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        Bill Bradley personified an exceptional athleticism as a free safety in pro football.  My only disappointment…I arrived in Philadelphia at the end of Bill’s great career.  Fortunately, I have been able to reconnect with Bill when he coached my secondary when I coached the NFL’s College All-Star Game, three years in a row.  A gifted communicator and a vibrant personality.

        DICK VERMEIL,  HALL OF FAME NFL HEAD COACH AND SUPER BOWL XXXIV CHAMPION

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Joe Zagorski’s book on Bill Bradley accurately captures the many great accomplishments of the former NFL free safety and assistant coach.  Bradley had a keen sense for how to effectively shut down an opponent’s passing attack, something that he did on a regular basis all throughout his career.  His ability to work with athletes and coaches is even more amazing!

        WADE PHILLIPS, NFL HEAD COACH AND SUPER BOWL 50 CHAMPION

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Joe Zagorski is a master storyteller and this book is a perfect example. A leading authority on football in the 1970s, Zagorski weaved his knowledge and expertise to set the stage to talk about Bill Bradley and his career. Colorful quotes from Bradley provided an insight into his personality and gives the reader first-hand accounts of his life and career. Another great work by Joe Zagorski!

        KEN CRIPPEN, FOUNDER, LEAD INSTRUCTOR, AND PODCASTER AT THE FOOTBALL LEARNING ACADEMY

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Whether you're a die-hard Eagles football fan like me or simply love a story of determination and excellence, Free Spirit at Free Safety: The Incredible (But True!) Football Journey of Bill Bradley is a must-read. Before reading this book, I knew Bill Bradley's stats and reputation, but within these pages, I felt like I was right there with Bill Bradley on and off the field during all his amazing adventures!

        JENNIFER NICHOLS, SOCIAL MEDIA CONFIDENCE COACH
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      Before there was Friday Night Lights, there was Super Bill Bradley. 

      Some may think the cult of Texas high school football began with Buzz Bissinger's best-selling book, which spawned a major motion picture and popular television series. But long before we were introduced to the Panthers of Odessa Permian, there was a kid in Palestine, Texas, who wrote a legend of his own.

      His name was Bill Bradley, but somewhere along the line he became Super Bill. That's what folks called him when he led Palestine High to the state championship, that's what the headline writers called him at the University of Texas, and that's what the fans called him when he led the NFL in interceptions in back-to-back years. It was a pretty weighty name to carry around, but he wore it well.

      He wasn't very big. He was listed at 5-11 and 185 pounds, but even in uniform he looked smaller. We met in Philadelphia in 1970, when he was a second-year player with the Eagles and I was a rookie sportswriter assigned to cover the team for the Philadelphia Bulletin. He had an air of confidence that he brought with him from Palestine, along with his boots and blue jeans. 

      Bill was a fascinating character. He grew up in a small town in Texas, but when he came to Philadelphia he chose to live in the heart of the city, embracing the culture and history. He took up painting; living in a world that extended far beyond football.

      He only knew success in high school and college, so losing in Philadelphia frustrated him. The defense generally played well, and Bill's performance as free safety was a big part of that, but they never could figure it out on offense. In Bill's eight seasons with the Eagles, the team went through four head coaches and six starting quarterbacks. They never finished with a winning record, and yet Bill came to play every week.

      He was one of the most versatile players in the league. In addition to playing defense, he also punted, returned punts and kickoffs, and held for placekicks. Coach Ed Khayat once said, "If anything ever happens to Billy, it will take five players to replace him." He wasn't kidding.

      The first time Bill intercepted a pass in the NFL, he returned it 56 yards for a touchdown. It was his rookie year, 1969, and the game was in the Cotton Bowl where he played so many times in college. The pass was thrown by Roger Staubach and intended for Mike Ditka, both future Hall of Famers, but Bill got the better of them. It was a preview of what was to come.

      He was the first NFL player to lead the league in interceptions two years in a row. He picked off eleven passes in 1971, and nine more in 1972. It is even more impressive when you consider the Eagles were a losing team both years. Most players that win the interception title play on winning teams. They benefit from opponents having to play catch up and throw more passes. With the Eagles, Bill had fewer opportunities, but he made them count.

      He still holds the club record for career interceptions (34), interceptions in a season (11), career return yardage (536), and return yardage in a season (248 in 1971). He appeared in three Pro Bowls and was voted into the Eagles Hall of Fame. When he finished his career, Eagles equipment manager Rusty Sweeney put Bill's No. 28 jersey on the shelf.

      "If any players ask for it, I tell 'em it's retired," Sweeney said. "I think there are certain guys who deserve that kind of respect and Bill is one of them." 

