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CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

Chapter 1

THE LEGENDS

Chapter 2

THE SUPERSTARS

Chapter 3

THE PLAYERS

Chapter 4

THE COACHES

Chapter 5

THE OWNERS

Chapter 6

OTHERS WHO SERVED

Chapter 7

VICK'S BAG OF TRICKS HAS EAGLES
FEELING SUPER (AGAIN)

Chapter 8

25 THINGS YOU PROBABLY DIDN'T
KNOW ABOUT THE EAGLES

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



INTRODUCTION

They were the undisputed kings of the NFC East. In dominating style, the Philadelphia Eagles captured four straight division titles to launch the new millennium and seemed poised to win their first league title since 1960, the Chuck Bednarik-Norm Van Brocklin championship year.

Suddenly, they were in the Super Bowl, driven there by quarterback Donovan McNabb's golden season. But then it all fell apart. The Eagles lost Super Bowl XXXIX to Tom Brady and the New England Patriots, losing four turnovers in a scattershot performance. Their anticipated celebration up Broad Street became an off-season of bickering and finger-pointing. Terrell Owens, their opinionated receiver, reversed roles. He began throwing nasty insults. By Owens’ choice, McNabb caught most of them.

Stunningly, the Eagles plunged to the bottom of the division in 2005, Coach Andy Reid's first losing season since 1999, his rookie year. Owens, better known as T.O., was suspended, missed the final nine games, and was then cut after a tumultuous 6-10 season. McNabb struggled with a sports hernia. Kicker David Akers pulled a hamstring. Half-back Brian Westbrook sprained a foot. Receiver Todd Pinkston tore an Achilles tendon.

But now, in Reid's eighth year, all the injuries, as well as the Eagles’ damaged psyche, seem to have healed. There are new faces all around. Reid always had speed. And he has McNabb, who has thrown 134 touchdown passes in seven years. “I'm not here to win friends,” McNabb said, ever the persuasive team leader. “I'm here to win games.”

Reid denied that this could be a divided team after T.O.’s departure. “There are no hangovers from last year,” proclaimed Reid. So, as the Eagles headed for another of Reid's fast-paced training camps, there was guarded optimism through the ranks. Living up to a long tradition of tough, relentless play, the Eagles will try to dominate the way they used to dominate.

Foremost, the Eagles must fly to the ball and hit on defense. They must hustle to the whistle. They must return to the days of Bednarik and the late Reggie White and a wild and wonderful special teams banger named Vince Papale. In those years, the last play of every game was like the first play of a Super Bowl. Those now-suffering Eagle fans, the screamers from the sprawling Northeast and the deep thinkers from the Main Line, will demand it.

Yet if there is a lack of effort, Philadelphians can become raucous boo-birds and bolt with the quickness of Steve Van Buren, the great running back on those Eagle championship teams of the late ’40s. They will jeer and unleash strange objects, as they did in the late ’60s when Joe Kuharich was coaching and losing and sputtering original lines like, “You win some, you lose some, and some you teeter-totter.”

Kuharich's reference to a teeter-totter only provoked the fans. Their city is tough and decisive and relentless in its drive to escape its fun-poking past. Its invented cult hero is Rocky, the movie boxer. The passionate Eagles fan prefers a powerful five-yard run or a smashing good tackle to a 15-yard reverse or a tricky flea-flicker. Its living legends are Chuck Bednarik and Steve Van Buren. Fittingly, both were two-way players.

Bednarik, known as Concrete Charley, was a great linebacker and center, doubling on defense out of necessity. Van Buren, the Walter Payton of his era except on payday, was a great running back and safety. Everybody filled 60-minute roles in the pre-television ’40s, when penny-pinching teams played with 35-man rosters.

The fans, even those too young to have been in the house, cling to two memorable plays. Who can forget the sight of Bednarik perched atop Green Bay's Jim Taylor as time ran out in the 1960 championship game? Or of Van Buren slashing through the snowflakes for the only touchdown at old Shibe Park in the 1948 title game against the Chicago Cardinals? The young Eagles fans remember because the plays are handed down generation to generation, like fine jewelry.

