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INTRODUCTION

When it comes to the numbers professional football players wear, how they perform on the field and for how long is what makes the indelible impression on the fan. The greats make their marks with quantifiable statistics, how they carry themselves, and what their contributions are to championship teams.

Sometimes those stars become so identified with one specific number that the team’s spectators begin referring to them as “Old 27” or the like, and everyone else knows who they are talking about.

The Chicago Bears were founded in 1920—along with the NFL itself—only initially they were the Decatur Staleys. During their long and frequently glorious history the Bears have sent some of the greatest players in the game onto the field to represent them.

When it comes to uniform numbers, there can be no greater honor than for a star player to have his number retired by his former team. It is a different, and often more personal recognition than even selection to the Pro Football Hall of Fame, although often the two canonizations overlap.

Fittingly, since the Bears are nearing completion of a full century of play, the team has a long list of jerseys taken out of circulation to honor past players and figures that made tremendous contributions to the club on and off the field.

These are the Bears’ retired numbers:

3 Bronko Nagurski

5 George McAfee

7 George Halas

28 Willie Galimore

34 Walter Payton

40 Gale Sayers

41 Brian Piccolo

42 Sid Luckman

51 Dick Butkus

56 Bill Hewitt

61 Bill George

66 Clyde “Bulldog” Turner

77 Harold “Red” Grange

89 Mike Ditka

Now that is an all-star cast. The Bears have more Hall of Famers who have not had jersey numbers retired, too.

The National Football League has stricter rules about which player can wear which number than are on the books in Major League Baseball, the National Basketball Association, and the National Hockey League. The organization has categories of numbers based on position played on the field. That makes the NFL a bit different.

A rookie cannot just saunter up to the equipment manager of a pro football team and request any old number. A running back cannot ask for 87 because he wore that in high school. A quarterback cannot plead for 55 because it is his lucky number. A linebacker cannot bribe his way into number 4 because it is his favorite number and his brother, father, and grandfather all wore it when they were playing for their hometown team.

Nope. That’s not how it works in the NFL, and every player and fan knows it. While it would be cool to be the first guy to wear number 100 in a game, it is not likely we will see that any time soon on Monday Night Football.

Under the rules of the game, players on NFL teams are permitted to wear jersey numbers from 1 to 99. Any player who is on the roster with a number between 50 and 79 is kind of in a no-man’s land, or actually a no-offense land. Football players assigned those numbers are not permitted to touch the ball except under specific circumstances. There is the tackle-eligible play when a player comes off the bench and alerts the referee he may be in on a double secret play to fool the other side. The other exceptions stem from accidents.

An offensive lineman, not tackle eligible, can recover a fumble and can also make a quirky catch provided the ball is not aimed at him, but bounces off someone else and flies into the air. Otherwise, those disenfranchised fellows wearing 50–79 are out of luck in terms of canoodling with the ball.

This coupling of uniform numbers and positions played was introduced in college football in the 1930s and 1940s, and was informally adopted by the NFL beginning in 1952. This standardized numbering system became a formal rule in the National Football League in 1973 and so for more than forty years who wears what number (or at least the range) has been generally decided before a player even joins his team. So Chicago Bears who broke into the top level of the sport since that year fall into groups. No Bears quarterback coming aboard since Secretariat won the Triple Crown of horse racing or The Godfather won the Academy Award for best picture could wear 99, even if his heart tried to dictate it.

Under the NFL set-up in effect now, quarterbacks can wear a number between 1 and 19. So can punters and place kickers.

Although there is a policy exception for the preseason, when a team might have a large quantity around before trimming down to the final roster, running backs can outfit themselves in jersey numbers between 20 and 49.

Wide receivers can choose between numbers 10 and 19, as well as 80 to 89. Tight ends, or “H” backs, who are lumped in with them, can wear numbers between 40 and 49 and 80 and 89. Offensive linemen are slotted numbers ranging between 50 and 79, as are defensive linemen, although they can also choose between 90 and 99.

Linebackers must be assigned numbers between 40 and 59, or 90 to 99. Defensive backs’ numbers must be between 20 and 49, except for the preseason where the same rule and theory applies to them for 1 to 9 in case there are a glut of DBs in camp. Very clearly the number a player wears in the modern-day NFL is linked to the position he plays.

Interestingly, the numbering system was part of the discussion at the time of the merger between the National Football League and the American Football League in the late 1960s as the organizations moved toward acceptance of a final deal.

At that time, future Hall of Fame center Jim Otto of the Oakland Raiders wore 00 because it so smoothly meshed with the spelling of his name. Also, wide receiver Ken Burrough wore 00. They were grandfathered in, allowed to keep wearing those off-beat numbers of their choice until retirement. Burrough, who retired from the Houston Oilers in 1981, was the last player to wear 00 in the NFL. The Bears have never suited up a player with 00 or 0.

For ten years in the 1950s and 1960s, fullback Johnny Olszewski, whose nickname was “Johnny O,” wore 0. He played for the Washington Redskins, Detroit Lions, Chicago Cardinals (but not the Bears), and briefly the Denver Broncos. While he was No. 0 for the Bears, he wore 33 and 36 for the Cardinals.

During the 2016 season, the limit for carrying active players on an NFL roster was 53, and all of those guys needed numbers. Take away all of the Bears’ retired numbers and it almost involves a little mathematical juggling to ensure everyone could have one with no duplicates.

In the formative years of the NFL, player numbers did not relate to the positions they played. In those years NFL teams carried just 22 players. Most of them wore low numbers, with a very prominent exception being the Bears’ Red Grange, who wore 77. Grange wore that number when he played for the University of Illinois in the 1920s and stuck with it. “The Galloping Ghost” was one of the first football stars to famously be identified with the number he wore on the gridiron.