      Anyone who saw him play—in high school, college, or the pros—would agree.

      

      Ray Didinger
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      William “Bill” Bradley is a free spirit. There is no question about that. But being a free spirit is not a bad thing. In fact, it is a badge of honor that the former pro football player and assistant coach wears proudly. In a world where going along with the masses seems to be the safest and surest route to take in life, Bill Bradley is happy to avoid such normalcy, and this was the case even before his playing days in the National Football League ever began. He often displayed his willingness to “push the envelope,” as it were, and in many instances, he still does. He is a product of the state of Texas, a state where legends sometime seem to figuratively grow as big as the state itself. Bill Bradley’s legendary status in his home state may not be as big as some, but it is still rather large, with loads of stories surrounding it, and his reputation as a favorite son of the Lone Star State is certainly deserved.

      One of the biggest challenges with writing this book comes in his name. There was an extraordinary professional basketball player whose name was also Bill Bradley, and that man would eventually become a United States Senator. Although these two athletes owned vastly different personalities and backgrounds, both still get confused with the other because of their identical name. This narrative will hopefully expand upon the achievements of the football player Bill Bradley, to separate the individualities of these two noteworthy men.

      I had heard through an acquaintance in the pro football writing circles, in the early 2000s, that Mr. Bradley was interested in finding someone to write his story. At that time, I was working on several projects simultaneously, so I did not have any free time to follow up on the idea of writing a book on Bradley. But the idea certainly intrigued me. I was born and raised in the small town of Pottstown, Pennsylvania, a nearby suburb of Philadelphia, and I watched many of the football games that Bill Bradley played. As I recall, he was practically a beacon of light in a cloudy and rainy sky for Eagles fans. The Eagles teams of the early 1970s were well acquainted with losing. There is no kinder way to put it. The closest that they came to a winning season during those times was in 1974, when they finished 7-7. Bill Bradley suffered through those failing years, along with his teammates, and with the thousands of diehard Eagles fans. But he also managed to succeed as an individual in the sport during that time. Some would say that he exhibited the only element of success worthy of the Green and White (and later the Green and Silver) during a most trying era in Eagles history. The 5-foot-11, 185-pound Bradley, became the first man in history to lead the NFL in interceptions in two consecutive years (1971 and 1972). On a team starving for heroes, Bill Bradley was ripe for that title.

      But Bradley was given much more than an appreciative designation by the Philly fans. Those folks gleefully gave their love to a player who reminded them so much of themselves. Bradley wore his emotions on his sleeve in every game. He was always willing to display his excitement—and his frustration—with the results of every play from scrimmage. Philadelphians are much the same way. They always voice their pleasure or displeasure with every struggle that they face in their daily lives, and with the challenges found in every situation. They took to Bill Bradley as if he were one of their kin, even though he hailed from a far-away place. Those Eagles fans who were cheering for the team back in the early-to-mid 1970s still regard Bill Bradley as a legend in “The City of Brotherly Love” to this day.

      I sent Mr. Bradley a copy of my first book, The NFL in the 1970s: Pro Football’s Most Important Decade, back in 2019. I then asked him if he was still interested in having his unique and incredible football story told, and to my delight and happiness, he was. A book on Bill Bradley is long overdue, because he was a man and a player many years ahead of his time. He was unique in numerous tangible and intangible ways. Bradley gave Philadelphians a glimpse of excitement as they attended games at the venerable Franklin Field on the University of Pennsylvania’s campus, and at the now flattened parking lot where Veterans Stadium used to stand in South Philadelphia. Those fans knew that they were going to see a free safety chock-filled with ability and intensity. A free safety who could steal the ball out of the air at any moment, and then return it swiftly with the skill of a great open-field runner. The emotional fan base in Philadelphia would also see Bradley play key roles as a punt and kickoff returner for the team, and as a punter, a holder, and an emergency quarterback. A triple threat in pro football? Try quintuple threat! That was Bill Bradley, a multi-purpose player, times four or five. He could do a lot of specific things on a football field really well, because he was such a great athlete. But there is so much more to him than just what he could do as an athlete.

      Old pro football players from a bygone era are often relegated to the attics of history, where they are seemingly no longer relevant to the game, or to today’s fans. I dislike this current trend immensely, because today’s NFL fans (and the current players) can learn so much about the game from these former athletes, and not just from a historical or a strategical perspective. A man like Bill Bradley has lived a truly incredible life, and one well worth exploring. The stories that he tells about his vivacity, and about the sport itself, breathe new life into the game that today’s fans would enjoy immeasurably…if they would only take the time to discover. And Bradley is not alone in that regard. Many former NFL players have hundreds of unique and exciting narratives to tell about their gridiron experiences, and many of these men are surprisingly accessible to the public today. The Facebook webpage is an excellent tool with which to contact some of these former players, and quite a few of them are willing to talk to anyone—not just pro football writers—about their days in the NFL.