I never saw Bednarik or Van Buren play. But I've seen some films and heard some tales that almost ring with their power and will. Oh, I've felt Bednarik's famous elbow during some pickup basketball games at the University of Pennsylvania, his alma mater. I can only imagine how it felt to take the full body.

I covered the Eagles for the Philadelphia Inquirer from 1966-81, a 16-year period of changing coaches and changing quarterbacks. Only three of the 12 first-round draft picks from that mostly dismal era became Pro Bowlers. Then a little whip of a guy named Dick Vermeil arrived in 1976 with a persuasive way and a plan. Vermeil coached the Eagles to the level of respectability, then took them to their first Super Bowl in 1980. But on that forgettable day of January 25, 1981, the Eagles looked like stiff second graders posing for a class photo when they were introduced. They were indeed tense and were dominated by the Oakland Raiders, 27-10, in Super Bowl XV.

So the Eagles have gone 45 years without an NFL championship. Led by Van Buren, quarterback Tommy Thompson, who was legally blind in one eye, and a smothering defense that produced eight shutouts, the Eagles won it all in 1948 and 1949. Their only other title came in 1960. With Bednarik playing both ways, they edged the Green Bay Packers, 17-13, to hand Vince Lombardi his only playoff defeat.

Over the 16 years that I worked the beat, the Eagles averaged six wins per year. They were dreadful on the road, with a 40-74-4 record. Yet rarely did I sense that an Eagles team ever quit. One of the few times was a 62-10 road loss to the New York Giants in 1972. The night before, coach Ed Khayat invited me to share a beer at a cozy bar near Central Park. A patron recognized Khayat and introduced himself. “Do you think we've got a chance tomorrow?” Khayat asked. “Sure, Coach,” the customer nodded. “Good,” Khayat smiled. “That makes two of us.”

Over the years, the Eagles played some other clunkers like that. The most humiliating was a 1975 Monday nighter against the Los Angeles Rams, the western division champions. The water-cooler issue all week was whether the Eagles had been dogging it, a claim that coach Mike McCormack did not totally reject. Accordingly, some fans brought inflated dog bones to the game and batted them around the stands like balloons. Others tossed real dog biscuits on the field. Still others waved “Alpo” signs for the television cameras. The Rams had the Eagles on a leash all night in a 42-3 romp. Dogs, indeed.

Yet there has almost always been a tenacity about the Eagles, even in their down years. The fans came to appreciate overachieving players like Tom Woodeshick, a reckless fullback from West Virginia, who used to punch out parking meters with his fists in college, and Ike Kelley, a stumpy special teams banger from Ohio State, who delighted in dumping Cleveland kicking legend Lou Groza on kickoffs.

After their Super Bowl loss and four coaching changes, the Eagles discovered a coaching gem in Andy Reid. The team that Reid now coaches is a throwback to an earlier era. In Philadelphia, they don't judge the Eagles by speed or by size, but by toughness. One jarring hit and you're a hero from Manayunk to the Main Line.
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THE LEGENDS

CHUCK BEDNARIK

It has been 44 years since he stripped off his pads and his famous No. 60 game jersey. Yet the saga of Chuck Bednarik endures, indeed, even grows, as the man known as Concrete Charley contemplates life long after football. Bednarik still embraces the game that made him famous from the celebrity edge, attending trade shows and charity banquets and hawking his autobiography.

At those highly popular autograph shows, he sells a famous eight-by-ten photograph. It shows Frank Gifford, stretched motionless on the cold Yankee Stadium turf after being knocked out by Bednarik's smashing tackle in a November 20, 1960 game against the New York Giants.

