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To Trish

Your love and support have taught me that all things are possible from the moment I became your fellow TV anchor on the 10 o’clock news. Living, working, and playing together is easy when you meet “the one.”
Forever and Always!





Introduction: It Starts with a Simple Question
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DURING MY 40-PLUS years as a sports journalist, I learned one very important lesson when it comes to interviewing professional football players who are generally guarded about what they’ll say in front of a microphone. That lesson is, if I know a little bit about the player’s hometown and high school football team, I can have a conversation that loosens them up to the point where I can get a couple of interesting answers that become quotes for my story.

A smile usually spreads across a player’s face if I ask a question about their high school football team that includes their school’s nickname. Almost all of the time that question leads to a great conversation about high school football and beyond. Most players are impressed that I’ve taken the time to learn a little bit about where their careers began.

I tell this story because it’s the heart of this book as I interview some of greatest players from the high school football–crazed state of Texas. I take them back to their roots to tell stories about their favorite high school football games and memories.

In 1990, author Buzz Bissinger wrote a book that would ignite a high school football franchise that now includes a movie and television show. Little did he know the title of the book would establish Friday Night Lights as the phrase when it comes to the game of high school football in America. Friday Night Lights is the perfect way to describe what happens every Friday in the fall for some 14,000 high school football teams across America.

Every year, across America, approximately 1.1 million players take to the gridiron with hopes of making it to the “next level.” If one is good and lucky enough, a player may graduate from Friday night to playing college football on Saturdays. Then comes the ultimate—playing on Sundays as a professional football player in the National Football League.

While high school football is played in every state, plus the District of Columbia, Texas is the center of the universe for the sport. During the 2016 season, according to the National Federation of State High School Association’s (NFHS) annual participation survey, 1,069 schools played 11-man football in the Lone Star State, with 163,922 athletes taking to the gridiron. To put that number in perspective, California had 1,017 schools playing the game in 2016 but with just 97,079 participants.

For smaller rural areas, Texas also offers six-man football with 139 schools and 3,329 participants playing a scaled-down version of the game on an 80-yard field, instead of the standard 100-yard playing surface.

Based on the numbers, the odds are stacked against players making it to the NFL. According to statistics from the NFHS, during the 2016–17 school year, 73,063 or 6.9 percent of high school seniors advanced to play college football at the Division I, II, and III levels. If a player was lucky enough to be part of the 73,063, the odds of making it to the pros dropped dramatically. In 2016–17, only 1.6 percent of college football seniors made it to the NFL.

Bottom line: the NFL is made up of kids that had enough talent, heart, and luck to beat the odds.

For those lucky enough to play in the NFL, the last rung on the ladder is to be immortalized in bronze in the Pro Football Hall of Fame, located in Canton, Ohio. As of 2017, 310 players have been enshrined in Canton. Twenty-five of those honorees hail from the Lone Star State, which ranks third nationally. (California leads the way with thirty-seven.)

Texas’ Hall of Famers create a Who’s Who list in the sport with names like Raymond Berry, Earl Campbell, Eric Dickerson, “Mean Joe” Greene, Bob Lilly, and LaDainian Tomlinson to name a few. There’s also a good crop of current players like Drew Brees, Von Miller, and Adrian Peterson, who will likely grace the halls of Canton one day. But, for every Hall of Famer, there are hundreds of NFL players who stay well connected to their high school glory days.

And while there has been a slight drop in the number of high school football players across America, the sport in Texas continues to grow with over a billion dollars being spent to improve and develop the sport.

One example of the Texas high school football boom is that school districts across the state have started to build multimillion dollar stadiums to showcase the next generation of Texas high school football players.

For example, Allen High School in the Dallas-Fort Worth metroplex made national news in 2012 with the opening of Eagle Stadium, which seats 18,000 fans and cost $60 million to build. Not to be outdone, the high school football-crazed town of Katy, west of Houston, built a $70 million stadium for the start of the 2017 season. The state’s championship games at the Dallas Cowboy’s AT&T Stadium have been known to draw over 50,000 fans.

Bottom line, the numbers don’t lie: high school football in Texas is a BIG deal. Even George H. W. Bush mentioned high school football during his speech when accepting the Republican nomination for president at the Republican National Convention on August 18, 1988, in the Louisiana Superdome in New Orleans.

