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A BRIEF LOOK BACK AT THE 2007–2012 ANDY REID ERA

ON PAPER

Should 42-37 feel good? That was the win-loss record the Eagles compiled in regular season play from 2007 (when this book was first published) to 2012, for a winning clip of .532. Compared to their all-time 497-545/.481 log, it appears to be, as Philadelphians say, “pretty good.” So why doesn’t 42-37 feel warm and fuzzy?

To a non-Iggle fan, the team’s recent record during that time is pretty respectable. That’s how an outsider might assess the Eagles’ performance over that half decade. On paper, their record doesn’t look all that bad. Pluck any other five-consecutive-year period out of their 80-year history, and, for the most part, a .532 win-loss percentage would have been awesome. Excise the five post-2007 years from their all-time log, and their all-time log tumbles to 455-508/.472. That record might mislead the uninitiated into thinking the Eagles are flying high and their fans must have been crazy about them. They’d be wrong, of course. Or would they? Well, on one hand yes, and on the other hand, no. The Eagle Nation is, indeed, complex.

To the hardcore Iggle devotee, those five years have comprised a mostly regrettable, frustrating era that only underscores how, with the entire Eagle Nation devotedly in tow, the team always manages to come up short—until Super Bowl LII. We had been one of the NFL’s reliably perennial bridesmaids—tried-and-true also-rans. Nevertheless, our also-ran tag didn’t succeed in turning hometown fans off. Nor did it turn them away from the stadium. It never has. It never did. Why? I’ll let psychologists and the talk-radio crowd wrestle with that question. But I will posit one hypothesis: good, bad, or ugly, our Iggles have given this town more than its fair share of unforgettable drama and excitement. Year in and year out, the trove of Eagles memories grows, becomes embedded and memorialized in the regional history and culture, and gets recalled with familial fondness. And it’s that last phrase—“familial fondness”—that sets the Eagle Nation apart from all the rest. Teams from cities all around the NFL entertain and thrill their fans with great plays and heroic moments. But in Philly, far more than in other towns, our professional sport teams are family. That sets the stage for a pretty complex relationship—one that has developed over a longer period than almost any other franchise city can claim.

The Eagles were born way back in 1933. Over the years, Philadelphia fans have forged a steely—OK, make that unsavory— reputation. Philly fans are known for their “Joe Must Go” jeers at Joe Kuharich, their snow-balling of Santa Claus, their standing ovation as Cowboy Michael Irvin was lying on the field in pain, and their unique, unconventional in-stadium jail. Those—let’s call them “excesses”—stem from the occasionally uncontrollable passion that bubbles and boils beneath the surface of the typical Eagle fan. The passion sometimes boils over to embarrassment, pain, and remorse.

Yes, the relationship between the Eagles and their fans is complex. Any parent knows: a kid can drive you nuts, frustrate you, annoy you—and in the final analysis, bring you more joy than a human being should be allowed to have. Well, OK, for the most part they do all that. That’s the effect the Eagles have on their fans. When a kid fumbles the ball in the more-important-than-life-itself, traditional Thanksgiving Day game and causes his team to lose, his dad still loves him. He’s still proud of the kid despite the calamity. The dad takes all the necessary steps to cope with the situation and protect his kid. In Philadelphia, that means he hurriedly begs, borrows, or steals a longhaired wig, sunglasses, and fake beard. In that guise, he can safely rustle his fumbling offshoot outside the stadium and home to safety. What matters most is that the man underneath the disguise still supports the kid. He still loves him and plans to prove his love to his son by making the kid walk everywhere clutching a football while exuberant family members take Cato-like, stealth shots at him, trying to wrest the ball free. (I actually know a case like that.)

The dad swears he’ll never watch another game his kid plays. He tells his wife: “It makes me crazy to just sit there! He makes me crazy! I can’t go to any more of his games. My ulcer won’t take it.” And the dad will stay true to his word—all the way up to the kid’s next game. You’ll see him at every game, hoagie in hand and heart in mouth.

As the world now acknowledges, Eagle fans are a unique lot. And the world does indeed accord Eagle fans that “honor,” thanks to the incredible, pithy performances of the entire cast of the Academy Award–nominated movie Silver Linings Playbook and its spot-on portrayal of bona fide Eagle fans. Yes, Eagle fans pretty much act like they’re watching their own kids out there on Lincoln Financial Field. And that spirit of Philadelphia, the devotion of the Eagle Nation, is what prompted me to write Game of My Life Philadelphia Eagles back in 2007. I wanted to hear what the players remember of their days in (occasionally) Kelly green. I wanted to hear what remains, what they take with them when they walk off that field for the last time.