About 14 years ago, Gifford was roasted at the annual Valerie Fund dinner, a charity affair named after Valerie Goldstein, a little girl from Warren, New Jersey, who died of cancer. Bednarik was invited to the roast. “I came up with a great idea,” Bednarik recalled. “I told the people there that when I was introduced, they should turn the lights off for five or ten seconds.” Confusion momentarily gripped the audience. But when the lights came back on, it was Bednarik's cue. “Frank,” he said, pausing for just the right effect, “does that ring a bell?” Gifford grinned sheepishly. But his wife, Kathie Lee, “didn't get it,” according to Dave Klein, the longtime football writer who founded the Valerie Fund.
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Chuck Bednarik (60) celebrates his famous tackle of Frank Gifford on November 20, 1960, while Ed Khayat (73) walks off, and Chuck Weber (51) grabs the ball.

Bednarik and Gifford occasionally meet, the last time during a 2000 celebration at the Pro Football Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio. “I walked up to him, and he looked at me and said, ‘I made you famous, didn't I?’” Bednarik, however, says the play became legendary only because of the circumstances. “I did it in New York,” he said. “That's where all the notoriety comes from. And I did it to the top honcho. He just happened to be there and the pass was thrown to him. I waffled him cleanly. It could have been Kyle Rote. It could have been anybody. That's a dangerous pass, that down-and-in. You start looking at the ball coming from the quarterback and here comes somebody from the opposite side. You can get killed on those.”

“He just cold-cocked Frank,” said linebacker Bob Pellegrini, whose injury sent Bednarik into the game to play defense. “The ball flew one way and [Gifford] flew the other. It was the best hit I ever saw. [Bednarik] was jumping up and down because of the fumble.”

Bednarik's big hit forced the turnover that clinched the game for the Eagles. Afterwards, Bednarik received the scare of his life. Instinctively, he headed for the Giants dressing room to check on Gifford. “Somebody in the stands had a heart attack,” Bednarik said. “I wanted to go over and see how Frank was doing. Somebody came out and said, ‘He's dead.’ I said to myself, ‘Holy crap.’ I remember going into shock. Of course, then I saw Frank. He didn't seem to mind too much. I was just sorry it happened. Believe me, it wasn't intentional. And I didn't jump up and down like [Mark] Gastineau did.”

What irked some New Yorkers, players and fans alike, was the sight of Bednarik punching his fist through the air. Bednarik can explain his celebration. “I saw Chuck Weber, our linebacker, fall on the ball. My back was turned [to Gifford]. When I saw Weber with the ball, I turned around, clenched my fist and yelled, ‘This [bleeping] game is over.’ I could have gloated over him but I didn't. I never saw him unconscious.”

Bednarik has sold an estimated 3,400 photos of the hit on Gifford. He charges $10 for the highlight shot and says requests keep coming in. But Bednarik has no similar photo of the other less-than-classic tackle he made on Green Bay's Jim Taylor in the 1960 championship game. “Pictures,” he said, “it's ridiculous. Joe Montana and all the top quarterbacks charge $50 for a photo. If I charged $25 for mine, I wouldn't get any money.”

Only seconds were left in the Packers game. The Eagles led, 17-13, on Ted Dean's five-yard run, but Bart Starr drove the Packers to the Eagle 22-yard line under enormous pressure. “Starr went back to throw,” said Bednarik. “There were only like 20 seconds left. Everybody was covered by our defensive backs. When Jimmy Taylor swung out of the backfield, I took off. A couple of our defensive backs came up and tried to knock him down. I came up and wrapped myself around him. I could see the clock above the east stands. It went six…five…four…three…two…one. He was trying to get up. When it hit zero, I said to Taylor, ‘You can get up now. This [bleeping] game is over.’”

It was the same line that Bednarik had uttered after the Gifford hit. Indeed, the plays that Chuck Bednarik executed still rank as the two most famous tackles in Eagle history. Bednarik's game against the Packers ranks perhaps as the most memorable of them all since he went both ways—58 minutes as an offensive center and defensive middle linebacker.

