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— INTRODUCTION —

THE BEAR LEGACY

One of only two charter members of the National Football League still in existence, the Chicago Bears have their roots in Decatur, Illinois, where they spent the 1920 season competing in the newly formed American Professional Football Association (APFA) as the Decatur Staleys after the league office granted team representatives a franchise in exchange for the standard entry fee of $100 on September 17, 1920. Named after their sponsor, the Staley Starch Company, the Staleys excelled under the leadership of player-coaches George Halas and Edward “Dutch” Sternaman in the league’s inaugural season, compiling a record of 10-1-2 that earned them a second-place finish in the 14-team circuit. After acquiring full control of the team in 1921, Halas moved the Staleys to Chicago, where he guided them to a mark of 9-1-1 and their first league championship. With the APFA renaming itself the National Football League prior to the start of the 1922 campaign, Halas similarly chose to change the name of his team to the Bears, in deference to the more established Chicago Cubs, whose home ballpark, Wrigley Field, served as the venue for Bears home games for the next half-century.

Remaining competitive from 1922 to 1924, the Bears posted the NFL’s second-best record in each of those three seasons, compiling an overall mark of 24-6-5. Yet, despite the success they experienced on the playing field, the Bears found themselves plagued by the same financial difficulties that afflicted the rest of the teams in the infant league, prompting Halas to sign star University of Illinois running back Red Grange to a unique contract in which the latter agreed to participate in a 19-game barnstorming tour in exchange for the then-exorbitant fee of $3,000 per game, plus a share of the gate receipts. Halas’s brilliant idea proved to be a boon to the league, with Grange’s presence altering the mindset of many Americans, who previously took an extremely dim view of professional football. Boosting the prospects of many debt-ridden teams, Chicago’s 1925 tour likely saved several NFL franchises, including the New York Giants, who benefited greatly from Grange’s appearance at the Polo Grounds.

Halas retained his duties as player-coach until 1929, when he retired as an active player and replaced himself at the helm with former Lake Forest Academy head coach Ralph Jones, who guided the Bears to their second NFL championship in 1932, when, after finishing tied for the league’s best record during the regular season, they defeated the Portsmouth Spartans by a score of 9–0 in an “unofficial” championship playoff game. However, with every NFL team struggling to make ends meet during the Great Depression, Halas returned to the sidelines for a second tour of duty in 1933, after which he led the Bears to five Western Division titles and three league championships over the course of the next nine seasons.

With the NFL having adopted a new two-division setup in 1933, the Bears posted a regular-season record of 10-2-1 that earned them their first Western Division title. They then laid claim to their third league championship by defeating the Giants by a score of 23–21 in the NFL championship game. The Bears followed that up by going a perfect 13-0-0 during the 1934 regular season, outscoring their opponents by a combined margin of 286–86 along the way. But the Giants exacted a measure of revenge against them in the NFL title game, recording a 30–13 victory in what became known as the “Sneakers Game.” After a two-year hiatus, the Bears made another championship game appearance in 1937, only to lose to the Washington Redskins by a score of 28–21. However, they avenged that loss in 1940, defeating the Redskins by a score of 73–0, in what remains the most lopsided playoff game in NFL history. The Bears repeated as NFL champions in 1941, claiming the Western Division title with a 33–14 victory over the Green Bay Packers in a one-game playoff, before defeating the Giants by a score of 37–9 in the league championship game.

Remaining one of the NFL’s elite teams after Halas entered the military to serve his country during World War II, the Bears captured the Western Division title in both 1942 and 1943, with Hunk Anderson and Luke Johnsos sharing coaching duties. After losing to Washington by a score of 14–6 in the 1942 NFL title tilt, the Bears claimed their sixth league championship with a 41–21 victory over the Redskins the following year.

Clearly establishing themselves as the NFL’s dominant team from 1932 to 1943, the Bears became known for their powerful running game that featured the league’s most physically intimidating player, fullback Bronko Nagurski, whose aggressive style of play came to epitomize the Bears of that era. Also known for their ferocious defense and exceptional line play on both sides of the ball, the Bears acquired the nickname “Monsters of the Midway” for the havoc they wreaked on opposing teams during the 1930s and 1940s. On offense, the Bears featured Nagurski, quarterback Sid Luckman, end Bill Hewitt, and standout linemen Dan Fortmann, Joe Stydahar, and George Musso. All six men also starred on defense, with Nagurski excelling at linebacker, Hewitt at end, Luckman in the secondary, and Fortmann, Stydahar, and Musso on the line.