Grange was one of the league’s pioneers, all-time greats, and is an enduring legend. Would his stature be any different if he wore 17 rather than 77? Difficult to judge, but 77 possesses a certain cache and flavor that goes beyond the routine.



No. 1: JIMMY CONZELMAN, HALL OF FAME PLAYER AND COACH









	
All Time No. 1 Roster





	
Player


	
Years





	
Jim Conzelman*


	
(1920)





	
Paddy Driscoll*


	
(1920, 1926–29)





	
Jake Lanum


	
(1920–24)





	
Oscar Johnson


	
(1924)





	
Lee Artoe


	
(1940–45)





	
Jeff Jaeger


	
(1996–99)





	
Ryan Quigley


	
(2012)





	
* Hall of Fame









One might think being No. 1 one would be something special, but only seven members of the Bears have ever worn that numbered jersey.

Of course, the first two men to do so set a pretty high standard. Before the Bears’ first season was over as the Decatur Staleys two players flashed the No. 1 uniform and they both were ultimately selected for the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

Jimmy Conzelman was awarded the jersey first when the National Football League began play in 1920, which like the Bears/Staleys pretty much operated under a pseudonym for the 1920 and 1921 seasons. Not many fans remember the NFL was the American Professional Football Association when it was founded.

A friend of George Halas’s from their playing days together at the Great Lakes Naval Station team during World War I, Conzelman was a short-timer with his pal, but for good reason. By 1921, when he was just twenty-three, Conzelman was offered the position of player-coach for the Rock Island Independents.

For Decatur, Conzelman was a quarterback (which mostly involved running at the time) and was even named to the NFL’s All-Decade Team. He played nine of his seasons for other teams, none of which remained in existence beyond that first league decade.

Conzelman suited up for Rock Island, the Milwaukee Badgers, Detroit Panthers, and the Providence Steam Roller.

In college, Conzelman played for Washington University in St. Louis, his hometown. After observing team after team being waived out of business, Conzelman turned to coaching full time. He was successful leading his school to three Missouri Valley Conference championships before taking over the Chicago Cardinals for several seasons wrapped around World War II. In a display of versatility, Conzelman also worked as a team executive for the St. Browns of the American League during those 1943–45 war years. In 1944, the Browns won their only pennant in the half-century existence of the franchise.

While giving the commencement address at the University of Dayton in 1942, a time when the nation was at war, Conzelman said, “Courage is a mysterious quality, touching at times the strong and the weak, the rich and the poor, the wise and the fools in a bewildering method of selection.” Present due to his football fame, Conzelman focused much more on the soldier than the athlete, naming a couple of heroes of battle who had never played football, boxed, or competed in other contact sports.

John “Paddy” Driscoll was another original Staley, who also excelled at quarterback and wore No. 1. His Chicago (and environs) links were many. He was born in Evanston, Illinois, just north of the city, attended Northwestern University, also in Evanston, played for the Staleys in 1920, resumed business with the cross-town Chicago Cardinals between 1920 and 1925, and returned to the Bears to play from 1926 to 1929. An all-around skilled athlete, Driscoll also played 13 games for the Chicago Cubs during his baseball career.

One of Driscoll’s talents was mastering the dropkick. He once kicked a record four dropkick field goals in one game. Few of those living have seen that bygone skill performed in person.

Driscoll coached the Bears for two seasons, 1956 and 1957, during one of George Halas’s hiatuses from the sidelines. He took the ’56 Bears to the NFL title game, although they lost to the New York Giants.

Driscoll was an NFL All-Pro six times in the 1920s, the first time and the last two times while with the Bears, a period when he also switched around to other uniform numbers. Driscoll, a member of the pro and college halls of fame, once scored 27 points in an NFL game, but was playing for the Cardinals at the time.

Chosen for the Pro Football Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio, Driscoll, who stood 5-foot-11 and weighed 161 pounds in his playing days, delivered an induction speech in 1965. In part, he seemed amazed by his own journey, saying, “It’s inconceivable that a fellow like myself, weighing 128 pounds playing fullback in high school, would come up here to get these high honors.”

No other successor wearing the No. 1 jersey could match the accomplishments of the first two Bears to wear it. Jake Lanum, a running back out of the University of Illinois, gained custody of the shirt before the end of the 1920 season and kept it through 1924. He did get on the field regularly, but scored just one touchdown. Oscar Johnson, who borrowed the number for just one game in 1924, may not even have gotten it dirty.

No. 1 went back into the closet for sixteen years after that, until Lee Artoe took over for four seasons between 1940 and 1945 with war-time off. Artoe, a tackle and kicker who attended Cal-Berkeley, was a rookie the year the Bears crushed the Washington Redskins, 73–0, in the NFL title game, the all-time league wipeout. Artoe started on the offensive line that day.

“He was a real tough guy, a real hitter,” said Bears teammate Ken Kavanaugh.

Artoe had to be. With eight hip operations, broken jaws, and knocked-out teeth, he would otherwise have invented the disabled list.

No Bear wore No. 1 again until another kicker, Jeff Jaeger, took possession in 1996 and kept it hanging in his locker into 1999. He only played in seven games during those last four years of his career, but booted all but one extra point attempt and finished his playing days with 1,008 points.

Only one other time since has a Bear worn No. 1. Ryan Quigley wore No. 1 in 2012, but Quigley was down under on the Bears’ roster. He never played in a Chicago regular-season game and has since been punting for the New York Jets and Arizona Cardinals.