      After my first telephone conversation with Bill Bradley, three things happened in my mind. One, I was immediately enthralled by his ability to remember his time in pro football, even though it is more than 40 years since he last suited up for a game. It is true that people who play contact sports like football often suffer debilitating concussions participating in such athletics, which in turn will unfortunately lead to an inability to remember the past. Bradley sustained concussions like most of his peers in football, but luckily, he still has been able to recall many specific details of a great number of his gridiron exploits. That fact alone is worth celebrating.
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        Bill Bradley and Joe Zagorski, holding a painting  of Bill by Gene Sanny of Oakland, Iowa. Photo by Susan Bradley.

      

      Two, his sense of humor is as ribald and as hilarious today as it was in the 1970s while he was an active player. He told me on numerous occasions in our discussions that he “…had more fun playing and coaching football than the law should have allowed,” and he enjoyed revealing some of those fun moments with me in our subsequent conversations. It is hard to imagine that a player on a perennially losing team can find any fun playing the game, but the unapologetic subject of this book certainly did, and what is more, the stories and anecdotes that he shared with me are ones that may never have been heard of before. I am happy to include many of them in this book.

      And three, after our first conversation ended, I knew that I had to write this book. A guy like Bill Bradley needs to be remembered by longtime football fans like myself. The story of his career is indeed an entertaining chapter in the momentous annals of the NFL. But what could be even more important is the fact that a guy like Bill Bradley needs to be introduced to today’s younger fans, if for no other reason than for them to see how important he was to the history of the sport. I have always felt that fans and players who love this game certainly owe a token of thanks to the league’s former players like Bill Bradley. It was those men who made the sport what it is today…a super game played by unique men, some with undeniably free spirits.

      
        
        Joe Zagorski

        October 9, 2019
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            A TEXAS TWISTER

          

        

      

    

    
      He emerged out of his mother’s womb on January 24, 1947, and began an extraordinary life in the east Texas hillside town of Palestine, which is roughly 112 miles southeast of the big city metropolis of Dallas. The son of a railroad worker, the youngster would one day become famous in the world of professional football. And he would achieve notoriety in his own way, and by his own standards and beliefs, in an era when originality and eccentricity was often shunned upon. He grew up and lived fiercely individualistically, and his style and mannerisms had only rarely been seen before by others in the stoic sports in which he excelled. As a young adult, he was somewhat emblematic of the new decade of the 1970s, the “me” decade to beat all “me” decades. But he was not really a role model for anyone. He enjoyed searching for his own answers to life’s daily questions in his own charismatic way. As he aged, he became a person who could be comfortable in virtually any situation, and within the company of any class of people. He was a free spirit in all its intended definitions.

      William Calvin Bradley lived his formative years as commonly as most of the youngsters would in Palestine, a small town which served as the southern terminal of the Missouri Pacific Railroad. Even so, there were numerous times where he would display his uniqueness to many folks. Throughout his younger years, Bradley was blessed with the physical gifts of speed and quickness, which are commonly the requisite elements for success in any sport. He could also throw a baseball and a football with the best of the neighborhood kids that he grew up with in the open fields near his home. Moreover, he could also punt a football high and far, often with distances in height and length that astounded many who saw him in his early years. He loved the sports that he participated in, be it baseball, football, or track, as he paraded into and through his youth. It did not take long before his athletic exploits got noticed by many.

      Today in his mid-70s, Bill Bradley has lived a life of few regrets. He has made the most of his God-given physical abilities, as evidenced by his nine years of playing pro football, at a time when the physicality of the game was the most presentable part of the sport. Like all former grid athletes, Bradley today endures the effects of hitting his opponents, and being hit in return. He would not trade his past, however. That is because, over the years, Bradley’s participation in sports permitted him to live a life where he could express his own individuality to his teammates, to the fans, and to the television cameras whenever they were focused on him. That is worth quite a lot to him. He was his own man, as unique as they come. He has been faced with numerous situations that run the gamut of life’s emotions, from fear, to pain, to anguish, to failure, to happiness, to joy, to ribald celebrations. He has seen it, he has embraced it, he has learned from it, and he has made his mark in life. In the end, he has remained the same person that he was when he was young. That kind of consistency, despite life’s curveballs, bad breaks, and unforeseen moments, is admirable for any person. For Bradley, he just goes with the flow, which seems to be the common refrain of most free spirits.