SOME RECENT HISTORY

The reign of the franchise’s most successful coach, Andy Reid, came to a sputtering, ignoble halt in early 2013. But the coach did not remain unemployed long. The Kansas City Chiefs hired him shortly after his nightmarish 4-12 season with the Eagles mercifully ended.

Andy arrived in Philadelphia back in 2009, inheriting a horrendous, rudderless 3-13, fifth-place squad. Furthermore, skeptical Eagle fans—the original Angry Birds—did not give Andy a warm and fuzzy reception. Then, right off the bat, the reception grew measurably icier when Andy used the Birds’ number-two 1999 draft choice to acquire Syracuse QB Donovan McNabb. The people’s choice in Philly at the time was Ricky Williams. Williams, as it turned out, did rack up a few great pro seasons. But his career can best be characterized as checkered. Personal whimsies and lack of commitment to his métier made him inconsistent and unreliable. He fell short of the promise he showed as a Heisman Trophy winner. McNabb, though hardly a darling of Philly fans, proved reliable, durable, and dependable over his 11-year stretch in Philadelphia.

With McNabb as his starting QB, Reid niftily reversed the 5-11 mark the Eagles fashioned in his inaugural season as skipper. In 2000, the Eagles, after finishing the regular season with an 11-5 record, made the playoffs for the first time since 1996. Reid’s charges went on to win that first playoff game. They downed the Tampa Bay Buccaneers, 21-3. Reid’s ability to lead the team to victory in the first round launched a string of first-round mastery that survived until 2009.

In 2001, the Eagles matched their 11-5 mark. Again they topped the Bucs in the first round of the playoffs. They won their way up to the NFC Championship game, before the St. Louis Rams stopped their flight. The script was the same the next year when the Eagles were again stopped in the NFC Championship tilt. The Bucs were the heartbreakers in 2002. The Eagles’ 12-4 ledger tied for tops in the NFL, but Tampa Bay defeated Philadelphia 27-10 in the NFC Championship tilt and then marched on to the Super Bowl to trounce the Oakland Raiders 48-21, who were led by Philadelphia native and NFL MVP QB Rich Gannon.

The 2003 season saw the inauguration of Lincoln Financial Field. After losing to Tampa Bay in the previous NFC title match, the Eagles dropped their opener to the Bucs. They lost to the Patriots the following week to start their season at 0-2. They won their next two, but were on the cusp of losing to the Giants and slipping 2-3 before Brian Westbrook saved the day and turned the season around with a punt return to clinch an eleventh-hour victory. The Eagles went on to a dominant 12-4 season. They needed the Fred-Ex fourth-and-26 miracle to advance to the NFC Championship but were eliminated at that juncture by the Carolina Panthers, 14-3, to fall short of the Super Bowl once again.

In 2004, for only the second time in franchise history, the Eagles made it to a Super Bowl. History repeated. They lost as they did in 1980. The Patriots outfought them 24-21 when a McNabb pass was picked off in the closing seconds.

The ticket—actually the price the Eagles paid—for making it to an almost–Super Bowl championship was the acquisition of Terrell Owens. Despite the immediate Faustian success the Birds enjoyed in bringing Owens onboard, they sacrificed their collective soul in the pathetic aftermath. In his second year in Philly, Owens’s divisive persona caused the team to implode from dissension and friction. They limped to a 6-10 finish. The most distracting, yet highly publicized, element of the season was (with apologies to third-graders everywhere) the third-grade behavior of Owens. TO expended all his energy taunting McNabb. To McNabb’s credit, he refrained from responding and proliferating the childishness.

Amazingly, Reid managed to right the ship in 2006. The Birds earned a Wild Card berth and won the Wild Card contest before falling to the Saints the following weekend.

In 2007, they slumped to 8-8 mediocrity. The year 2007 was also the Eagles’ 75th Anniversary. For that occasion, I had the honor of editing and publishing “Eagles Evergreen Memories” on the Eagles’ official website. The Eagles invited fans far and wide, old and young, to share their fondest recollections of, well, anything “Eagle.” We anticipated an avalanche of iconic replays from the Eagle vault: plays like Wilbert Montgomery’s 42-yard run to clinch the Super Bowl berth against Dallas on January 11, 1981, or Chuck Bednarik’s extended “sit-down” on HOF’er Jim Taylor on December 26, 1960, that guaranteed the Eagles’ last NFL championship before Super Bowl LII; or the miraculous “Fred-Ex” pass reception at fourth down and 26 that ticketed the Eagles to their third-straight NFC Championship game. Indeed, we did receive some submissions like that. But the vast majority of Eagle Evergreen Memories were intensely personal stories that underscored the visceral role the Eagles played in the senders’ lives. Fans told several touching stories of fathers and sons reuniting, and of feuding friends forgiving each other because of their mutual love of the Eagles. Their stories described scenes of families cheering around a family member’s hospital bed, and sharing the “best days of their lives” on family pilgrimages to summer camp at Hershey, or West Chester, or Lehigh. They told stories of ex-Eagles like Bill Bradley stopping on a dark road and helping an elderly couple change a tire.