“I was in awe of Chuck,” says former linebacker Maxie Baughan, reflecting on his rookie season. “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.”

After all of these years, Bednarik is still considered the greatest of all Eagles, a distinction that he willingly embraces. But there is also an anger within the man. Bednarik hasn't seen an Eagles game since 1982, when Dick Vermeil left as head coach. “I could not care less,” he said. “I've lost my desire to watch pro football. They are overpaid and underplayed. It's ridiculous. When I see these guys getting $20 million signing bonuses and five-year contracts, it drives me mad. I got a $3,000 bonus and a $10,000 salary, and I thought I was rich. They [bleep] me off. They do a little jitterbug dance after a tackle, and it drives me insane.”

Bednarik has only sweet words to say about the current head coach, Andy Reid. Yet he refuses to visit Reid's fast-paced training camp even though he lives 15 minutes from Lehigh University, the club's training site. Bednarik remembers someone finding 1,500 copies of his autobiography in a warehouse. He thought it would be fitting if he signed 50 of the books and sold them to the Eagles to distribute to the players. The cut-rate price was $10.

“Chuck, I can't do that,” owner Jeffrey Lurie said, according to Bednarik. “You can't give gifts to the players.”

“What would it have cost him, $500?” asked Bednarik. “I'm through with him. And the hell with the game. I'm not going to watch those guys jitterbug like that. My favorite team is Lehigh University. My favorite sport is college wrestling. Lehigh was ranked sixth in the country. Lehigh is like the Ivies, all student athletes. The other schools, they get only 300-350 on the SATs and the coach doesn't give a damn. He just wants them to play football.”

Bednarik keeps talking, keeps knocking the pro game and the major college game. “I never use the name of God in vain,” he says. “I'm a devout Catholic. But I use the F-word; I use it constantly. It's just nasty.”

He has fallen hard for Lehigh…except when the Eagles are conducting their summer training camp there. He remembers when Dick Vermeil arrived in 1976 and within 24 hours invited him and his wife to lunch. And then Vermeil invited Bednarik to be an honorary assistant coach, charting plays on the sideline at home and away games.

“He was a helluva coach,” said Chuck Bednarik. “When Dick Vermeil left the Eagles, I left and I've never been back.”


STEVE VAN BUREN

The game that Steve Van Buren remembers was all about toughness. The tougher team won. Not the fastest, or the biggest, or necessarily the smartest, but the team that inflicted the most punishment. That's the way Van Buren liked it. And that's the way the Eagles used him in their drive to two consecutive league championships in 1948-49.

“The last two years I played with 10-12 shots of Novocaine every game,” Van Buren once told me in a revealing one-hour interview. “At one time I'd get it in my toe, ankle and ribs, all on the same side. I had four broken ribs and taped those. I had been operated on for a broken toe and they used to put tape and sponge under it. Then I broke those four ribs in my first game back. Then the ankle went. Other teams knew I was hurt. Sometimes I was groaning so much after a tackle that the other guys felt sorry for me. I played in pain in about half of the games in my career. You'd get used to the needles. The only time it bothered me was when the doc would hit the bone. They'd bend when they hit the bone.”

Van Buren played in the pre-television era, when they called it rock ’em-sock ’em football. “He ran over a lot of guys and knocked them coo-coo,” said Al Wistert, the tackle. “He was our ticket.” The Eagles were one of the league's best teams, with four Hall of Fame players (Van Buren, center Alex Wojciechowicz, end Pete Pihos, rookie linebacker/center Chuck Bednarik) and a Hall of Fame coach, Earl “Greasy” Neale. Yet they were a bust at the gate, losing money every year. Van Buren's top salary was $15,000. He signed for that much in 1948 and never made a nickel more, even though he led the league in rushing for three straight years.