      Bill Bradley was—and still is—one of a kind. One of a kind in so many ways. He was the kind of guy that you would be proud of, and that you would be happy to be friends with. He was a born leader, and as time went by, and with his accomplishments growing in number, Bradley got bolder with age. The foundation of his youth, like all young men, stemmed from the many examples bestowed upon him by his parents and family, and from the daily camaraderie of his friends. In the years that he attended Palestine High School, he was lauded as one of the best pure athletes that had ever come out of the Lone Star State. He seemingly could do it all. He could run fast…very fast. He had great leaping ability. He had superior hand-eye coordination. He had exceptional quickness and range, and probably what is even more important, he could play several sports, and quite a few different positions in those sports, exceedingly well. He was what a later generation would describe as “a natural.” The doors to opportunity began to spring open for him in the 1960s, and with all his talents, Bill Bradley’s options for his future in sports grew in number. Every sport in which he played seemed to benefit from his multitude of physical abilities.

      “I was a baseball nut,” said Bradley. “There wasn’t a day that went by, ever since I was six or seven years old, that I didn’t go out pitching the ball with my dad (Joe Bradley), who was an outstanding baseball coach. So I learned all angles of balls…every ball that could be…the spin…everything. My dad taught me that. And then all my other buddies who were my age…we all played a lot of sports together. Track helped for my speed. Basketball helped for my moves and quickness. It just all coincided. I wouldn’t trade the training of four different sports in high school for all the money in the world. It allowed me to allow football to be easy.”1

      The supposed “ease” of the sport of football had its roots for Bradley in athleticism, which served as a foundation for future success in all organized sports. Football involved a lot of running, and Bradley’s stamina and swiftness were on display all throughout his scholastic days. His best 100-yard dash time in high school was 9.8 seconds, and his 40-yard dash time during those years was clocked at an astounding 4.4. For the mid-1960s, without the quality track shoes that are available to runners today, those times of his were rather eye-opening, to say the least. It was on his high school track team that he first learned of the importance of developing techniques, which could result in faster times in his races, and longer distances in several other track and field events.

      “I think that anything under 4.5 (in the 40-yard dash) is pretty good,” said Bradley. “But I played at 4.3 (in football) by the anticipation and by the knowledge and tendencies, and this, that and the other. I did mostly field events (in track). High jump, broad jump, and pole vault. They were my main events. So I would win first or second (place) in all of our track meets in high school. I’m not braggadocios or overconfident, but we were all confident in high school. We played all the sports. You get your work in. A lot of time, a lot of hours you put in, just to be a starter in high school. And then to win things…track meets, high point man in basketball…it takes a lot of concentration and a lot of dedication. In track, I practiced coming out of the blocks, and I practiced the techniques.”2

      Bradley’s techniques in track, however, were not going to result in any scholarship offers from any college. That fact did not really bother him all that much though. His indifference to that reality was because his abilities and successes on the baseball diamond were much more promising and evident for many observers to see. He loved baseball, and that sport may have been declared as his first love. It was certainly one of his most favorite activities. He got to play it at a very young age, and in his adolescence, he had what many folks would consider a rare opportunity to play the sport with older players who were earning a paycheck on the baseball diamond.

      “Heck, when I was 15, me and my buddies on my old high school baseball team played semi-pro baseball with the Palestine team,” remembered Bradley. “We got taught how to play real big-time baseball. I mean baseball was our game. We travelled around the state of Texas on Sundays and played in games that were similar to Double A or Triple A baseball today. We could not get paid, but we were playing against real pro baseball players. It was the experience of my life.”3

      Bradley’s baseball exploits during his youth earned him some keen attention from several scouts who roamed the southwest. The young pitcher and sometimes shortstop was targeted for a minor league baseball contract by a farm team of the Detroit Tigers upon his graduation from high school.

      “I was drafted in the fifth round by the Tigers to play Double A baseball in Montgomery, Alabama with Denny McClain (a future star in Major League Baseball),” recalled Bradley. “The contract that they offered me was for $25,000, which was a lot of money back then.”4

      The lure of an instant payment of such a sum had to weigh heavily on Bradley’s mind. He did not come from a wealthy background. Few people in the Hill Country of Texas did. His parents worked hard every day at blue collar jobs, where sweat, muscle, determination, and responsibility were the accepted ingredients needed to produce a weekly paycheck. They set a positive example for Bill to follow and aspire to as he developed his own hard work ethic. But the temptation to claim a bunch of money…much more than he had ever owned before…had to get him thinking. Nevertheless, he tabled the decision on his future for some time, as he thought on the life lessons that he got from his parents and siblings.