No. 2: DOUG FLUTIE, BELOVED BY ALL BUT THE BEARS









	
All Time No. 2 Roster





	
Player


	
Years





	
Joe LeFleur


	
(1922–25)





	
Ralph King


	
(1925)





	
Link Lyman*


	
(1926–28, 1930–31, 1933–34)





	
Dick Nesbitt


	
(1930–33)





	
Billy Pollock


	
(1935–36)





	
Gary Famiglietti


	
(1938–45)





	
Doug Flutie


	
(1986)





	
Will Furrer


	
(1992)





	
Mike Horan


	
(1998)





	
Paul Edinger


	
(2000–04)





	
Jason Campbell


	
(2012)





	
Jordan Palmer


	
(2013)





	
Brian Hoyer


	
(2016)





	
* Hall of Fame









Probably the best-known wearer of No. 2 for the modern football fan is Doug Flutie, Bears draft class of 1986. Flutie was a widely admired college star at Boston College, and won the Heisman Trophy. He is also one of the finest quarterbacks in Canadian Football League history.

But Flutie never won over Bears fans. In fact, he was loved by all but the Bears. He was brought in by coach Mike Ditka as a backup to often-injured Jim McMahon following the Bears’ Super Bowl triumph the year before, perhaps to add a little flair to Chicago’s offense. However, Flutie hardly ever got off the bench.

Standing at only 5-foot-10, Flutie was deemed too small to make a difference in the NFL. But his game was certainly suited for the wide-open CFL where he threw for 6,619 yards in one season, was at the helm for three Grey Cup championship teams, and six times was chosen the league’s outstanding player.

A national icon in college and a household name in Canada, Flutie appeared in just five games for the Bears. He did play for New England, Buffalo, and San Diego, and was chosen for the Pro Bowl in 1998 while with the Bills.

Flutie was a popular enough figure outside of Chicago that he had a cereal named for him—Flutie Flakes—and later appeared on Dancing With The Stars.

Link Lyman, who was a Hall-of-Fame lineman for the Bears in the 1920s and 1930s, is the most accomplished player to wear No. 2 for the Bears, but Lyman was not closely identified with the numeral because he kept changing numbers.

Few other Bears through the team history wore No. 2 with much distinction. Joe LaFleur (1922–25), a guard and fullback, was the first member of the team to display the number. Ralph King (1925) was a Bears guard for two games.

During some of the years Lyman was playing musical numbers but was still with the team, Dick Nesbitt (1930–33) wore No. 2. He was a five-year NFL running back, bouncing around and was probably better known as a TV personality later in Minneapolis. Bill Pollock (1935–36) played in the offensive and defensive backfield and scored four touchdowns for the Bears.

Gary Famiglietti spent his time with Chicago between 1938 and 1945 at halfback and fullback. One season he rushed for as many as 503 yards and scored 20 touchdowns for the Bears before playing a last year with the Boston Yanks. He also dabbled in kicking for the Bears and on punt and kickoff returns.

A solid contributor, Famiglietti was three times chosen for the Pro Bowl and scored a touchdown in the Bears’ NFL title game thrashing of the Washington Redskins in 1940.

For some reason, No. 2 remained on the sidelines from 1946 to ’86, when Flutie briefly donned it and then again until 1992 when it was worn by Will Furrer during his solo year with the Bears. Furrer was a short-lived NFL back-up out of Virginia Tech.

Punter Mike Horan (1998) had a lengthy pro career, appearing in 205 games and averaging 42.2 yards per boot. He had many memorable moments, including a career-long 75-yard kick—just not many during his season with the Bears. He won a Super Bowl with the St. Louis Rams and kicked in other Super Bowls with the Denver Broncos.

Between 2000 and 2004, Paul Edinger was the Bears’ place-kicker. He never missed an extra point in those five seasons and twice topped 100 points in a season for Chicago (112 and 105) before wrapping up his career with the Minnesota Vikings. Edinger hit two extra points and a field goal for the Bears in a 2001 playoff game, although it was a 33–19 loss to the Philadelphia Eagles.

Chicago loaned No. 2 to quarterback Jason Campbell in 2012. A one-season backup, Campbell made it into six games, starting one, though he did complete 62.7 percent of his 51 pass attempts.

Jordan Palmer was another transient occupant of No. 2 during the 2013 season for the Bears. A quarterback, Palmer wore the uniform, but did not play in a game for the Bears.

Brian Hoyer is another quarterback who tried to improve on the luck of those wearing No. 2. A journeyman who showed flashes of being a possible regular starter, Hoyer played well for the Bears in 2016 as a replacement for the injured Jay Cutler. Before breaking his arm, Hoyer threw for more than 300 yards in a game four times for Chicago, including a career-high 397 yards. He was on a one-year contract at the time and when he healed jumped to the San Francisco 49ers.



No. 3: BRONKO NAGURSKI, TOUGHEST OF THEM ALL









	
All Time No. 3 Roster





	
Player


	
Years





	
Ed Sternaman


	
(1920–30)





	
Robert Koehler


	
(1920–21)





	
Clifford Ashburn


	
(1930)





	
Bronko Nagurski**


	
(1930–37, 1943)





	
Albert Johnson


	
(1938)





	
Lewis Hamity


	
(1941)





	
Dante Magnani


	
(1943, 1946, 1949)





	
Jim Fordham


	
(1944–45)





	
Eddie Allen


	
(1947)





	
Wally Dreyer


	
(1949)





	
** Hall of Famer; Number Retired for Nagurski









It took a few years after he retired for the Bears to retire Bronko Nagurski’s No. 3 jersey. A few players wore it before him and a handful of players wore it after him, few with great note.