Underneath the numbers are hundreds of thousands of stories that Texas high school football fans love to tell and retell about their homegrown players who have gone on to play Sundays on the big stage. Because the of gigantic media microscope that NFLers play under, fans generally know the professional side of Texas’ native sons. In this book, I will be taking fans inside high school memories of past and current players as told to me firsthand.

I believe you’ll enjoy reading what Drew Brees didn’t do during his first freshman scrimmage at Austin’s Westlake High School. You’ll find out why HOF cornerback Ken Houston didn’t start playing football until he was a sophomore at Dunbar High School in Lufkin—and then why he did. You’ll learn fun facts, like what the legendary SMU Pony Express of Eric Dickerson and Craig James did in their final year of high school football. And what position did “Mean Joe” Greene really want to play?

You’ll find it all out and more while learning (if you don’t know already) why football is so beloved in the heart of Texas.
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Raymond Berry—Paris High School—Paris, Texas
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WOULD YOU BELIEVE that Raymond Berry didn’t start a game until his senior year at Paris High School? Not only is it the truth, but Berry (who played for his father, Mark Raymond Berry) didn’t even catch a lot of passes during his high school days.

Yes, the Hall of Fame wide receiver for the Baltimore Colts, who played 13 seasons in the NFL and retired in 1967 as the NFL’s all-time leader in receptions (631) and receiving yards (9,275), remembers that high school receptions were few and far between.

“Back then I was a left end in a single-wing formation,” recalled Berry, who was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1973. “We had just a few pass plays, not much at all. We basically ran the ball all the time and only threw it once in a while.”

Berry added, “Thinking back, I probably caught a couple passes a game, so maybe I had 20 catches for the season. We really just pounded the ball on the ground.”

Raymond Emmett Berry Jr. was born on February 27, 1933, in Corpus Christi, Texas, where his father Mark Raymond Berry was the head football coach at Corpus Christi High School from 1931 through 1937. In 1938, Berry’s father moved his family to Paris, Texas, to become the head coach of the Paris Wildcats, a program that he led for twenty-five years.

The younger Berry, who was five when his family moved to Paris, said that as he looks back on his childhood in Paris, it really was an ideal town to grow up in.

“The simplicity of Paris was great,” said Berry. “The town was heavily agricultural at that time, surrounded by farms that grew cotton. The population of the town was made up of people that were down to earth. I really learned a lot as a kid that is still with me today.

“There’s no place I would have rather grown up but in Paris,” Berry continued. “I still think it is one of the best towns in the United States of America, and I’m happy to call it my hometown.”

As far as playing for his dad, Berry said that there were no special favors, and his small stature didn’t help.

“I was very slow growing physically,” said Berry. “I only weighed about 135 pounds during my junior year. I played a little bit here and there that year and finally started my senior season. If I recall, I think I was the only end we had on offense, but that wasn’t unusual because we were such a small town and only so many players were available.

“Dad treated me like he did everyone else. I don’t think he really saw personalities. He was bent on putting a team out there that knew how to play the game and keeping it simple.”

As far as growing up, Berry said he might have weighed 150 pounds by the time he graduated Paris High.

Some of Berry’s favorite memories of his father were when he talked about meeting legendary Notre Dame University head coach Knute Rockne during a coaching school in South Bend, Indiana.

“Dad went to see Rockne for two years in a row,” recalled Berry. “I remember him coming home and saying to me, ‘Son, he was the best public speaker I ever heard,’ and my father was always talking about his time with him.”

The 1949 season was a good one for the Wildcats, who opened with a 20–7 win over Sulphur Springs. While this game didn’t stand out on the surface, looking back, it featured two future Hall of Famers in Berry and Forrest Gregg of Sulphur Springs. My research couldn’t find a newspaper report on the game, other than the final score with Gregg listed as being a member of the 1949 Sulphur Springs High School football team.

After the Sulphur Springs win, Paris improved to 3–0 with a 7–0 shutout of Kilgore and a 13–6 win over Longview. The fourth game of the season featured two undefeated teams as the Wildcats took to the road to play Corsicana. Paris fell behind 21–0 before getting on the scoreboard, but the Wildcats couldn’t mount a comeback in the 28–7 loss. Newspaper reports from the game indicate that Paris completed eight passes, but there’s no mention of how many Berry may have caught.