      “My dad was a hard-drinking railroad man and a baseball coach,” Bradley recalled. “He worked for the railroad since he was 13. My dad was a dispatcher, and his brothers were conductors, and his uncles were engineers.”5 We got a baseball field, which I thought was one of the best things that ever happened to our family, because I was still young and in school. My dad touched so many young lives as a baseball coach. They named the baseball field in Palestine after him.

      “My mom (Mildred Bradley) worked at a grocery store, then she went to beauty school and became a beautician. And so we had a beauty shop in our house. And then when I was around age 13 or 14, I got to wash hair. We had two sinks downstairs in the utility room. She (Bradley’s mom) would also work at the Piggly Wiggly supermarket, where she was a grocery checker to make ends meet. All my folks were hard working. I was a hard-working athlete. My sister (Rosemay Bradley) was a drum major, so she was active. She taught me music, the old soul music. She taught me rhythm…she did everything. And of course, Dad played the drums. And so we were a musical and an athletic family, but we were also a hard-working family. Everybody worked. I had summer jobs. I had football and the other sports, (which) was my deal. And so to relieve my parents, all I really got from them was clothes…a couple of pairs of jeans, some boots, and some t-shirts. And then for school every day I would get 25 cents for lunch money.”6

      The daily grind of attending school and staying busy with sports after school would become second nature for Bradley by the time he got to high school. He was not completely sure of his future path during his adolescence, but he knew that deep down, there was something more to be gained out of life than what he was witnessing in Palestine. In fact, if it was not for the excitement that sports provided, Bradley’s youth might be considered by some to be quite boring. But Bradley did not see his efforts as unexciting. He saw athletics as a ticket to a better and more interesting life.

      “I did all the sports, and that was my way out,” Bradley explained. “And I enjoyed the hell out of it. I was busy all the time.”7

      One activity that nearly every young kid in the Lone Star State got at least somewhat involved in, did not have anything to do with scoring touchdowns on the gridiron and shooting jump shots on the basketball court, however. Like most youngsters in the 1950s in the environs of Palestine, Texas, Bill Bradley also took advantage of what the great outdoors in a wilderness setting offered, namely hunting and fishing. True, those occupations were more like hobbies to him, but they were still a pastime…a rite of passage for kids in Texas. Indeed, it was during these moments that the adolescent Bradley first developed his love for the great outdoors, something that was never lost on him.

      “My dad was a hunter and a fisherman, so we did quite a bit of that,” recalled Bradley. “We duck hunted, we dove hunted, we went fishing a lot…in rivers, and ponds, and lakes. I can remember one time we went down to a river, and my dad knew where the bass was going to spawn, because the river was up. We didn’t even have to use any type of utensils to fish with. We were just standing there by the waterfall, just a little trickle at that time to the main body of the river. And we just threw in our buckets, we caught about I’d say maybe 150 bass, just with our hands throwing them in buckets. But the thing about that is that he (Bradley’s dad) had to teach me how to clean fish. And you’re cleaning 150 fish! That wasn’t much fun.”8

      Because he took sports in high school much more seriously than he did fishing, Bradley was also forced to take several injuries that he sustained during that time more seriously. The sport of football was big in Texas, and it always has been. But the quality of the equipment and the number of medical supplies at that time were certainly not what one can find in the current day and age. Bradley’s speed and his willingness to hustle on every play resulted in some very hard hits on the Texas scholastic football fields, both given and endured.

      “My very first injury, other than sprains or bumps and bruises, was actually concussions in high school,” remembered Bradley, who would also have to deal with at least one knee injury in high school. “I had three major concussions. Nowadays, you would be on protocol, and probably wouldn’t play in two or three games.”9

      The daily life of a high school student/athlete in East Texas would lend elements that would help the youngster become the young man that he eventually became. He learned how to think for himself, how to become an individual, and how to develop his own unique personality. In the realm of pro football, Bradley was never afraid to voice his own opinion to his teammates, to his opponents, to his coaches, and even to the referees. And by the time that he started playing in the NFL, Bradley typically was not going to deliver his responses in a soft-spoken manner. He established his willingness to ask questions and to deliver answers in his high school years.