But, alas, after that 75th Anniversary year, after the original release of Game of My Life Philadelphia Eagles, what transpired? Well, that brings us back to that 42-37 record.

A DECADE AGO

In 2008, the Birds’ record again winged skyward. It was a bizarre campaign. Philadelphia finished 9-6-1, but controversy swirled around the Birds and McNabb all year. The season was marked by the emergence of DeSean Jackson along with Brian Westbrook’s ascent to league-wide elite status. But the season also saw Eagle fans dragged down by Philadelphia’s longest-running pastime: QB controversy. Philly has loved few things more than feverishly backing one or the other of dueling quarterbacks since Bobby Thomason and Adrian Burk vied weekly for the starting spot in the ’50s.

The focus of the controversy this time was Kevin Kolb. The Birds had drafted Kolb from the University of Houston in the second round of the 2007 draft. Fans had become increasingly disenchanted with McNabb since 2003. His poor clock management in the 2004 Super Bowl loss was never forgotten or forgiven. Unfortunately, McNabb continued to add instances of poor clock management to his dubious body of work. By 2008, fans were chafing at the bit for a fresh face at QB.

Unexpectedly, however, in key matchups at crunch time, McNabb refound his mojo. He came up with good games against the Cardinals, Giants, and Browns. As the regular season neared its end, the Eagles bested the Vikings 26-14. They won the Wild Card and then felled the Giants 23-11. They advanced to the NFC Championship game for the fifth time in nine years. Pennsylvanians were salivating at the prospect of an all-PA Super Bowl, as the Pittsburgh Steelers also marched through the playoffs.

The Steelers succeeded. They won the AFC Championship against the Ravens. The Eagles did not succeed. The Cardinals shot the Birds down, 32-25, in the NFC Championship.

In 2009, the Eagles obtained ex-Falcons QB Michael Vick in August, right before the season began. The acquisition exacerbated the already-boiling hometown QB controversy. Vick was a controversial choice. He had done a prison term for dogfighting and cruelty charges. When McNabb broke a rib in the regular season opener and was forced to the bench for the next two games, Kolb took the QB slot. He lost against the Saints but won the next week against the Chiefs. However, the still-hobbled McNabb returned and started the remainder of the season as the Eagles reeled off five straight triumphs. In the season finale, the Cowboys trounced our hometowners 24-0. The pounding was a harbinger of the 34-14 thumping they took six days later at the hands of the same hated Cowboys.

The year 2010 was a watershed for the Eagles. Howie Roseman was promoted from VP of Player Personnel to GM. Roseman replaced Tom Heckert, who headed west to the Cleveland Browns. Brian Westbrook was released, and in a huge Easter surprise, the Eagles traded Donovan McNabb to the Washington Redskins for a second-round (37th overall) pick in the 2010 NFL draft, plus a third- or fourth-round pick in the 2011 NFL Draft. Kevin Kolb was named the team’s starting quarterback with Vick as his backup.

Then in the season opener at the Linc, Kolb took a brutal hit from Green Bay Linebacker Clay Matthews and was forced to the sidelines. Vick stepped in and turned in a clearly superior performance, despite the fact that the Eagles lost. The following week, with Kolb still out with a concussion, Vick started against Detroit and played superbly in a 35-32 victory.

The following week, Kolb was cleared to return, but Reid fingered Vick as his starter. Vick responded with four touchdowns (three passing and one rushing). He tossed no interceptions, and the Birds routed the Jaguars, 28-3. The next week against the McNabb-led Redskins, Vick sustained chest and rib injuries. Kolb replaced him as the ’Skins downed Philadelphia 16-12. While Vick was out, Kolb had the opportunity to start but failed to secure the starting job. Vick returned and reassumed the helm. In successive weeks (Week 14 and Week 15), the Eagles eliminated the Cowboys from the postseason via a 30-27 victory and subsequently upset the Giants. The Giants game is now legendary, known as the Miracle at the New Meadowlands. Philadelphia overcame a 21-point deficit in the second half, capped off by a 65-yard DeSean Jackson punt return to ice the game. The Eagles, however, sputtered at season’s end. They dropped a meaningless season-ender to the Cowboys and followed it with a lackluster first-round setback at the hands of the Packers.