But in Bears lore when you talk No. 3 it is Bronko’s number. If someone carved a Mount Rushmore of the National Football League, Nagurski would most certainly be one of those etched in stone. A true legend of the game, the bruising fullback-linebacker was said to be the strongest competitor of his era, mostly the 1930s with a bounce-back season in 1943.

When opposing players saw No. 3 coming at them, it was like trying to dodge a freight train. On offense, Nagurski gathered the ball to his belly and ran right through would-be tacklers. On defense, the 6-foot-2, 230-pounder often tossed blockers aside and racked up the ballcarrier with a bone-crushing hit.

Bronko may have been as wild on the field as a bucking bronco, but his given name was Bronislau. Born in Canada, but a long-time resident of International Falls, Minnesota, Nagurski gained his first football fame as an All-American at the University of Minnesota.

He joined the Bears in 1930 and retired for the first time in 1937. During Nagurski’s tenure, he was a four-time, first-team All-Pro. When the Bears were short-handed during World War II, owner George Halas, himself off to join the Navy for a second time, recruited Nagurski to play again. He returned for the 1943 season, which enabled Nagurski to be part of a third NFL championship.

There are a mix of myths and legends surrounding Nagurski. Though all are good stories in the telling, not all are true. One such tale said Bronko was recruited by the Gophers after the coach got lost in his neighborhood. Supposedly Nagurski, who was plowing the field, raised the plow and pointed with it when asked for directions.

Nagurski followed his pro football days as a pro wrestling attraction. That career lasted longer, and he made more money from grappling than he ever did with the Bears.

One of the most revered and admired of NFL legends, Nagurski was always appreciated in his hometown. He ran businesses in International Falls and the nickname of the local high school athletic program is the Broncs, named in his honor.

Nagurski is not only a member of the College Football Hall of Fame, he was a member of the first class inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame when the building opened in 1963.

Before Nagurski came along to pull on the No. 3 jersey, a few other Bears wore it. Ed Sternaman, a member of the original Staleys, dressed in No. 3 during the first season of the club’s existence and stuck with the team and the number into 1930.

Sternaman is not nearly as well-remembered as George Halas, but he, Halas, and Sternaman’s younger brother, Joey, all played together at the University of Illinois. While Halas is regarded as the pioneer and league patriarch, Ed Sternman was a co-coach and co-owner of the Bears during the early years.

Sternaman, whose nickname was “Dutch,” was wiped out by the Great Depression and had to sell his share of the Bears to Halas.

Meanwhile, during the 1920 and 1921 seasons, Robert Koehler also wore No. 3 when Sternaman did not. Koehler had an OK career as a fullback in the twenties, but the Bears sent him to the Chicago Cardinals during the 1921 season.

When the 1930 season began, Clifford Ashburn was given No. 3 after spending a year with the New York Giants, but he never played a game for the Bears. Nagurski was wearing the number before too long. A couple of other players with brief stays on the Bears wore No. 3 in between Nagurski’s stints. Albert Johnson presumably tried on No. 3 in 1938, but didn’t suit up for the Bears in any games. Also, while Nagurski was retired, Lewis Hamity was handed the number in 1941. He was college football’s leading passer in 1938 for the University of Chicago, not long before the Maroons gave up big-time football. Hamity played one season for the Bears, but became a Marine fighter pilot during World War II after Pearl Harbor was bombed.

The Bears acquired running back Dante Magnani from the Cleveland Rams in 1943, but he turned over No. 3 to Nagurski when Bronko came out of retirement. In two other seasons with the Bears, 1946 and 1949, after World War II and after Nagurski, Magnani wore No. 3. While Magnani was away at war, Jim Fordham, who attended the University of Georgia—not Fordham—played respectable ball for Chicago as a runner in 1944 and 1945. His nickname was “Flash.”

Post-World War II, the Bears kept passing No. 3 around to short-timers: Eddie Allen in 1947 (16 yards rushing in 9 games) and Wally Dreyer in 1949. Dreyer was around for just that one season, although he played for Green Bay the following year.

Finally, the Bears front office decided enough was enough. Bronko Nagurski deserved the recognition of having his number retired and no one on the team has worn it since 1949.

The great Sammy Baugh once asked Nagurski why he did not get blocks from teammates when he ran through the line. Nagurski said, “I don’t need one.” Nagurski did not evade tacklers, he bulldozed them.

When Nagurski retired the first time in 1937 the reasons were two-fold: Halas’s cheapness in refusing to pay him better, and his continuing allegiance to pro wrestling. Halas told Nagurski he was nuts to walk away from the gridiron.

“You’re the best football player I’ve ever seen,” Halas told Nagurski.

But at that point, money, not flattery, is what would have induced Nagurski to stay. Moving into a bare-chested sport, Bronko did not wear No. 3 in the ring.



No. 4: JIM HARBAUGH, PUGNACIOUS EVEN THEN









	
All Time No. 4 Roster





	
Player


	
Years





	
Pard Pearce


	
(1920–22)





	
Johnny Bryan


	
(1922–25)





	
Joe Sternaman


	
(1922–25, 1927–30)





	
Keith Molesworth


	
(1931–38)





	
Reino Nori


	
(1938)





	
Harry Clarke


	
(1940–43)





	
Dante Magnani


	
(1943, 1946, 1949)





	
Frank Mazicki


	
(1942)





	
Tip Mooney


	
(1944–46)





	
Nick Sacrinty


	
(1947)





	
John Roveto


	
(1982)





	
Steve Fuller


	
(1984–87)





	
Jim Harbaugh


	
(1987–93)





	
Steve Walsh


	
(1994–95)





	
Moses Moreno


	
(1998)





	
Brad Maynard


	
(2001–10)





	
Jay Feely


	
(2014)





	
Spencer Lanning


	
(2015)





	
Connor Barth


	
(2016)









These days, everyone who follows football knows Jim Harbaugh as the University of Michigan Wolverines coach with a snarl like . . . well . . . a wolverine. He was making a name for himself even before that on the sidelines with the San Francisco 49ers.