      “Well first of all, we had tremendous mentors at Palestine High School, which of course was in a small town,” said Bradley. “It was the only school for quite some time (in that area), and we were not integrated. We had great teachers in every type of subject. I was just a good student. Not only did we win the state football championship, but we were good in competing for state notoriety through academics, theater, and band and speech. We finished second in the state in debate (a subject in which Bradley excels in to this day), and our band finished third or something in their competition.”10

      While many schools at that time kept the races separate, one chapter during Bradley’s early years which definitely did not discriminate between skin colors or religious creed or any other measuring label, was integration into the military. During the mid-1960s, the Vietnam War was in full swing, and young men all across the nation were being looked upon to fill the ranks. The draft was unavoidable by many, and for some, it resulted in a preliminary death sentence. But where many kids had come up with phony reasons to avoid the draft, Bill Bradley had the truth and legitimacy going for him.

      “My hometown of Palestine was one of the number one draft boards,” observed Bradley. “Some of my buddies got caught doing some illegal things to scratch some money. They would steal a mailbox, and because they planned to go to college on a football scholarship, they would lose the scholarship. So, you would either have to go to Vietnam, or you went to jail.

      “And so, I went and took a physical in our bus. I was leaning on the bus when we went from Palestine to Dallas to take an Army physical to be inducted. But I already had some knee injuries, and I had a little bit of high blood pressure, so they didn’t take me. But all of my buddies went. Some of them didn’t come back from Vietnam.11 They’re the real heroes. They try to make football players into heroes. Football is just a game. It’s pretty much a theatrical production. Now it’s violent, mind you, but the real heroes back then were the guys who went to Vietnam, and I’m sure that was the prior case with World War I and II. They’re the real heroes, and I keep saying that every time that I speak at a banquet.”12

      An ongoing war a whole world away is more than enough to get a young man thinking about the brevity of life, where the unknown specter of death can claim you at a moment’s notice. But Bill Bradley put his Army physical experience in the back of his mind as he neared his high school graduation. He still had a pressing choice to make which would affect his immediate future. Would he decide to accept the cash offer from the Detroit Tigers to play pro baseball? Or would he instead decide to attend college with the hopes of playing college football, baseball, and perhaps performing for the school’s track team? He had received scholarship letters from a bunch of Division One colleges, including the likes of Notre Dame, Alabama, the University of Southern California, and practically every college south of the Mason-Dixon Line. He took the time to look over all of those letters, which promised him quite a bit. But as with many of his choices at that time of his life, he relied on the knowledge of his elders, namely, his father.

      “My dad wanted me to go to college,” Bradley said. “He knew that I could stay close to home if I accepted a football scholarship. I could have gone to any college, because I got offers from quite a few of them. But there was never any wavering on my part. I was going to go to the University of Texas in Austin.”13

      Bill Bradley knew that the sum of money that the Tigers baseball team offered him would come and go, but a college degree—and the many different experiences that several years at college would provide him—would be his forever. Those diverse experiences would certainly be at least a little more interesting than fielding ground ball after ground ball in the minor leagues, and Bradley in his teenage years definitely needed something more than baseball to stimulate his mind. That weighed down the scales toward attending college in his mind. Attending a prestigious university like the University of Texas would also open a lot of future doors for him.

      “It ultimately turned out that I made the right choice,” said a contemplative Bradley. “I chose to go to the University of Texas on a football scholarship. I went in with a handshake from (Texas) head coach Darrell Royal that I could (still) play baseball (at college). Back then we had a freshman (football) team, and a freshman schedule. So I ended up lettering in three sports (football, baseball and track) at the University of Texas in my freshman year for the freshmen people across the Southwest Conference (the conference which included the University of Texas). And everybody had to play freshman ball…you couldn’t be propped up to the varsity. That’s just the rule back then. I thought it was a good rule.”14

      But before Bradley stepped foot as a freshman on the college campus at Austin, he had some final high school obligations to fulfill. The Palestine football team had to play for the state championship, which they won thanks in part to the efforts of head coach Luke Thornton and offensive coordinator Marion Turner. Then Bradley was chosen to play in several prestigious All-Star Football games. He was going to be a very busy young man in the summer of 1965. One of the most noteworthy contests that he took part in was the Big-33 Game, held annually in the faraway state of Pennsylvania. It is a game that is still played today between the best high school seniors from Pennsylvania, and the best high school seniors from Maryland. But back in Bradley’s day, it was the best of Texas versus the best of Pennsylvania. If you were to list every NFL player who previously participated in the Big-33 Game (up to the present day), it would literally be recorded as a “who’s who” directory of famous or noteworthy pro football players, some of whom have a bust of themselves today at the Pro Football Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio. But Bradley and his contemporaries were not thinking too much about the game’s significance in history, however.