“I made under $100,000 for my entire career,” he said. “The first year, I made $4,000, with no bonus. I wanted to play in Philly and money didn't matter.” He was offered $15,000 to play in the rival All-America Conference after a spectacular Orange Bowl game. Instead, he joined the Eagles, in effect taking a 73-percent cut in pay to play in the NFL. And there was Van Buren's bizarre habit of refusing to sign checks that he got for endorsements. A hat company once offered him $300 to endorse its product. Van Buren declined. “Everyone knows I don't wear a hat,” he explained.

More than 50 years after his last carry in 1951, Van Buren has few, if any, reminders of his glory days. “I've got a big picture of myself some kid made,” he told me. “And another one given to me on Van Buren Day. A couple of trophies, too. Outside of these, I haven't got anything. I didn't believe in saving anything else. A lot of times, I didn't bother picking up the trophies. The old Eagles had one that I just never brought home.”
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Steve Van Buren, who never earned more than $15,000 per season, led the league in rushing four times, including a 1,146-yard season in 1949.

So Steve Van Buren, now 80 and a devoted horse player, is left with his memories. And what memories! He led the league in rushing four times, including a 1,146-yard season in 1949. He scored 18 touchdowns in 1945 (still an Eagles record). He rushed for 205 yards against Pittsburgh in 1949, another club record, and rushed for 196 yards on a mud-clogged field against the Los Angeles Rams in the 1949 title game.

“You could feel when you had to lower your shoulder and run into them,” said Van Buren. “The Bears had a player named Fred Davis. He weighed about 260 and wrestled in the off-season—a strong boy. I once hit him with a shoulder and knocked him out. Nobody really gave me too tough a time. They had a little linebacker in Pittsburgh; I think he was named Hogan. He was six feet, about 220 pounds, a squatty-shape guy. He caught me off balance one time and knocked the [bleep] out of me.”

Van Buren gave a lot more than he took. He once told Larry Cabrelli and Al Wistert to forget about their double-team assignment in a game against the Steelers. He had a nasty plan to get even with one of the Steelers’ tackles who had unnecessarily roughed him up. There had been, as quarterback Allie Sherman once told it, “a lot of knees and elbows after the play, as well as head-twisting and fists to the face.” Van Buren took Sherman's handoff after a fullback fake and left his victim motionless on his back. “I got a look at him,” said Sherman. “Both eyes were actually spinning around.”

Of all Van Buren's runs, none is more famous than his five-yard burst through a snowstorm that beat the Chicago Cardinals, 7-0, in the 1948 title game. To this day, Van Buren seems amused that the run is perceived as one of his toughest touchdowns.

“I had hardly gotten to the line when the hole closed,” he said. “So I ran inside. Everybody for years would tell me how I fought and clawed for the touchdown. Actually, I was hardly touched. The hole used to close a lot, not because Wistert and [Pete] Pihos didn't block, but because the other teams played the play.”

Van Buren's feats seem more remarkable when you consider that he played safety on defense, often sapping his energy. It was also the era of the 12-game season, four games fewer than teams play today. Knee surgery was often delayed until after the season.

“The object of the game then, as it is now, is to beat the hell out of the opposing team,” said Van Buren. He relished every chance he got to give them the shoulder, the forearm, the elbow and the high knee. The wonder is that it took 19 years for the Hall of Fame selectors to recognize his greatness with a football in his hands.

NORM VAN BROCKLIN

The perception remains that Norm Van Brocklin had no warm side. He ranted after defeats, of course. As a coach, he sometimes spilled his pregame coffee on the hands of some players, one of his motivational tricks. Van Brocklin, one of the game's great quarterbacks, coached at Minnesota and Atlanta. But Tommy McDonald, who caught so many of Van Brocklin's touchdown passes, says the trade with the Los Angeles Rams that brought Van Brocklin east was predicated on him coaching the Eagles when he retired.

“I was told that [NFL commissioner] Bert Bell got on the phone and told Van Brocklin that if he came and played three or four years, the Eagles would give him a shot at the coaching job.” Bell, who owned the original Eagles (known as the Frankford Yellowjackets before 1933), died in 1959, the year before Van Brocklin led his old team to a world championship. In 1961, the year Van Brocklin was supposed to exchange his pads for a coaching whistle, the job went to Nick Skorich. Van Brocklin ended up coaching the expansion Vikings and enjoyed a win over Skorich's second Eagles team in 1962.

