.




  Bednarik scored his only career touchdown on November 15, 1953, when he punctuated a 45–14 blowout of the Baltimore Colts by returning an interception 26 yards for the game’s final score.




  Bednarik anchored a Philadelphia defense that limited the Cardinals to just 49 yards of total offense and sacked Chicago quarterbacks seven times, in leading the Eagles to a lopsided 27–3 victory over their overmatched opponents on December 4, 1955.




  Bednarik picked off two passes in one game for the only time in his career during a 35–24 win over the Pittsburgh Steelers on December 3, 1961.




  Bednarik created the two most indelible images of himself in the minds of football fans in 1960, with perhaps his most memorable moment taking place during the Eagles’ 17–10 victory over the New York Giants at Yankee Stadium on November 20. With the two teams battling for first place in the Eastern Division, the Eagles found themselves clinging to a seven-point lead with the Giants in possession of the ball near midfield with less than two minutes remaining in the final period. Giants quarterback George Shaw threw a short pass over the middle to star running back Frank Gifford, who, after making the reception, headed upfield. However, before Gifford got very far, Bednarik delivered a devastating forearm blow to his neck and shoulders that knocked him to the turf, separating him from the ball in the process. As Gifford lay unconscious, Chuck Weber recovered the loose pigskin for the Eagles at their own 30-yard line, sealing the victory for Philadelphia. With Bednarik thrilled over the sudden turn of events, photographers subsequently pictured him celebrating as he stood over Gifford. However, Bednarik always maintained that he never meant to taunt his victim, claiming, “I wasn’t gloating over him. I didn’t even know he was there. My eyes were closed, and I yelled, ‘This f—king game is over.’ If he doesn’t fumble, they beat us, and the Eagles would not have won the championship.... It was the most important play and tackle in my life. They were from the big city. The glamor boys. The guys who got written up in all the magazines. But I thought we were the better team.”




  Speaking of the hit on Gifford, who, after being carted off the field on a stretcher, sat out the next 18 months before finally returning to action, Eagles defensive back Tom Brookshier commented, “He caught him as flush as you could catch him. Giff never saw him coming. It was amazing... I played football a long time, but I never heard anything like that collision. It wasn’t the usual thud. This was a loud crack, like an axe splitting a piece of wood. I saw Frank on the ground, and he looked like a corpse. I thought he was dead.” Meanwhile, Giants linebacker Sam Huff stated, “I was one of the first guys who went by him. I really thought he was dead. His eyes rolled back into his head. He was really unconscious. It was a great hit. I’ve hit some guys like that, but not that good. That’s the kind of hit linebackers dream about.”




  Bednarik also created a permanent place for himself in football lore by playing on both offense and defense for much of the 1960 campaign, manning the center position whenever the Eagles gained possession of the ball, while also doing a superb job from his linebacker post on defense. In the process, the 35-year-old Bednarik, who also snapped on punts, extra points, and field goals, established himself as the NFL’s last full-time two-way player. Looking back at his amazing achievement, Bednarik said, “It was 20 years before it dawned on me what I did. I took it for granted. They told me to play, so I played. But, as I got older, I thought about it. I said, ‘Do you know what the hell you did?’ No one will ever do it again, certainly not at the professional level. You don’t even see two-way players in college anymore... I was the end of an era.”




  Making a lasting impression on rookie Eagles linebacker Maxie Baughan with his exceptional display of endurance, Bednarik, who played 58 minutes in the NFL championship game and secured the victory for the Eagles with a game-saving tackle of Green Bay running back Jim Taylor deep inside Philadelphia territory in the closing seconds, drew praise from his former teammate, who stated, “I was in awe of Chuck. We would come on the field and Chuck would be waiting for us. He’d say, ‘Let’s go... let’s get together.’ If he was tired, he never let it show.”




  Notable Achievements




  •Scored one defensive touchdown during career.


  •Recorded six interceptions and 116 interception-return yards in 1953.


  •Missed just three games in 14 seasons.


  •Holds Eagles career records for most fumble recoveries (21) and most seasons played (14).




  •Ranks fifth in Eagles history in games played (169).


  •Two-time Eastern Division champion (1949 and 1960).


  •Two-time NFL champion (1949 and 1960).


  •Eight-time Pro Bowl selection (1950, 1951, 1952, 1953, 1954, 1956, 1957, and 1960).




  •Six-time First-Team All-Pro selection (1950, 1951, 1952, 1953, 1954, and 1960).


  •Three-time Second-Team All-Pro selection (1955, 1956, and 1957).


  •NFL 1950s All-Decade Team.


  •Pro Football Reference All-1950s First Team.


  •Named to NFL’s 75th Anniversary Team in 1994.


  •Named to Eagles 75th Anniversary Team in 2007.


  •Inducted into Philadelphia Eagles Hall of Fame in 1987.


  •#60 retired by Eagles.


  •Number 54 on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History.




  •Number 35 on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players.




  •Elected to Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1967.




  3




  
—STEVE VAN BUREN—





  The first player to lead the NFL in rushing three straight times, Steve Van Buren established himself as the premier rusher of his era and the greatest running back in Eagles history during his time in Philadelphia, which lasted from 1944 to 1951. Turning the Eagles into playoff contenders as soon as he joined them, Van Buren proved to be the driving force behind their first two NFL championships, elevating the level of play of everyone around him with his superb running and quiet leadership. Rushing for more than 1,000 yards twice and at least 10 touchdowns four times, Van Buren led the league in each of those categories on four separate occasions, while also topping the circuit in yards from scrimmage twice and points scored, all-purpose yards, punt-return average, and kickoff-return average once each. The franchise’s all-time leader in rushing touchdowns, Van Buren continues to rank extremely high in team annals in several other categories as well, even though it has now been nearly 70 years since he played his last game for the Eagles. In all, Van Buren, who retired as the NFL’s all-time leading rusher, gained All-Pro recognition a total of five times, before earning the additional distinctions of being named to the NFL’s 75th Anniversary Team, the Eagles Hall of Fame, the Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History, the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players, and the Pro Football Hall of Fame following the conclusion of his playing career.




  Born in the port city of La Ceiba, Honduras, to an American father and a mother believed to be of Honduran descent on December 28, 1920, Stephen W. Van Buren became an orphan at the age of 10 after losing his mother following the earlier passing of his father. Sent to live with his grandparents in New Orleans, young Stephen developed his love for football shortly thereafter, recalling years later, “My first year at Warren Easton High School in New Orleans, I used to watch the other boys play football. It seemed like a good game, so I went out for the team. But I only weighed 125 pounds, and all the coach would let me do was run up and down the field—not play or scrimmage. When it came to actually playing football, he told me to forget it. He was afraid I would get hurt.”




  However, after dropping out of school and going to work in an iron foundry, Van Buren spent the next two years adding several inches in height and more than 30 pounds of bulk to his frame, making him nearly six feet tall and 155 pounds by the time he decided to return to school. Making the football team as an end in his senior year, Van Buren later credited his time in the foundry to his physical maturation, stating, “The foundry work was hard, but I liked it, and it built me up.”




  Performing well in his one year of high school ball, Van Buren earned an athletic scholarship to Louisiana State University, where, after filling out to 210 pounds, he spent his first few seasons blocking for star tailback Alvin Dark, before emerging as one of college football’s top running backs as a senior, when he finished second in the nation with 847 yards rushing, while ranking first in scoring with 98 points. Reflecting back on Van Buren’s brilliant play in his senior year, LSU head coach Bernie Moore said, “He was probably the greatest running back in Southern Conference history, and I used him as a blocking back until his last year. The folks in Baton Rouge never let me forget that.”
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