The 2011 season was the implosion year. The tone of the demise was set early. Vince Young, ex-Titan QB and University of Texas 2006 BCS MVP, became an Eagle. Before ever donning an Eagles uniform, Young trumpeted to the world that the Eagles were the Dream Team. His assessment, in the same manner as the announcement of Mark Twain’s death, was premature.

Young spouted off because, in the offseason, the Eagles had acquired a bevy of glam-stars, including ex-Raiders CB Nnamdi Asomugha, former Giants WR Steve Smith, ex-Titans DE Jason Babin, and former Cardinals CB Dominique Rodgers-Cromartie, to complement the Eagles’ already in-place cadre of elite skill position players, which included Vick, RB LeSean McCoy, and WRs DeSean Jackson and Jeremy Maclin.

However, a ton of coaching changes seemed to render the Birds confused and discombobulated most of the season. Their defense, under former offensive line coach Juan Castillo, never jelled. And they found out to their dismay that they had backed the wrong dog, so to speak, in Michael Vick. Vick and the entire team bumbled and stumbled their way to an 8-8 season, paving the way for the total 4-12 disaster that was the 2012 season.

And that, to return to the words I penned above, is why 42-37 does not feel good. Chip Kelly replaced Andy Reid. Kelly’s mettle had never been tested in the NFL and the Eagles confronted the future with a new, untested head coach and a team, that, on paper, was one of the weaker squads of recent years. But again, that’s on paper. The game is not played on paper. It’s played on the gleamingly green turf of Lincoln Financial Field—a venue that will rock and rollick with unrepentant, unmitigated loyalty for their family, the Eagles, win, lose, or draw. The only certainty is that the Eagles and the Eagle Nation will continue to churn out games and memories that fans and players alike will never forget. There will never be a shortage of games of my life.

A FINAL NOTE

When Skyhorse Publishing approached me about rereleasing Game of My Life, I vacillated about whether I should update the stories—whether I should revisit and re-vet each one. My initial interviews with our Sunday warriors where I documented the recollected particulars of the games of their lives ran the gamut, from hilarious to futile. Some told me stories about the herculean feats of teammates and foes who, alas, upon researching, were nowhere near the field of play on the day cited. Others related meandering, aimless odes to the inconsequential, chock-full of clichés like “we had something to prove that day,” and the writer’s challenge was to figure or ferret out what exactly it was they had to prove and whether they proved it. I hasten to add, nonetheless, that the interviewing experience was itself entertaining and the subsequent fact-checking ofttimes uproariously amusing.

Of course, we all process our memories through a frequently clouded, often conflicted prism. When I reflect on my days in Little League baseball, I can vividly recall mammoth blasts rocketing off my bat—blasts that it seemed no park, not even Yellowstone, could contain. But when my own son reached that same age, I had to dial back some of the particulars. For instance, I vividly remember left fielders in those contests playing as deep as MLB’s boys of summer play. But in my son’s games, I realized the left fielders played so close to the shortstop they could sneak in between pitches and swipe the SS’s batting glove that was jammed in his back pocket.

The memories of pro players are no different. Memories dim. Details fade. The older we get, the faster we were. Any particular incident related one day tends to morph in subsequent tellings. So rather than subject each player’s recollection to the vagaries of the teller’s own revisionism, I’m sticking with their 2007 version. In the grand scheme of things, that’s fine. After all, “consistency,” as Emerson opined, “is the hobgoblin of little minds.”


Chapter 1

ERNIE STEELE

“SO, WHAT WAS THE
GAME OF YOUR LIFE?”

Ernie Steele: “I had many a fond memory in those years of playing football. Having the opportunity to play professional football back east like I did in a place like Philadelphia was something I never expected as a youngster. I was fortunate for having that opportunity, and I’m grateful and happy for it. I came to Philadelphia at a trying time, what with the big war going on and the Eagles not exactly being a very fine team. Things started to turn around for the Eagles, though, when Steve Van Buren showed up. That fellow could run with the best of them—toughest man to tackle I’ve ever seen. We had some big games in that march from being a bad team to being champs. I remember a game I played as a Steagle against the Giants when we were down 14-0 and came back to win. [The game he’s referring to was October 9, 1942, at Shibe Park, Philadelphia, when the Steagles beat the Giants 28-14.] There were 10 fumbles or so in that game. I remember Jack Hinkle intercepting a pass and running it all the way back up the field. [Hinkle’s interception was a 90-yarder.]