“I'd put him in the Triple-A category as one of the best quarterbacks who ever lived,” said Chuck Bednarik, the Eagles’ Hall of Fame center/linebacker. “Van Brocklin, Bobby Layne, Y. A. Tittle, Otto Graham, and Johnny Unitas, they're Triple-A.”

Van Brocklin played only three seasons with the Eagles. But that 1960 team, with its sense of disdain for the other side and its rowdy personality, attained a mythical niche in Philadelphia sports history. Van Brocklin, of course, was its legendary leader. The Dutchman, as he was called, brought the Eagles from behind five times during their drive to the title. “I'd put him in the class with Unitas,” said McDonald. “But Unitas had Alan Ameche and Lenny Moore to run. Everybody knew we were going to pass. But could they stop him? Oh, no. We knew we were never out of a game as long as we had Dutch. He always came up with the big play.”

Eddie Khayat, a defensive tackle on the championship team, still raves about Dutch Van Brocklin. “One thing people fail to see,” said Khayat, “is that a quarterback has to be the toughest guy on the team. He doesn't need to be a fighter, like a Bednarik or J. D. Smith, with fisticuffs. But he has to be just tough. Dutch was so smart and so tough, and he brought out the best in everybody. He taught everybody how to win. He was a great leader, the first one to practice every day.”
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Although he spent only three seasons in Philadelphia, Norm Van Brocklin is remembered as the legendary leader of the Eagles’ 1960 NFL championship team.

Pete Retzlaff, the tight end, confirmed that Van Brocklin was much more than just the team's passing arm. “He had authority,” said Retzlaff. “When Buck Shaw gave us something new to use, he'd turn to Van Brocklin and say, ‘That OK with you, Dutch?’ When that happened, the message came through about who the authority was on the team.”

Van Brocklin's career began when he and Bob Waterfield were the Rams’ quarterbacks. Hollywood types loved to mingle with the famous Rams players in the Coliseum locker room after home games. Yet of all the 12 seasons he played, 10 of them Pro Bowl seasons, his best was the run to the title in 1960. He retired with a passing record of 23,611 yards and 173 touchdowns.

And that warm side of Van Brocklin? Before leaving Minnesota to coach in Atlanta, the Van Brocklins made plans to adopt three young, deprived children. Eventually, Shelly Joe, five, Allen, four, and Randy, 17 months, moved into Van Brocklin's 174-acre pecan farm in Social Circle, Georgia.

“People didn't know the inside of the man,” said McDonald. “Van Brocklin wasn't the acid-tongued guy that people think he was.”

Norm Van Brocklin died in 1983 of a massive heart attack, when he should have been in his prime as a coach. He was 57.

PETE PIHOS

When the Eagles needed a first down and the defense was jammed inside to stop Steve Van Buren, there was only one option left. Get the ball somewhere near Pete Pihos, who would dutifully haul it in to keep the drive going.

Those who watched Pihos in his prime years of 1953-54 saw one of pro football's great ends. You never left the stadium raving about Pihos’ speed, but about his clever moves and hands. Yet, ask Pihos about his foot speed and he replies, “I was fast enough.”

Pihos caught 63, 60, and 62 passes in his final three seasons, leading the league twice and tying for the lead in the middle year. “Back in ’47, ’48 and through to ’52, it was offense and defense,” he said. “All of us played two ways. On defense, I just kept up with it. It was not like it was as tough playing on the end. Back then, you only had 33 players.”
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After three consecutive 60-catch seasons, Pete Pihos took Joe DiMaggio's advice and retired at the age of 32 in 1955.