Paris rebounded the following week with a 13–7 win over Palestine. The Wildcats’ defense then kicked things into high gear with back-to-back shutouts against Bonham and Denison.

“Our defense was very good that year,” Berry said. “It was definitely the strongest part of our team.”

A 39–14 defeat of Sherman gave the Wildcats a 7–1 record heading into the game that Berry called his most memorable. The November 11 match-up with Gainesville for the District 7-AA championship.

“Gainesville is a town that’s about a hundred miles from Paris,” said Berry. “It was a huge game because the year before, Gainesville made it to the state playoffs, and if we beat them, we would win the district and qualify for the postseason.

“I remember that dad had me calling the plays on offense. We only had about eight or nine plays in the single-wing. With that few, we knew how to run them,” joked Berry.

Paris captured the district title with a 13–7 victory, but Berry said the game was in doubt until the end.

“Gainesville was inside the 10-yard line, somewhere near the goal line, and we held them at the very end,” said Berry, who played both offense and defense. “Back then, defense was what I was known for. In today’s football, I’d be an outside linebacker, but then I was a defense end playing out of a three-point stance. I really enjoyed playing with my dad and my teammates.”

Paris closed-out the regular season by shutting out Greenville, 20–0, which gave the Wildcats a 9–1 regular season. The win over Gainesville moved Paris into the Class 2A state playoffs where it faced powerful Highland Park from the Metroplex. During the mid-’40s, Highland Park featured two future Pro Football Hall of Famers in Bobby Layne and Doak Walker. While Berry said there wasn’t a whole lot to talk about in the Wildcats’ 33–0 loss to Highland Park, he does remember the scene before the start of the game that was played in Paris.

“Being from the Dallas area, they had a large squad,” said Berry. “It seemed like when they stepped off the train it was an endless stream of players. They had great depth on that team, and that hurt us since we had a small squad that went both ways.”

Berry’s senior season was good enough to land him honorable mention on the Dallas News’ All-State Team that was released at the end of the season.
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One of the unique things about Paris is that the town has two major football figures. Aside from Berry, College Football Hall of Fame coach Gene Stallings hails from the town. Stallings was a freshman when Berry was a senior at the school.

Berry and Stallings had the distinction of facing off against each other as NFL head coaches in the 1986 AFC-NFC Hall of Fame Game that was played in conjunction with that year’s Pro Football Hall of Fame induction ceremonies in Canton. The game served as the kickoff to the NFL exhibition season. It remains the only time that two men from the same high school have matched wits against each other as head coaches in an NFL game, even if it only was an exhibition.

Berry was coming off a great year, leading the New England Patriots to their first-ever Super Bowl, where the Pats lost to the Chicago Bears 46–10 in Super Bowl XX. That earned Berry Coach of the Year honors. Stallings was entering his first year as the head coach of the St. Louis Cardinals.

Berry and Stallings both enjoyed the highly unusual match-up—as did the town. A local travel agency even put-up a billboard promoting travel to the game in Canton. The agency called it “The Great Paris Showdown.”

“A big group of people from Paris decided they would get together and go to that game and at halftime make a presentation to Raymond and me,” recalled Stallings, who estimated about 100 to 150 people from Paris traveled to Canton. “They started talking to the people at the Hall of Fame about what they wanted to do, and the Hall of Fame officials said, ‘You’ve got it all wrong, this is the Pro Football Hall of Fame, and at the halftime we recognize all of the pros that are going into the Hall of Fame.’ ”

Stallings said that residents of Paris tried to sway the Hall of Fame officials by saying, “ ‘You don’t understand, Coach Berry and Coach Stallings are both from Paris.’ That’s when the Hall of Fame people said, ‘No, you don’t understand, this is the Pro Football Hall of Fame Game.’ So what we did was while the pros where being driven around the field in convertibles at halftime, we went down into the end zone and the people of Paris gave us each a plaque. I still have mine.”