“Then we gave the Giants and Redskins a real thumping near the start of the 1948 season. I’ll bet Philly fans nowadays don’t remember anything about these games. We beat the Giants and Redskins back to back, 45-0. How about them apples? They were sure enough thrilling, both of those games. And, personally speaking, I could never forget my very first pro game as an Eagle. I ran a punt back for a touchdown. It was an 89-yarder and quite a thrill for a young fellow new to the league. But if you’re asking me about the game of my life, how could I pick any other game than that 1948 Championship game? First of all, that was my final football game ever. And second, well, I was a team player, and I’d have been happy if we had won without me doing anything special, but as it turns out, I did do something pretty special in that game. I made, I guess, the biggest play of my life. So, that’s my pick for the game of my life, as you call it. And that game would be the one we played in Shibe Park in Philadelphia against the Chicago Cardinals for the NFL championship.”

Ernie Steele is not a household name in Philadelphia. That’s a travesty because Ernie was instrumental in Philly’s climb from the NFL basement to the NFLs first postwar dynasty. Ernie Steele starred for the Washington University Huskies in college. As Ernie tells it, he wasn’t playing pro ball when the Philadelphia Eagles picked him up off the docks in 1942 and signed him to a humble NFL contract. He arrived in Philly in the Year of the Swap (when Pittsburgh and Philadelphia swapped squads). At 6 feet tall and 186 pounds, No. 37 became one of coach Greasy Neale’s building blocks for the Eagles’ juggernaut of the future. By the time that juggernaut set sail in 1947, Ernie Steele was a chiseled veteran. Only one other guy on the Birds 36-man roster had logged more games as an Eagle. And when the ’48 squad won the town’s first-ever championship, Ernie Steele turned in the one of the key plays of the game—heroics that history seems to have forgotten.

HOW WELL DO YOU
KNOW YOUR BIRDS?

The 1948 champion Philadelphia Eagles had a guy on their roster who had once been a member of one of these fabled collegiate units. Which unit was it?

a) The Four Horsemen

b) Mr. Inside and Mr. Outside Backfield

c) Pony Express Backfield

d) Seven Blocks of Granite

e) Galloping Ghostbusters

f) Mighty Mites

MEET ERNIE STEELE

Ernie Steele was born in the little town of Bothell in the state of Washington on November 2, 1917. He grew up in Washington and played football at Highline High School in Seattle. When it came time for college, Ernie explains how he made his choice: “I was going to take a scholarship from Washington State. Before I left, I told them I wasn’t going to leave unless they gave my fiancée, Jo, a scholarship too. They didn’t do it, so I decided to become a Washington Husky.”

Ernie starred as halfback for the Huskies from 1939 to 1941. In one memorable college game in 1940 against archrival Washington State, he scored on 87-yard kickoff and 83-yard punt returns. After college, he was working on the Seattle docks when an old Washington teammate, Jack Stackpool, called him and told him to come to Philly. “Jack said they were looking for a running back and he told them, ‘I got just the guy for you!”’ Ernie recalls. “So Jo and I—yes, the two of us got married, and we’ve been married 65 years now—took every penny we could scrape up and hauled off to Philadelphia. Best move I ever made in my life. You know, on the 60th anniversary of the Steagles, I was invited back to Pittsburgh. They were honoring us. There were only six of us left. And then recently, my health hasn’t been so good. Mr. Rooney out in Pittsburgh heard about me not feeling so good, and he sent me a Steelers’ T-shirt. How about that?

“I played as a rookie for Philadelphia because the year I joined the NFL, Pittsburgh and Philadelphia swapped teams. So I played my first year with Philadelphia. I played the next season with the Steagles. Then I played with the Eagles the rest of the way, all the way up to that first championship in the blizzard. Then I quit. I owned a restaurant back in Seattle, and I decided it was time to go back and run it full time and raise my family. We had twin daughters in 1947. The Eagles didn’t want me to quit, though, and I still have a telegram from the Rams to come down and see them after I had quit. Not only that, I was on my way to doing something else athletically in ’48. I was ready to compete in the 1948 Olympics with the U.S. bobsled team, but then my partner was injured in an accident, and I had to give up on that little dream.”

After 1948, Ernie threw himself full-time into his eponymous restaurant, Ernie Steele’s, in the Capitol Hill neighborhood of Seattle. Over the next half century, he became a Seattle icon there, much like ex-Phillies great Lefty O’Doul and his tavern did in San Francisco. (Lefty still holds the Phils’ all-time modern record for highest single-season batting average.) Ernie was considered quite a character. His 1940s-esque restaurant lasted till 1993, virtually unchanged since the ’40s. In ’93, he sold Ernie Steele’s, and the restaurant was renamed Ileen’s.

To show the kind of guy Ernie was, here’s how he describes the time he ran for sheriff of King County. “I voted for my opponent,” Ernie chuckles. “I don’t know why I did that. ’Cause we were good friends, I guess.” Ernie lost the election (presumably by more than one vote).