Pihos was so good at his trade that he was a six-time Pro Bowler and earned All-Pro honors as a defensive end in 1952 when the Eagles needed him to stuff the run. In 1955, his final season, he caught 62 passes, the equivalent of an 82-catch year in a 16-game season. He now lives in Winston-Salem, North Carolina.

“Joe DiMaggio was close with me,” he said. “Sometime in March in 1955, Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis were playing a show in Atlantic City. The owner invited me to attend. They had a great show. And guess who walked in? Joe DiMaggio. It was just super meeting him. He told me, ‘Pete, quit when you're on top.’ I said, ‘I'm fine. I'll go when I feel like it.’”

Taking DiMaggio's advice, Pihos retired to Winston-Salem after that season. He was only 32. He had earned two world championships and shared so many memories of going into sports battles with padded warriors who loved to mix it up. “Most of them are now so far away from me,” said Pihos. “We just try to keep ourselves going. I'm happy. I do what I want to do. My health, I'm fine. My knees are fine, too. I take two pills a day, one every morning and the other at night. They're good pills.”

Pihos was asked why specifically he needed to take the pills. “I don't know,” he said. “My wife knows all about that.”

TOM BROOKSHIER

The place to be on Mondays was Donohue's, a loud bar located at 63rd and Chestnut Streets. “That was part of [Norm] Van Brocklin's season,” said Tom Brookshier, the Eagles’ adventurous cornerback who loved to pounce on a receiver's tendermost spots. “He had to take his kid to Friends School on Monday morning, even with a previous hangover. We went to every after-hours place on Sunday night, about 14 to 18 of us. The guys would get into fights every other day.”

Half of the team lived at the Walnut Park Plaza, an apartment complex not far from Donohue's. “Dutch would call them up at eight o'clock in the morning. He'd tell them to meet at Donohue's bar at high noon,” Brookshier said. “They'd tell Dutch, ‘We'll be there if our wives can get us up.’”

Van Brocklin was always in charge of the social festivities and the pace of the afternoon. “He could be a devil,” said Brookshier. “One time he called up [sportscaster] Bill Campbell and invited him down. Bill got all dressed up and put on his toupee. Before he arrived, Van Brocklin put a bucket of beer above the transit. Campbell got soaked and lost his toupee.” The rowdy Eagles laughed it up and raised their glasses one more time.
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After his career as an adventurous cornerback who loved to pounce on a receiver's most tender spots, Tom Brookshier found success in the broadcast booth.

On another Monday of fun and games, sportswriter Jack McKinney, an accomplished boxer, squared off with Billy Ray Barnes, a tough running back. Cooler heads prevailed and the bar talk continued. It was all part of Van Brocklin's way of bringing the Eagles together. They were a close team, feeding off each other's needling and anger to win it all in 1960.

“I think we lost our first ball game and then won nine in a row,” said Brookshier. “I think we came from behind every damn game. In Cleveland, the wind was coming off the lake that day. My roommate happened to be Bobby Walston, our kicker. He brought a pair of pliers and pulled off the injured big toenail on his kicking foot before the game. I didn't think he could kick at all. But Van Brocklin put together one last drive. I remember he threw the ball into our bench one time to stop the clock. [Coach] Buck Shaw figured we needed a touchdown with Walston's foot and said, ‘We could have used that [down] one’.”

Suddenly, Shaw waved Walston and holder Sonny Jurgensen onto the field. “It was a 38-yarder, with a gale wind blowing and a lousy frozen field,” said Brookshier. “Walston limped out there. The snap was only fair, and Sonny [Jurgensen] had trouble getting to it. The kick barely cleared the bar, carried over by the crazy wind. We won it [31-29]. I remember thinking, the way we won that game, anything is possible, baby. Jimmy Brown had 250 yards or so that day. We felt if we could beat a team like that, maybe we could win the damn championship.”

How tight were the Eagles? Brookshier recalled a preseason game played in Roanoke, Virginia. A group of players, including Clarence Peaks, boarded the hotel elevator. Peaks, a black running back, was told he needed to step out and use the freight elevator.