“Quite honestly, I don’t think at the time that Gene or I were aware of the true significance of the moment. If I can remember correctly, the two of us may have talked about the farming industry around Paris at the time,” chuckled Berry.

“I’ve always been a great fan of Raymond,” said Stallings. “He’s represented Paris very well. He’s had a great career, and I’m very fond of Raymond.”

AFTER HIGH SCHOOL

With really only one full year as a high school starter, Berry played Junior College football at Schreiner Institute, which is now Schreiner University in Kerrville, Texas. He then transferred to Southern Methodist University where in three years he caught only 33 passes. Berry also played outside linebacker and defensive end despite weighing only 180 pounds.

Berry was drafted in the 20th round of the 1954 NFL Draft by the Baltimore Colts. After playing his entire career with the Colts, Berry retired in 1967.
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Bill Bradley—Palestine High School—Palestine, Texas
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FOR THOSE WHO are wondering if this Bill Bradley is the same person who made a name for himself as an Olympic basketball player from Princeton University, who went on to a Hall of Fame NBA career with the New York Knicks before entering into politics, becoming a United States Senator…the answer is no. This Bill Bradley is a Texas high school football legend and high school All-American that won a state championship in come-from-behind fashion before becoming a star for the Texas Longhorns that led him to becoming an NFL All-Pro free safety with the Philadelphia Eagles. And way before Bo Jackson and Deion Sanders made playing in the NFL and Major League Baseball a thing; Bradley may have been good enough to do that sort of double duty in the early ’70s.

William Calvin Bradley was born on January 24, 1947, in Palestine, Texas. Bradley’s exploits on the football field for Palestine High School led to the nickname “Super Bill,” but that’s getting a little ahead of the story.

Palestine, pronounced PAL-e-steen, is a town of about 18,000 in the Piney Woods of East Texas. Aside from Bradley, the small town has produced two other NFL players—running back Adrian Peterson and linebacker Guy Brown, the latter of which played with the Dallas Cowboys in the late ’70s and early ’80s.

Bradley’s father, who worked on the railroad, was a baseball coach. As a young boy, Bill dreamed of playing professional baseball. How good was Bill? Good enough to be selected as a shortstop in the seventh round of the 1965 Major League Baseball Amateur Draft by the Detroit Tigers. Bradley said that he may have become a major leaguer if it wasn’t for the fact that when he went to the Tigers’ minor league team in Montgomery, Alabama, he became homesick and returned to Texas to take a football scholarship at the University of Texas under legendary head coach Darrell Royal.

“There’s no doubt about it, my first love was baseball,” said Bradley. “My dad was a baseball coach for twenty-seven years. I grew up playing games of pepper with him all the time. I can honestly say that I played catch with my dad every day of my life as a kid.”

Bradley was a true multisport athlete who began his football career when he was in seventh grade. Aside from baseball and football, Bradley played basketball and competed in track and field. Because of injuries on the basketball team, Bradley actually was called up to the varsity squad as a freshman, but his varsity football career didn’t begin until he was a sophomore.

“I competed with two other guys, I believe, and won the starting quarterback job at the start of my sophomore year,” recalled Bradley. “We ran the I-Sprint-out system, which allowed me to throw the ball running. I could run pretty fast back then. I ran the 100-yard dash in 9.8 seconds.”

One unique thing about Bradley’s athletic talent, and added to the “Super Bill” legend, is the fact that he’s ambidextrous. He throws with his right hand, writes with his left, and punts with his left leg. He was a switch-hitter in baseball.

Bradley said because he was so involved with all sports in high school that he really doesn’t recall many games or moments during his sophomore and junior seasons in football. However, his memory becomes much more focused when it comes to his senior season in 1964. It’s the season when “Super Bill” arrived to become an East Texas high school football hero.

The season began with Palestine ranked as one of the top teams in the state in Class AAA. The team, under the direction of head coach Luke Thornton, featured eight returning starters from a 1963 team that finished 8–3.

“Coach [Luke] Thornton was a great guy and was a bit of an innovator,” said Bradley. “For example, back in the ’60s, coaches didn’t want you drinking water during practice. Coach Thornton made it mandatory to take water breaks. In fact, Coach actually made, with the help of people in the shop class, a device that allowed five or six players at a time to drink water. At that time, it was a big deal.