BUILDING UP TO THE GAME

The 1947 Eagles wowed an understandably skeptical city. The Eagles team had been perennial cellar-dwellers. That mode fit snugly into the city’s athletic performance. For modern-day fans who rue the curse of Billy Penn, consider the plight of Phillysport in the ’40s.

From 1940 to 1947, the Phillies finished dead last in all but two seasons. In 1948, they “blasted all the way up to sixth.” The city rejoiced. It wasn’t a Bronx cheer. There was reason to rejoice. The Phillies’ Bob Carpenter–ownership era had infused the team with quality players like Del Ennis, Richie Ashburn, Granny Hamner, Dick Sisler, Robin Roberts, and Curt Simmons—the backbone of the team that was to win a pennant three seasons later. Meanwhile, the Philadelphia Athletics mirrored the Phils’ woes or, more accurately, woefulness. From 1940 to 1946, the A’s managed to climb out of the American League basement only once. Then suddenly, in 1947, they jetted up to fifth place. In 1948, they ascended into the first division for the first time since 1933, posting a glitzy 84-70, their best winning percentage since a 94-60 second-place 1932 finish.

Then there were the Eagles. Our Iggles were hardly the toast of the town in the ’30s, when they failed to produce even a single winning season. In seven campaigns that decade, they won more than three games only twice. They limped into the ’40s with seasons of 1-10, 2-8-1, and 2-9 before topping .500 for the first time as the Steagles. In 1944, the Eagles finally took flight, placing second in each of the next three seasons.

The 1947 edition of the Birds took the division crown and then came oh-so-close to winning it all. They ended up on the losing end of a 28-21 score to the powerhouse Chicago Cardinals, who had also been a perennially horrendous team. The Cards forever played weak sister to the crosstown Windy City darlings—the Chicago Bears, George Halas’s Monsters of the Midway. But in 1947, at least, the Cards had assembled a dominating squad and outshined “Da Bears.”

The Eagles blew into the 1948 season full of hope and swagger. After the first two weeks of the season, however, members of Philly’s fair-weather flock started dropping off the bandwagon faster than volunteers on a Mark Foley congressional page sign-up list. The Cards whipped the Birds in the opener, 21-14. Next, the Birds tied the L.A. Rams. From that point on, the Birds were killer. They trounced the Giants and Redskins by identical 45-0 scores and squeaked by the mighty Bears 12-7 in the midst of an eight-game winning streak before losing to Boston 37-21. They closed out the season with a 45-21 butt-kicking of Detroit on December 12, 1948. That victory set the stage for the NFL Championship rematch with the Cards the following week.

The Cards did not enter the fray in tip-top condition. Paul Christman, the Cards precision passer, was not slated to start (and he did not) because of a broken finger on his throwing hand. Still, the Cards had beaten the Eagles five consecutive times prior to the ’48 NFL Championship match (shades of Tampa Bay before they came to town in 2003, after the Eagles had beaten the Bucs four straight times and seemed to have TB’s number). That made the Cardinals 3½-point favorites.

The Eagles had clinched their division title a few weeks prior to the end of the season. The Cards, despite posting an 11-1-0 record, did not. They had to win the final game of the season against “Da Bears.” In a humanitarian footnote to the Eagles’ season, right after they clinched, the Birds voted a share of the championship-game money to Stan Mauldin’s widow. Mauldin was a tackle for the Chicago Cardinals who collapsed and died of a brain hemorrhage in the team dressing room during the season. (Mauldin’s No. 7 is one of only four Cardinals jerseys retired. The others are Larry Wilson, No. 8; J. V. Cain, No. 88; and Marshall Goldberg, No. 99.) Since the Western Division race was up for grabs, the Eagles wanted to make sure his wife got the money if the Cards didn’t make it to the Championship game.

THE GAME OF MY LIFE

DECEMBER 19, 1948

Ernie Steele: “We were happy to play those fellows again and to get them at home. The year before, they beat us in the Championship game on a field that was covered with ice. Even so, that game was something to behold. You should have seen all the long touchdowns in that game. [There were seven, and five of them were longer than 44 yards.] We Eagles were a fine group of proud athletes, and we relished another shot at the Cards because we didn’t think there was any finer team than ours. They had some fine boys on that [Cards] team, especially that backfield of Charley Trippi, Paul Christman, Pat Harder, and Elmer Angsman, but we had Bosh [Pritchard] and Steve Van Buren and a fine passer in Tommy Thompson.

“Everything was set, and all of Philadelphia was excited. Then it hit—a huge snowstorm. There was a tarpaulin on the field, but with all the snow piled on it, they couldn’t get it off! You should have seen us all out on the field, pulling that huge old thing off. Both teams! They had to put flags and stakes on the field so the referees could tell where the yard markers and end zone were. They didn’t even measure for first downs in that game. The ref’s decision [Ronald Gibbs officiated the game] was final, and that’s the way we all had to accept it.