But Harbaugh was a pretty decent player, too, who as a quarterback, mostly with the Indianapolis Colts and the Bears, showed a lot of grit. It would not surprise anyone to hear Harbaugh would do anything to beat you.

Harbaugh played for Michigan, too, and was drafted by the Bears in 1987. He made the team that season, but spent much of the fall riding the bench. It took a couple more years before Harbaugh did much beyond appear in mop-up duty. By 1990, he was the team’s starter.

While Harbaugh was not Mr. Fancy, he threw for 2,178 yards and 10 touchdowns in 14 games in leading Chicago to an 11–5 record. He simultaneously took a battering, being sacked 31 times, and was injured for the last two games of the regular season and playoffs.

He was a new man in 1991, throwing for 3,121 yards and starting all 16 games for the Bears. Harbaugh, perhaps foreshadowing his coaching chops, had a knack for inspiring his teammates. Again the Bears finished 11–5 and advanced to the playoffs. But that was a high point for Harbaugh in Chicago and the Bears behind his signal-calling. He gave up No. 4 after a 1988–93 stay.

However, the man who said, “Attack each day with an enthusiasm unknown to mankind,” maintained that outlook.

Harbaugh is just one of 19 players who have worn No. 4 for the Bears. Going back to the beginning of the franchise, Pard Pearce debuted the numeral and kept it for the first three years of the team. Before that, seeking to keep his amateur football eligibility, Pearce played professional baseball in the minors under a fake name.

Johnny Bryan (1922–25) came next and became owner of the short-lived Milwaukee Badgers a few years later when his predecessor was forced by the league to relinquish the reins. Bryan then came back to the Bears. Joey Sternaman, part-owner Ed’s brother, wore No. 4 and was the team quarterback ahead of Pearce, playing through 1930.

The multi-talented Keith Molesworth was a Bear from 1931 to 1938, a surprising make-good guy who weighed just 98 pounds in high school and was lucky his team gave him any uniform. Molesworth simultaneously played for the Bears and in minor league baseball and, in 1953, he coached the Baltimore Colts after significant experience gained elsewhere as an assistant coach.

Reino Nori was one game and done with the Bears in 1938. Harry Clarke (1940–43) was a war-time player. A big star at West Virginia, he scored two touchdowns in the Bears’ 73–0 crunching of the Washington Redskins in the 1940 championship game. Clarke served in the navy and then played in the upstart All-America Football Conference.

No. 4 was one of the numbers Dante Magnani wore for the Bears. Frank Maznicki (1942) was nicknamed “Monk.” Tip Mooney (1944–46), who gained 105 yards rushing in 17 carries in 1945, and Nick Sacrinty (1947) did not make many ripples wearing No. 4.

The number then went out for dry cleaning and wasn’t returned to action for thirty-five years when kicker John Roveto (who wore number 9 in 1981) pulled on the jersey in 1982. Quarterback Steve Fuller was the Bears’ backup signal-caller on the 18–1 team that won the 1986 Super Bowl. Fuller only started 5 games and threw 107 passes during the Super Bowl season, but he did win a ring. It was Jim Harbaugh’s turn in No. 4 next.

Steve Walsh (1994–95) had one pretty good year. Walsh threw for 2,078 yards and 10 touchdowns for the Bears in ’94. That was better than Moses Moreno did in 1998. A star at Colorado State, Moreno was a Bears seventh-round draft pick and only appeared in two games.

Punter Brad Maynard formed a more permanent attachment to No. 4, holding onto it from 2001 to 2010. Maynard played 15 years in the NFL in all, the heart of his career in Chicago, kicking as many as 108 times in one season for the Bears. While that led the league, it was also a sign the 5–11 Bears could not move the ball in 2004. One year Maynard was voted the sexiest member of the team. It was a consolation prize for not ever being voted to the Pro Bowl.

Jay Feely (2014) was a just-passing-through kicker with four field-goal tries in four games. Spencer Lanning, a hopeful punter in 2015, played in one game. Next on the No. 4 list was Connor Barth, who booted 18 out of 23 field goals in 2016.



No. 5: HALL OF FAMER GEORGE MCAFEE









	
All Time No. 5 Roster





	
Player


	
Years





	
Charley Dressen


	
(1920)





	
Ken Huffine


	
(1921)





	
Carl Hanke


	
(1922)





	
George Bolan


	
(1921–24)





	
Laurie Walquist


	
(1922–31)





	
Bill Buckler


	
(1926–31)





	
George Corbett


	
(1932–38)





	
Anton Stolfa


	
(1939)





	
Robert MacLeod


	
(1939–40)





	
George McAfee**


	
(1940–50)





	
Billy Stone


	
(1951–54)





	
** Hall of Famer; Number Retired for McAfee









Even if you are not as well-known as the most famous of the Chicago Bears, if your name is permanently etched next to a number, then you know you did pretty well.

No. 5 was retired for George McAfee, who wore it in 1940–41, and 1945–50. McAfee was a halfback who could run the ball, return the ball, and catch the ball, the latter on offense and defense. He is a member of the College Football Hall of Fame, recognized for his performances at Duke, and the Pro Football Hall of Fame for his contributions to four Bears championship teams.