“Another thing he did was change up the numbers players wore,” Bradley added. “For example, our center wore No. 42, our guard had No. 35, and our tight end was No. 78, and what that would do is confuse the defense—especially when we ran an unbalanced line. The defense never knew who the receivers were. It was pretty sly of Coach. And because of what coach did with the numbers, the next year, the University Interscholastic League made it mandatory that centers wore a number in the 50s, guards were in the 60s, tackles had to have a number in the 70s…all because of Coach Thornton.”

Every preseason media report suggested that the Wildcats would make a state championship run with most outlets suggesting that a berth in the title game was a forgone conclusion. One reason was because of Bradley who was not only the team’s top player but rather one of the top players in the state. Before Palestine played its first game, the Wildcats moved to the No. 1 team in the state rankings in Class AAA. That raised the team’s confidence going into the season opener against Athens.

As high as the Wildcats’ confidence was going into the Athens game on September 11, 1964, it was that low coming out of the game after Athens upset them, 27–8.

The Athens game woke up Palestine, which began to roll behind a defense that was shutting down opponents right and left. Coming into the October 30 game against Kilgore, the Wildcats’ defense hadn’t allowed an opponent to score more than a touchdown in any of the games after their initial loss.

“Our district [District 7-AAA] was good,” Bradley said. “Every game was nip-and-tuck with not a lot of points being scored. I remember a lot of games in the district were 7–0, 8–7, and 14–7. A lot of guys in our district went on to play Division I football, so the competition was always good.”

Palestine and Kilgore brought 3–0 district records into the showdown on Kilgore’s home field. It was this game when the legend of Super Bill began, although if you search newspaper archives you’ll find a different story about the quarterback that could throw touchdowns passes with both hands.

The myth about the right-handed/left-handed quarterback is that he threw a game-winning touchdown pass with his left hand in an incredible come-from-behind victory in the state semifinals. The truth about Super Bill throwing a touchdown with his left hand occurred in the game against Kilgore that Palestine won, 28–16.

“So the real story is…yes, I’m ambidextrous. I can throw left handed, but not as good as with my right,” said Bradley. “So in the Kilgore game, a guy hits me just as I release the ball and my hand got caught up against my shoulder pad on the chest plate. The guy’s helmet just hit my hand, and it fractured a bone in the top of my hand. I still have a knot there to this day.

“So on the next play, we’re down at the 7-yard line or so and I roll-out to the left on a sprint out,” Bradley continued. “I see our receiver is wide open, so I decided to throw the ball with my left hand for a touchdown. If you could get film of that pass, you’d see that it actually looked like a helicopter…it was not a spiral. He was so wide open that all my receiver had to do was not drop the ball.”

Bradley chuckled throughout telling that story but said the truth is the pass wasn’t really a helicopter, but people like to hear it because it adds to the myth.

What is fact, not fiction, is that Palestine brought a nine-game win streak into the Class AAA playoffs. The Wildcats opened the postseason with back-to-back shutouts. In the opening round Bi-District game, Palestine gained revenge against Athens with an 8–0 victory on the Hornets’ home turf.

The rematch was played on a muddy field in inclement weather. Each team was bogged-down offensively with Palestine only gaining 152 yards of total offense. The Wildcat defense limited Athens to 58 yards of total offense, with neither team completing a pass. In fact, Bradley only attempted one throw, which equaled the one pass attempt by the Hornets.

The game’s only score was set up by a 32-yard punt return in the second quarter. After returning the ball to the Athens’ 3-yard line, Bradley tried a quarterback sneak that gained one yard to the 2-yard line. On the next play, Ronnie Jones scored the game’s only touchdown. Bradley’s two-point conversion pass to Bob Stephenson completed the scoring.

In the state quarterfinals, the Palestine defense continued to play well in a 22–0 shutout of Bonham, which never got deeper than the Wildcat 33-yard line. With the defense pitching its second straight shutout, Bradley had the offense humming. He was a perfect 4-for-4 in the passing department with three touchdown passes.

One of the interesting things that Palestine did all year long was have the mentality that they were never playing an away game. How’d they do that? They would take dirt and grass from their home field and sprinkle it wherever they played.