“You know those Philly fans, though, they showed up anyway! The football commissioner was going to call the game, but he didn’t. And the game went on, and lots of fans showed up. Fact is, we couldn’t see the fans. We couldn’t see anything! There were only a couple of passes thrown the whole game [there were five passing attempts] and one of them was a long one [65 yards] to our end, Jack Ferante. But guess what? We were offside, and it went for naught!

“In conditions like that, we dominated the game. We just couldn’t take the ball in. But they didn’t seem to be able to move at all. [Ernie is correct: Chicago only got past the Eagles’ 30 one time. When that drive sputtered to a halt, the Cardinals’ Pat Harder missed a 37-yard field goal try.]

“Nobody scored in the first half. It was gonna be awful tough to score in that blizzard. Then Chicago fumbled, and we got it. [Chicago’s QB, Ray Mallouf, coughed it up, and Bucko Kilroy recovered for the Eagles on the Cardinals’ 17.] We ran a couple of plays, as I recall, and then the quarter ended, and we had to trudge all the way down the field through that snow. Then we really fooled the Cards, I think. We ran Bosh Pritchard and then Joe Muha, when all the while they were looking out for Van Buren. We ground out a first down without having Van Buren lug it once, but once we were set up inside the 10, Tommy Thompson handed the ball to Van Buren. Steve slammed through a big hole that Vic Sears opened up and lugged it right in.

“Well, I don’t want to brag, but near the end of the game, I made the biggest play I ever made. The Cardinals were threatening, but then they tossed out a pass that I intercepted [at the Eagles’ 15]. Turns out that was the last play of my career! We got the ball and just hammered down the field with Steve Van Buren. We surprised them a few times on the drive with some quarterback sneaks. Tommy Thompson was a great passer, but he wasn’t much for carrying the ball. Anyway, when the game ended, we were inside their 5-yard line, and Philadelphia had its first championship.”

WRAP

The 1948 Championship game brought Philadelphia a second NFL championship. The Frankford Yellow Jackets had won the first title in 1926. The ’48 Championship game also marked the end of Ernie Steele’s stellar career, in which he scored 19 touchdowns, rushed for 1,337 yards, caught 31 passes, returned 94 punts and kickoffs, made 13 fumble recoveries, and intercepted 24 passes. He led all Eagles in interceptions in the ’40s, but none of those interceptions were as big as the one he made in that Philadelphia blizzard on December 19, 1948.

“HOW WELL DO YOU KNOW YOUR BIRDS?”
ANSWER

Seven Blocks of Granite (Center/linebacker and future NFL Hall of Famer Alex Wojciechowicz was a member of Fordham’s legendary unit, whose ranks included Green Bay coach Vince Lombardi and five others who, as college textbooks say, “will be left to the student to research”—but if you do, you will have an unbeatable bar bet.)


Chapter 2

VIC SEARS

“SO, WHAT WAS THE
GAME OF YOUR LIFE?”

Vic Sears: “I can think of the game of my life right away, but before I tell you, I’ve got to mention some other wonderful games and some other wonderful memories I had as a Philadelphia Eagle. First, there was that unusual season when we were the Steagles. Naturally, that was memorable to me. Here I was, a young man from the West Coast, all the way out on the East Coast and playing for a team that was just thrown together for one season because of the war. I can’t say it went real smooth. The two head coaches really didn’t get along. The Steelers had Walt Kiesling, and the Eagles had Greasy Neale. They were always at each other. I was only a young player at that point with only a couple of big-league years under my belt. I thought maybe that’s just the way it was up here. Eventually, the owners stepped in and tried to make peace. They made Greasy head of the offense and Kiesling head of the defense. It seems like that’s the way all the teams do it nowadays, but that was uncommon in those days. I saw it my rookie year on the Steagles and never again in all the years I played.

“Of course, I was involved in a little bit of controversy myself. You know, all the fellows that had starting jobs with the Steelers and the Eagles had to compete with each other for that job when they joined the two teams together as the Steagles. Well, the Steelers had a pretty good ol’ fellow, Eberle Schultz, who started at tackle for them. And then I came along, and you know what? I won that starting job, and I don’t think Mr. Schultz was too happy about the arrangement. But I started that Steagles season—the only season the Steagles ever existed—and I was picked as an All-Pro that year. Imagine that! And it was also the first winning season the Eagles ever had—even if they had to pair up with Pittsburgh to achieve it! So every game that year was memorable to a big ol’ country boy from Oregon.