      “No, we never thought about that, but thinking about it now, there’s a list as long as your arm (of eventual NFL players) for both teams (Texas and Pennsylvania) from the Big-33 Game,” said Bradley. “Mike Reid (a former Cincinnati Bengals defensive tackle and a Grammy award-winning concert pianist) was on the Pennsylvania team. He was their kicker and their fullback. And he went on to make All-Pro as a defensive lineman. Terry Hanratty (a future All-American quarterback at Notre Dame and a future Super Bowl-winning quarterback for the Pittsburgh Steelers) played left cornerback for the Pennsylvania team. He didn’t play that much at quarterback (in the Big-33 Game). Norm Bulaich (a future running back for both the Baltimore Colts, the Philadelphia Eagles, and the Miami Dolphins) played for the Texas team with me. Ted Kwalick (a future tight end for the San Francisco 49ers and the Oakland Raiders) was also on the Pennsylvania team. If you look at each picture of those players, about half of both teams (Texas and Pennsylvania), or at least a third of both teams, went on to play professional football. And then 10-12 of them went on to make All-Pro.”15

      Today, Bradley and Hanratty remain good friends, as do some of the other players, which is not uncommon. Many former pro grid stars who can trace their relationships back to their youth often keep in touch with each other many years later. But back in 1965, the players in the Big-33 Game were certainly not looking too far into their futures. They were busy getting ready for the big game, and being surrounded by all the hype and hoopla that seemed to become a part of the contest, and a part of the events that led up to the game. The attention that the young athletes received was probably much more than many of them had ever seen in their lives. When asked how big it was to win the game, Bradley did not hesitate in his response.

      “Oh, it was huge,” he said. “Somebody wrote an article about it many, many years ago. I don’t know if it was Sports Illustrated, but some big sportswriter said that it (the Big-33 Game) was like a Super Bowl. It was a big-time competition between the states in high school football. In the beginning, Pennsylvania played the neighboring states. And then finally, they decided that they wanted to have a big game with Texas. It all started with the governors of the two states. That game got competitive when the governors bet (on the outcome). Of course Pennsylvania has apples, and Texas has pecans. So I remember when the game really got heated, it was so many bushels of apples bet against so many bushels of pecans for whoever won the game.”16

      The Big-33 Game almost did not happen the way it eventually did, however. A scheduling conflict kept the Texas team in the Big-33 tilt in a state of limbo, due to another important game being held on the same day in the Lone Star State. Bill Bradley relates the story of the situation here:

      
        
        “The first year that they played the Big-33 Game (versus Texas), Pennsylvania won,” recalled Bradley. “But that coincided with the North-South high school All-Star game in Texas. I can remember playing in front of 30,000 people in that All-Star game in Texas. If you made it as a high school player, you got elected to play on the North or the South. That game (unfortunately) was scheduled to be played on the same weekend as the Big-33 Game (up in Pennsylvania).”17

      

      

      It took a lot of wheeling and dealing to change the date of one of those two games in order for the best Texas high school football players to be able to play in both games, which in turn would give Texas a decent chance of winning against a northern rival such as Pennsylvania. Addressing that diplomatic effort and enterprise were some fairly famous people…some of whom also happened to be fairly famous football players.

      “In the first game against Pennsylvania,” remembered Bradley, “the Texas head coach was (former pro quarterback and Hall of Famer) Bobby Layne. And some of the assistant coaches were people like Doak Walker, who went on to play at SMU (Southern Methodist University) and who was a Heisman Trophy winner back in the day.” 18

      As a young teenager, playing football under the tutelage of such esteemed gridiron stars as Layne and Walker must have been awe-inspiring for Bradley. Layne himself at that time was just two years away from being enshrined in the Pro Football Hall of Fame. The youthful Bradley probably had to pinch himself to make sure that he was not dreaming at the time. As one might suspect, it was one of the first great and memorable moments of his life.

      “It was unbelievable,” said Bradley of playing for Layne and Walker, and of the whole high school football All-Star game situation. “I mean it was a blast. Bobby lost that first (Big-33) game (in 1964), and if you know Bobby Layne like we all knew him, and like everybody from this state (Texas) and Detroit and Pittsburgh (where Layne played in the pros) knew him, we all knew how competitive he was. He hated to lose. I mean losing to him was despicable! And so, after he lost that first Big-33 Game, he went into the Texas governor’s office and mandated the governor (John Connally…the same Texas governor who was wounded in the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in 1963) to change the date of the Texas high school All-Star game. And that was like an act of Congress. So he (Layne) stormed in there and just took over his (Connally’s) office! I know how Bobby was, and I ended up being friends with him for the rest of his life after the All-Star game.