“We never played on a foreign field,” Bradley said. “We had a ceremony before every away game we played, and we sprinkled the dirt and grass everywhere we went. Another thing we did was someone made a sign that we put above our locker room door that read, ‘Through these doors pass the toughest team in District 7 AAA.’ Any time you went in or out of the door, you had to touch it.”

Palestine was riding an 11-game win streak coming into the AAA state semifinals against Wichita Falls’ Hirschi High School, which upset undefeated Andrews in the state quarterfinals. To this day, this game is considered one of the all-time best in the Lone Star State.

Hirschi High jumped-out to a 23–0 lead before 9,000 fans in Arlington. The Huskies maintained that lead until about two minutes were left in the third quarter.

“Simply put, we were getting killed,” recalled Bradley.

With about 14 minutes left in the game, Bradley’s running and throwing talents took over to write the next chapter in the legend of Super Bill.

Bradley capped a 63-yard scoring drive with a 4-yard touchdown run that cut the deficit to 23–6. He then completed the two-point conversion try with a pass to Bob Stephenson to make it 23–8 heading into the fourth quarter.

After holding Hirschi on its next possession, Bradley and his teammates went to work on an 80-yard drive that only took four plays and ended with Bradley tossing a 29-yard TD pass to John McDonald. Another two-point pass completion between Bradley and Stephenson cut the lead to 23–16 early in the fourth quarter.

“Things just started to come together,” recounted Bradley. “My receivers were outstanding, making acrobatic catches in the fourth quarter. Then there was Jerry Reeder ripping off a long touchdown run [65 yards] that got us to within a point.”

Palestine attempted its third straight two-point conversion, but it failed, leaving Hirschi with the lead at 23–22.

“I remember the end of the game very well,” Bradley said. “They [Hirschi] had the ball around our 45 with a fourth and one…and they didn’t punt. They wanted to try to ice the game. Our defense stopped them on fourth down, but the reality of it is, if they had punted instead of going for it, we probably wouldn’t have had enough time with two minutes left to go the length of the field.”

Palestine then took over around its own 45. Battling the clock, Bradley and his teammates went to work on their game-winning drive.

“I take the snap, and all of a sudden, I’m running around scrambling a bit,” remembered Bradley. “Finally, the clock is at zero, zero, zero, and I throw it into the end zone and a buddy of mine, Curtis Fitzgerald, goes up and catches it between two players, and we win the game. It was crazy, it was just a throw to hope to Jesus and somehow he [Curtis] went up and came down with it.”

Now, back to the myth. Some 50-plus years later, some claim that that touchdown was the one that Bradley threw with his left hand.

“No, it was the Kilgore game that that happened,” chuckled Bradley. “I get a lot of credit for that game, but we had a great team on both sides of the ball. You have to remember, about a dozen guys on that team went on to play major college football.”

Bradley ended the game completing 10-of-17 passes for 201 yards and two touchdowns, including the game winner. That moved the Wildcats into the state championship game against San Marcos at Texas A&M’s Kyle Field in College Station. The Rattlers were the only team in Texas at that point with an undefeated record.

It was a cold December day when Palestine met San Marcos and, once again, Bradley was the catalyst on defense first and then on offense. Early in the first quarter, Bradley picked off a Rattlers’ pass and returned it to the San Marcos’ 11-yard line. Two plays later Super Bill threw a touchdown pass that started a 24–15 victory, giving Palestine its first and only state football championship.

“To be honest, the championship was a piece of cake, compared with the state semi,” Bradley said. “Those games created a lot of great memories that I still enjoy to this day.”

AFTER HIGH SCHOOL

With his dreams of being a Major League Baseball player behind him, Bradley went to Texas where he began his career as a quarterback and punter for the Longhorns. He became a starter during his sophomore season in 1966. He held the starting job into his senior season, but that was when Texas introduced the wishbone formation. After a slow start, Coach Royal moved Bradley to wide receiver and then over to defensive back on defense.

The Philadelphia Eagles drafted Bradley in the third round of the 1969 NFL Draft. He was a three-time Pro Bowler with the Eagles and named First Team All-Pro in 1971 and 1972. Bradley became an assistant coach at the college and professional levels after his eight-year NFL career.
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