Besides taking handoffs and grabbing passes, McAfee was an accomplished defensive back with 25 interceptions. He also had a knack for wiggling free of tacklers while receiving punts and led the NFL in that category.

Red Grange, who had retired by then, and probably earned the same accolade from another observer a decade or so earlier, called McAfee “the most dangerous” player in the NFL with the football in his hands.

Although he did miss some playing time in the 1940s due to World War II, whenever McAfee was in the Bears lineup he was doing something spectacular. He led the league in rushing in 1941 and averaged 7.3 yards per carry. He also scored 9 touchdowns, which would be quite respectable in 2017—except McAfee did so in an 11-game season, not 16.

Considered very fast for his time, McAfee was clocked in 9.7 seconds for the 100-yard dash and won a college conference sprint title.

A New York Times columnist said McAfee compared favorably with the legendary Jim Thorpe as the finest ball-carrier of all time. His coach, George Halas, seemed to agree that he was the same caliber of player, saying, “The highest compliment you can pay any ball carrier is (to) just compare him with McAfee.”

The first Bear to wear No. 5 for the team, during the initial Staleys campaign, was also quite a famous athletic figure—but not for football. Chuck Dressen’s hometown was Decatur, Illinois, which made him a natural candidate to play when the starch manufacturers suited up a team. Dressen was a quarterback who spent his lone season associated with the team in 1920, although he also put in two seasons with the Racine Legion.

However, Dressen was far better known for his days in Major League Baseball. He was already past thirty when he made his big-league debut in 1925 with the Cincinnati Reds. Dressen also played one season with the New York Giants, retiring in 1933. If that represented the entirety of his big-league connection, Dressen, who batted .272 lifetime, might not be well-remembered despite being a pro at the top level in two sports.

However, Dressen ended up winning 1,008 games as a major-league manager with the Reds, Brooklyn Dodgers, Washington Senators, Milwaukee Braves, and Detroit Tigers—and that didn’t include coaching stints with the Brooklyn Dodgers, New York Yankees, and Los Angeles Dodgers. Although he did not win the World Series as a manager or player, Dressen earned two championship rings as a coach. Somewhat notoriously, Dressen was the manager of the 1951 Dodgers club that lost the National League pennant in a playoff game on Bobby Thomson’s famous home run.

Take away Dressen and McAfee and the list of Bears players who also wore No. 5 is not terribly distinguished. Ken Huffine (1921) scored two touchdowns. Carl Hanke (1922) played two games. George Bolan (1921–24) also scored two touchdowns, in parts of four seasons.

Laurie Walquist (1922–31) had a lengthy Bears career, handling the punting and place kicking. Bill Buckler (1926–31), a guard who was around at the same time, is listed in Bears records as wearing No. 5 as well. But unless they traded the jersey back and forth between plays, most likely they used the number intermittently during their careers. Go figure.

After both Walquist and Buckler were gone, George Corbett (1932–38) inherited No. 5, perhaps because he could count to five. Corbett was a sometimes running back and a sometimes pass catcher. Quarterback Anton Stolfa (1939) was neither one and appeared in just one game.

Robert MacLeod (1939–40) wore No. 5 in the same season as Stolfa and in the same season as George McAfee. He was an All-American at Dartmouth and rushed for 88 yards as a bridge wearer of the number.

After McAfee retired, the Bears did not take the number out of circulation fast enough, giving it out one more time. Billy Stone wore No. 5 between 1951 and 1954 and during that time carried the ball well enough and caught 100 passes for the Bears. He out-did most of the No. 5s, but there was no mystery about it being retired for McAfee.

McAfee was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1966. As part of his acceptance speech, McAfee said, “I’ll cherish this honor as long as I live.” And he lived to be ninety.



No. 6: JAY CUTLER, ALMOST GREAT QUARTERBACK









	
All Time No. 6 Roster





	
Player


	
Years





	
Sid Gepford


	
(1920)





	
Jim Kendricks


	
(1924)





	
Hec Garvey


	
(1922–25)





	
Bill Senn


	
(1926–31)





	
Bernie Leahy


	
(1932)





	
Gene Ronzani


	
(1933–40)





	
John Siegal


	
(1939–43)





	
Don Kindt Sr.


	
(1947–56)





	
Hans Nielsen


	
(1981)





	
Kevin Butler


	
(1985–95)





	
Jay Cutler


	
(2009–16)









The best wearer of No. 6 in Chicago Bears history was shown the way out the door in March of 2017 after some serious highlight performances and other major disappointments.

Although just thirty-four, Jay Cutler, the former Vanderbilt quarterback who joined the Bears from the Denver Broncos in 2009, one season after being selected for the Pro Bowl, was contemplating retirement. At 6-foot-3 and 230 pounds, Cutler regularly flashed a strong arm and seemed to have a sturdy frame. However, often enough being banged around in the backfield brought physical consequences.

Too many sacks seemed to take a toll. Cutler played in just 10 games in 2011, 11 in 2013, and five in 2016. Although Cutler broke some of Sid Luckman’s 60-year-old team records and had thrown for a career total of 208 touchdowns by the end of the 2016 season, he did not always please a demanding audience.

Cutler’s lifetime pass-completion record was 61.9 percent, but the only category he ever led the NFL in was interceptions. That occurred twice. With Chicago, though, Cutler threw for more than 3,000 yards five times, including a high of 3,812 in 2014.