      “So anyway, Bobby basically didn’t have the best Texas players. The best players went to the North-South high school All-Star game (which Layne did not coach). He somehow got the state (Texas) to change the date of the All-Star football contest, which is a hard thing to do a week prior to the Big-33 Game. And it (the North-South game) was still a big hit, but now Bobby’s got other picks of guys. He’s definitely now got the best players from the North-South All-Star game. We got on a plane right after that (North-South All-Star) game and flew to Pennsylvania. Then after that particular game (the Big-33 Game), we flew back down south and played Oklahoma in the Oil Bowl. So for three weeks there, we were a traveling group of football players in high school. From Dallas, for the North-South game at the Cotton Bowl (Stadium), to Pennsylvania at Hershey, and then to western Texas to play the Oil Bowl at Wichita Falls. We were like Bingo Long and the Traveling All-Stars. We were actually introduced to some big-time, fan-based football. It was a big deal.”19

      The big deal to Bradley, in retrospect, also involved the many different stories that surrounded those games; stories that he lived through, in particular during the week prior to the Big-33 Game. His remembrances and depictions of those stories come from a distant memory from his past, and they are almost as entertaining as was the game itself. Chalk some of those tales up to the shenanigans, and perhaps the devil-may-care attitudes of youth, and of young men growing up in a nation which was still in the midst of growing up itself. America during the mid-1960s was dealing with a costly war in a foreign land, ugly episodes of racial strife in many of her states, and loud and sometimes violent protests from many factions on causes that were numerous and varied in their platforms and promises. Bradley simply found himself in the midst of all the morass of events, but still not thinking too much about those existing issues that dominated the headlines. He had to deal with what was in front of him, namely the experiences that he would enjoy just before attending college. In truth, he never could have predicted that his senior year in high school would have ended the way that it did, but he also could never have come up with a better way in his mind for it to end either.

      For instance, Bradley and Texas teammates Norm Bulaich and Jerry LeVias borrowed a friend’s car one night prior to the Big-33 Game, met some Pennsylvania girls—who just happened to be dating a couple of the players from the Pennsylvania team—and enjoyed their company that night. Suffice it to say that they had a really good time. That was a rather unique conquest for the representatives of the Texas team to get a laugh over for many years. Then came the drinking. True, young boys sow their wild oats every year in America with the aid of liquid refreshment. That fact will never change. Drinking certainly had its role for the players of the Texas team prior to the Big-33 Game. Then came the pregame practices for both the Texas and Pennsylvania teams. All of those moments were humorous in and of themselves.

      “It was just amazing to me,” Bradley related of the days leading up to the Big-33 Game. “When we get to the Big-33 Game, we stayed as a team in one of Layne’s farmhouses in Hershey. Four to a room, or six to a room, with cots and bunkbeds. So when we first got there, there’s two cases of beer iced down on the back porch…for the players! And they had water and cokes and soft drinks and fruit drinks, and this, that, and the other.

      “And I can remember our first practice. We had to practice on the same field that the Pennsylvania team was practicing…at the same time! They were practicing at one end, and we (the Texas team) were practicing at the other end. And they had a real hard-nosed, strict coach. They’re down there (at their end of the field) getting physical, and almost scrimmaging. They’re at their first practice, and they’re having a full-padded practice. And we’re up at the other end (of the field). Our offense is at one side of the goal post, and our defense is on the other end, and we’re playing volleyball with a football over the goal post (laughter). But that’s Bobby Layne…that’s how he bonded everybody. And they’re (the Pennsylvania team) yelling, ‘Oh man, we’re gonna kick y’all’s rear end!’ and this and that. Blah blah blah. And we got tired of (hearing) it, and so I yelled down there ‘Let me tell you something…boy we’ve got a lot of speed! To all of you coal crackers down there…we’re gonna kick y’all’s rear end too!’”20

      The term “coal crackers” that Bradley used was a derogatory expression which poked fun at the profession of Pennsylvania’s anthracite coal miners. One must realize that the era of butt hurt sensitivities was still several decades in the future. Bradley certainly did not mean anything malicious by his comments to his opponents. But talking “smack” was a pastime that has been handed down among young men for many generations, and few in those days took such good-natured ribbing seriously. Bradley felt right at home in expressing his humorous opinions toward his football foes, accepting the insults that were returned his way, and knowing that it was all part of the fun of the game. It was a practice that Bradley has reveled in throughout his days and years on a football field, regardless of the level of competition. Creativity often determined the winner of an insult-trading session. Once again, Bradley was usually able to hold his own when it came to coming up with imaginative slurs. But he was also able to realize that teenagers playing
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