“I’d say my string of memorable games started in 1947. That’s when the Eagles—the Philadelphia Eagles—really started to excel. Boy, did the city love us in those days! Our opening game that season was a wild one! We beat Washington 45-42 at that huge Philly stadium. I think they tore it down now. [Vic is referring to Philadelphia’s now-departed Municipal Stadium.] The Redskins had Sammy Baugh, and let me tell you, if there was ever a finer passer, I don’t know who it would be. But we beat the Redskins, and you know what? At the time, that was the most points ever scored in an NFL game. Tommy Thompson, our quarterback, was terrific too. [Thompson threw three TD passes in that game.] And Steve Van Buren hauled a punt in and ran it all the way back—a thing of beauty.

“Then later that season—actually, after the regular season—on a bitter, cold Pennsylvania day, we played the Steelers in a playoff game. That was a thrill for me, seeing as how I had been drafted by Pittsburgh and then played for the Steagles. Funny, huh? That was a thrill, that game—first time the Eagles ever played in a championship-type game. I put it that way because it wasn’t actually a championship game, just a playoff for the championship game. So I happened to be fortunate enough to be there for lots of historical firsts for the Eagles. As for that Pittsburgh playoff game, that day was just wonderful. We played a really good game. I remember in this game, Bosh Pritchard—boy, that little man knew how to carry a football!—ran a punt back for a touchdown. And our defense, we just stopped Pittsburgh cold. What a day!

“But OK, you asked me for my most memorable game, so now I’ll tell you. It was the Championship game against the Los Angeles Rams. We played in a pouring rain. Growing up in Oregon, I was used to rain, but let me tell you, it rained cats and dogs that day! And Steve Van Buren ran all over the field. I think he set a record that day. But the most important reason I picked that as the game of my life is that I got married 10 days before the game! I stayed married to that wonderful woman the rest of my life. A wonderful woman and a second NFL championship—I was on top of the world.”

Vic Sears came east from Oregon State to become one of the chief building blocks of the Philadelphia Eagles dynasty in the late ’40s. The 6-foot-3, 226-pound athlete was one of Philly’s unsung gridiron heroes of that era. Sears was an All-Pro tackle as a PhiPitt “Steagle” and again in 1949 with the championship Philadelphia Eagles. History remembers No. 79 as one of the premiere linemen of the ’40s. He retired in 1953, having spent his entire NFL career as an Eagle.

HOW WELL DO YOU
KNOW YOUR BIRDS?

In 1943, the Philadelphia Eagles and Pittsburgh Steelers combined into one team, Phil-Pitt or Pitt-Phil, that was known popularly as the “Steagles,” although that particular name was never sanctioned by the NFL. In 1944, the Philadelphia contingent re-formed as the Philadelphia Eagles. However, the Pittsburgh Steelers couldn’t shake the habit. They combined forces once more with another NFL team. What team did Pittsburgh combine with in the 1944 campaign?

a) Chicago Bears

b) Washington Redskins

c) Canton Bulldogs

d) Cincinnati Bengals

e) Detroit Lions

f) Chicago Cardinals

g) St. Louis Cardinals

h) Cleveland Browns

MEET VIC SEARS

Born March 4, 1918, Victor Wilson Sears grew up in Eugene, Oregon, in the ’20s and ’30s. He attended school in a one-room schoolhouse with 15 other classmates, all of different ages. As Vic recalls, “I never even saw a football game. I didn’t know a thing about the sport till I was 15. That’s when I was a high school sophomore. My older brother played football. That made me want to play, too, so I joined the team. I didn’t have a uniform that fit, so I made my own! Can you imagine one of these fellas today doing that? I was an ol’ farm boy, though. We all knew how to use those old Singer sewing machines. I wore my uniform the next day at practice. The coach saw me and told me to tackle this other boy. I whacked the guy pretty good and it really shocked the coach. I was a tall, gangly kid at the time, and I could tell the coach didn’t expect me to be able to sock somebody as hard as I did. I know I made an impression on the coach. Next day, he gave me sneakers, pants—everything. I got to be a pretty good player and wound up getting a football scholarship to Oregon State. I majored in health education.”

Vic Sears was the fourth man picked in the 1941 draft. “You want to know how Greasy Neale came to know about me?” Vic Sears chuckles. “A newspaper reporter for the Portland Oregonian tipped him off that I was a pretty fair country player. So I got to Pittsburgh—that’s who drafted me—and Greasy looked at me. So did that playboy owner they had at the time, Lex Thompson, who had just bought the Steelers. And I think they were both disappointed. They had a different notion of what a tackle should look like! You see, Greasy was a tough ol’ bird. He had played with Jim Thorpe, and to Greasy, a tackle was supposed to be a mean-lookin’ cuss. I was baby-faced and rangy.”
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