Born in Santa Claus, Indiana, Cutler could have used a few gifts from his teammates to keep him upright more often. Through 11 seasons, including time spent in Denver, Cutler had been sacked 302 times, a statistic not conducive to long-term health. In addition, in 2008, Cutler was diagnosed with type 1 diabetes and was forced to take insulin shots. He spent considerable time working with charities, especially those focused on helping young people.

It was not immediately apparent if Cutler would continue to play in the NFL. A shoulder injury in November of 2016 curtailed his last season with the Bears. The combination of a Bears team mired in the lower depths of the league and Cutler’s injuries certainly indicated moving elsewhere for a fresh start could well be in his best interests if healthy enough. In 2017, Cutler retired and will be joining Fox Sports as an analyst for the upcoming NFL season.

Although Cutler often came off as immature and removed from circumstances during his earliest days with the team, by the time he left he impressed as a more mature man with the responsibilities of husband and father affecting his life more than ups and downs on the field.

“We all become a little wiser,” Cutler admitted in a farewell interview with the Chicago Tribune. “Having kids helps you realize how selfish you can be as a person rather quickly.” He admitted to the key improvement in maturity, saying, “. . . if you’re not trying to get better in certain aspects of your life, you’re just going to stay the same. I think we can all improve.”

The next-most prominent No. 6 in Bears history rhymes with Cutler. Kevin Butler was the kicker for Chicago during its Super Bowl run, and spent 1985–95 with the club. During a 13-year NFL career, which concluded with a couple of years on the Arizona Cardinals, Butler scored 1,208 points in 184 games. That included 265 field goals. With 1,116 points, Butler left the Bears as the team’s all-time leading scorer. Kicker Robbie Gould passed Butler twenty years later.

A University of Georgia player, Butler is a member of the College Football Hall of Fame and handles football radio broadcasts for his alma mater.

As a rookie, Butler kicked for 144 points, a record for a first-year player that lasted until 2014.

The first player to wear No. 6 was Sid Gepford, a Decatur Staley in 1920. He played just two games. Jim Kendricks (1924) lined up for the Bears at the same time he coached Centre College.

Hec Garvey (1922–25) hung around a little bit longer than the first two Bears to wear No. 6 and started 24 games as an end and guard. Bill Senn (1926–31) threw a few passes and made a few punts. Bernie Leahy (1932) played one game.

Things were different after Gene Ronzani pulled on No. 6. Ronzani stuck with Chicago from 1933 to 1945. Ronzani won nine letters in college at Marquette University. He was mostly a backup for the Bears, although one season he rushed for 485 yards, contributed some receptions, and was second-string behind Sid Luckman at quarterback.

Ronzani later turned to coaching and was an assistant at Notre Dame, a few years for the Bears, and in 1950 had the unenviable task of replacing Curly Lambeau as head man with the Green Bay Packers. Lambeau coached the team for more than thirty years, since its inception. Ronzani was the boss from 1950 to 1953.

John Siegal was a Bear from 1939 to 1943 and played both ways at end. That meant he caught some passes and made some tackles, more of the latter, three times being named All-Pro. When Siegal died at ninety-seven in 2015, he was the oldest living Bear.

Don Kindt Sr. made a living with the Bears from 1947 through 1956. A second-string halfback in addition to playing defensive back, Kindt gained as many as 266 yards rushing in a season. He often disagreed about strategy with coach George Halas, so it was surprising he lasted as long as he did in Chicago.

The No. 6 went to sleep for a long time following Kindt’s career. No one on the Bears wore it until Hans Nielsen in 1981. He kicked in all of three games, though Nielsen made all eight of his extra-point tries.

After that came Butler and Cutler in No. 6.



No. 7: THE FIRST CHICAGO BEAR TO WEAR NO. 7 WAS THE FIRST BEAR









	
All Time No. 7





	
Player


	
Years





	
George Halas**


	
(1920–29)





	
Joseph Lintzenich


	
(1930–31)





	
John Sisk Sr.


	
(1932–36)





	
Ernest Rentner


	
(1936–37)





	
John Oelerich


	
(1938)





	
Edgar Manske


	
(1938–40)





	
Bill Geyer


	
(1942–43, 1946)





	
Ed Sprinkle


	
(1944–55)





	
John Huarte


	
(1972)





	
Bob Avellini


	
(1975–84)





	
** Hall of Famer; Number Retired for Halas









George Halas was the founder of the Bears (as the Decatur Staleys) when the National Football League began business in 1920. He was also the coach and a player. Over time, Halas was the team owner, general manager, and he probably sharpened the pencils in the office, unless he bossed around a secretary with the same bark he employed with his men on the gridiron.

When it comes to the Bears, Halas was Mr. Everything. He ran the show for sixty-three years, until 1983, made all of the key personnel moves, and as coach won seven NFL titles, the last one in 1963.

He earned the nickname “Papa Bear” and was regarded as nearly as important to the evolution of the league and its growth as he was to the Bears. He worked with legends, coaching legends, and in the end became a legend.

When Halas played between 1920 and 1929, there was no league-mandated rule dictating which players at which positions wore which numbers. However, in the earliest days of NFL play, the teams pretty much stuck with chronological order when handing the uniforms out. The teams started with No. 1 and worked their way up, indifferent to the player’s assigned role on the team.

Rosters were also much smaller in the early days of the pro game than they are in the 2000s. As a direct result of this casual dispensing of numbers during the Staleys’ first year of competition, no player in the first season wore a number higher than 24.

Halas could have ended up with any number, but wore No. 7. Many other Bears wore that number. Many of the players who wore No. 7 did so only briefly. The last Bear to wear No. 7 for the team was Bob Avellini in 1984.