“Where's the freight elevator?” asked Billy Ray Barnes, a North Carolinian. “We'll all take the freight elevator.” Those Eagles did, counting Peaks as a brother of their family.

Brookshier, who went on to a career as a television sportscaster, enjoyed the 25th anniversary reunion of the ’60 team. But he was saddened by the absence of Don Burroughs, Bobby Freeman, and some other Eagles.

“They only allowed them three [plane] tickets,” said Brookshier. “Most of the guys came back, but not all of them. I'd love to see us get together again. But now some of them have trouble walking up and down the stairs.” And, of course, Donohue's closed long ago.

REGGIE WHITE

Reggie White thought he had seen every imaginable blocking scheme until he lined up against the Washington Redskins in the late ’80s. The Redskins’ pet play, of course, was known as 60 Counter-Gap. It caused confusion for the defense because of the misdirection created by the line flow. The Redskins’ center, right guard, right tackle, and tight end all slant-blocked to the left, creating a wall; the left guard and left tackle pulled to the right ahead of the runner, who started with a jab step the other way to momentarily freeze the defense.

“When we lined up in that 46 [defense], the Redskins would slant their line a lot,” said White. “Remember their off-tackle [the counter-gap]? They'd pass protect doing that against me. The line would slide and make it difficult. You couldn't put a move on anybody.”

White was the best defensive lineman in Eagles history, a 285-pound athletic type with quick feet and enormous upper-body strength. I once saw White chase and catch scrambler Doug Flutie clear across the field with his burst when they both played in the United States Football League. At the Pro Bowl one year (White was a Pro Bowler 13 times in his 15-year career), he jumped into the receiver's line and ran downfield for a deep pass. The ball floated down over the wrong shoulder, but White did a little pirouette and made a twisting catch in the end zone. Wide receivers 100 pounds lighter should be so agile.

His future ticket to the Hall of Fame, of course, was his pass rush. He still holds the league career sack record of 198 set over a 15-year career. “Let's see, I used the bull [rush], the swim, the double-slap on the nose [tackle], slapping one shoulder then coming back and slapping the other, the slap-and-rip, and the club,” said White. “I used just about every move except the head slap.” Which was, of course, illegal. But what Reggie White did to opposing tackles, guards, and tight ends legally must have seemed illegal. “I figured if I could connect on two moves,” said White, “if I could physically do that, I could dominate a guy.”

He played on a great defense with the Eagles, coached by Buddy Ryan and brought together by a unique love for each other. The rush line featured White and Clyde Simmons outside and Jerome Brown and Mike Pitts inside. In 1991, the year after Ryan was dismissed, White had 15 sacks, and the defense totaled 55. The unit, which sent White, Brown, and Simmons, as well as corner Eric Allen and linebacker Seth Joyner, to the Pro Bowl, led the league in rushing defense (71.0 yards per game) and passing defense (150.8 yards per game). Yet the Eagles missed the playoffs in the year of the fallen quarterback. Randall Cunningham went down in the first game with torn knee ligaments. Jim McMahon followed in the fifth game with the same injury. The Eagles went to Brad Goebel, a rookie, then back to McMahon and finally to Jeff Kemp for two starts when McMahon broke several ribs.

[image: image]

Reggie White, who retired as the NFL's all-time leader in sacks, played on a great Eagles defense in the early ’90s before moving on to the Green Bay Packers.

“It was a very difficult year,” said White. “We had so much talent that we could have won the big game. We won 10 games, and I think [the defense] literally won all 10 of those games. If we had Randall in there, or even Jimmy Mac, we could have won the whole thing.”

There were training camp holdouts. Buddy Ryan, the defensive guru, was gone. They scored only 26 points in a four-game losing streak with Goebel and gimpy-kneed Jim McMahon at quarterback. So Reggie White sat down and began thinking about his future and about that Super Bowl ring that he desperately wanted. Two years later, he jumped to Green Bay and got it.
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