It was only after Halas died that the club thought of retiring the number Halas wore as a player six decades earlier as a way to honor him.

When Halas retired as a player, it was not as if he zealously protected the No. 7 uniform jersey and forbade anyone else from wearing it. Such a sentimental thought was unlikely to cross his mind.

Promptly, in 1930, the number transferred to Joseph Lintzenich. Few long-term Bears fans instantly recall Lintzenich’s contributions to the club during his two seasons in No. 7. However, although his career with the Bears and in the pros was short, some distinctive sports trivia attaches itself to his name—if not specifically his number.

In a game against the New York Giants on November 16, 1931, Lintzenich booted a punt that did not stop rolling for 94 yards beyond the line of scrimmage. That kick remained tied for the NFL record for thirty-eight years. It is still a Bears record eighty-six years later. Although this has nothing to do with Lintzenich’s tenure with the Bears, he was also the father-in-law of famed sports broadcaster Jack Buck and the grandfather of current sports broadcaster Joe Buck. So although Lintzenich could not match Halas for renown, he did not pass through the landscape quietly, either.

John Sisk Sr., who next inherited No. 7, did not make much of a mark, but he did play from 1932 to 1936 and flaunted the nickname “Big Train,” the same moniker applied to Hall of Fame baseball pitcher Walter Johnson. Sisk Sr. was a running back who was on the Bears 1933 team. In 2005, his championship ring from that season sold at auction for $8,120. In 1964, his son, John Sisk Jr., played three games for the Bears.

Ernest Rentner took over custody of No. 7 for the 1936 and 1937 seasons and proudly wore the number, as well as the nickname “Pug.”

John Oelerich was less than one-and-done in 1938 and quickly passed No. 7 to Edgar Manske.

Manske, whose nickname was “Eggs,” clutched the number to his chest from 1937 to 1940. The last college player to compete without a helmet, Manske did not transfer his bareheaded allegiance to the pros. Pictures show he was a good-looking guy—at least when he signed up with the Bears. Manske, who was a Bears regular and played in their 1940 championship-game 73–0 massacre of the Washington Redskins, is famous in Chicago for another reason. Halas traded Manske to the Pittsburgh Steelers in 1939 for their first-round draft pick. The Bears picked Hall of Famer Sid Luckman with the choice. Manske was then released by the Steelers and re-signed with the Bears. So, essentially, Chicago got Luckman for free.

Maybe the team should have retired No. 7 for Manske instead of Halas.

Although he played parts of three seasons (nine games counting as parts) in 1942, 1943, and 1946, Bill Geyer only wore No. 7 in 1942.

The No. 7 took the next year off, but starting in 1944 Ed Sprinkle displayed the number and he kept right on using it through 1955. Sprinkle’s vitals were listed as 6-foot-1 and 206 pounds, but he played way tougher than that for 12 seasons. Before turning to wrecking offenses full time, Sprinkle played both ways and caught passes for his own offense.

Sprinkle featured a tackling method—an elbow to the throat which was legal at the time—called “The Claw,” making him sound more like a professional wrestler than a football player. Citing an often-quoted line about Sprinkle, the New York Times included in its obituary that he was called “the meanest man in football” when he died at age ninety.

The No. 7 went into hibernation until 1972 after Sprinkle retired his Claw. Halas picked up John Huarte that year, hoping he could be a significant addition at quarterback. Huarte was a star at Notre Dame and won the Heisman Trophy in 1964, but had already passed through three teams.

A career backup in the American Football League and National Football League, Huarte was gone from Chicago after a single season and completed his pro career with the dearly departed Memphis Southmen of the World Football League.

By 1975, Halas had been looking for a long-term answer at quarterback for a quarter of a century, or since Luckman retired. Although Avellini, a sixth-round pick out of Maryland, remained with the Bears through the 1984 season, he was never a star. His best season was 1977 when he threw for 2,004 yards and 11 touchdowns.

Later in life Avellini had run-ins with the law over driving while intoxicated, worked in radio, and devoted time to charitable causes.

After Avellini surrendered No. 7, the number was given to George Halas for eternity.


George Halas

Several teams in several sports retire a number to honor a team founder or a long-time owner. The No. 1 is often chosen, unless there is a specific reason to choose a different numeral. That’s how Halas ended up having No. 7 retired for him.

“Papa Bear” Halas, as he was often called during his sixty-three years at the helm of the Chicago Bears, was an unusual case. Halas not only helped to found the Bears, first known as the Decatur Staleys, but he was in on the ground floor organizing of the National Football League itself when it started business in 1920.

For decades, Halas served as coach, general manager, and president of the team that he owned. He wore more hats than a concessions vendor has at a ballpark.

However, little remembered except by the game’s historians and trivia buffs (if anyone is still living who witnessed his other activity, the numbers are tiny) is that Halas also played. Indeed, he was a player first, naturally enough. Halas was born in 1895 and was a Chicago boy all of the way, graduating from Crane High School.

Halas then attended the University of Illinois where he was a three-sport athlete, competing on the football, basketball, and baseball teams. As a member of the 1918 Fighting Illini, Halas played for a Big Ten football champion.

The Rose Bowl is known as the granddaddy of all college football bowl games, and it was already going strong (without the later links specifically to the Big Ten and Pacific 8, 10, or 12 champions). As World War I was coming to an end, the powerhouse football teams in the land were military clubs. Halas was playing for the Great Lakes Navy Bluejackets, and that team defeated the Mare Island Marines in the Rose Bowl. The Most Valuable Player in the 17–0 Great Lakes victory was Halas.
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