Making a successful return to the coaching ranks in 1946, George Halas guided the Bears to a regular season record of 8-2-1 and their seventh league championship, which they captured with a 24–14 victory over the Giants in the NFL title game. Halas remained at the helm for another nine years, leading the Bears to an overall record of 67-40-1 during that time, although they failed to make another playoff appearance. Standout performers for the team during Halas’s third term as head coach included center/linebacker Clyde “Bulldog” Turner, offensive tackle/linebacker George Connor, defensive end Ed Sprinkle, and wide receivers Ken Kavanaugh and Harlon Hill.

The Bears posted a regular season record of 9-2-1 under new head coach Paddy Driscoll in 1956, earning in the process their first division title in 10 years. However, they subsequently suffered an embarrassing 47–7 defeat at the hands of the Giants in the NFL championship game, before going just 5-7 the following year. Dissatisfied with his team’s performance, Halas returned to the sidelines in 1958, remaining there for the next 10 seasons before retiring from coaching for good at the end of 1967. Although the Bears advanced to the playoffs just once during Halas’s final tour of duty as head coach, they made that postseason appearance a memorable one, winning their eighth NFL title by recording a 14–10 victory over the Giants in the 1963 league championship game, with their exceptional defense, which featured lineman Doug Atkins, safeties Richie Petitbon and Rosey Taylor, and linebackers Bill George, Joe Fortunato, and Larry Morris, rekindling memories of the “Monsters of the Midway.”

The Bears subsequently entered into an extended period of mediocrity, posting a winning record just four times between 1964 and 1983. Particularly inept from 1966 to 1976, the Bears compiled an overall mark of just 54-96-4 over the course of those 11 seasons, as Halas (1966–1967), Jim Dooley (1968–1971), Abe Gibron (1972–1974), and Jack Pardee (1975–1977) all took turns coaching the team. Yet, despite their lack of success, the Bears fielded some of the league’s most talented players during those lean years, with tight end Mike Ditka, halfback Gale Sayers, line-backer Dick Butkus, and defensive back Gary Fencik all earning numerous individual accolades. Meanwhile, Walter Payton established himself as the NFL’s premier running back, ending his career as the league’s all-time leading rusher.

With the Bears in the middle of the darkest period in franchise history, they elected to change home venues in 1971, leaving Wrigley Field for the friendly confines of Soldier Field, a historic stadium built in the 1920s as a memorial for World War I veterans that has hosted many memorable sporting events through the years, including the 1927 heavyweight boxing championship rematch between Jack Dempsey and Gene Tunney. Located on Lake Shore Drive, on the Near South Side of Chicago, next to Lake Michigan, Soldier Field has now served as home to the Bears for nearly half a century.

After Jack Pardee left the Bears to coach the Washington Redskins following the conclusion of the 1977 campaign, former Minnesota Vikings defensive coordinator Neill Armstrong replaced him at the helm for the next four seasons, leading the team to an overall record of just 30-34. Things finally began to turn around, though, shortly after George Halas replaced Armstrong with Mike Ditka at the end of 1981. Ditka, whose gritty personality had earned him the nickname “Iron Mike” during his earlier six-year stay in Chicago, proved to be just what the Bears needed, with his toughness, determination, and single-mindedness helping to alter the team’s losing mindset. Before long, the Bears emerged as an NFL powerhouse, capturing five straight NFC Central Division titles from 1984 to 1988, appearing in three conference championship games, and winning their ninth NFL championship with a resounding 46–10 victory over the New England Patriots in Super Bowl XX.

Although those Bear squads featured Walter Payton and arguably the NFL’s best group of linemen on offense, the key to their success proved to be their overwhelming “46” defense, which they used to batter their opponents into submission. Devised by legendary defensive coordinator Buddy Ryan, Chicago’s scheme on that side of the ball emphasized putting an inordinate amount of pressure on opposing quarterbacks, which expert defenders such as Richard Dent, Dan Hampton, Steve McMichael, Mike Singletary, Otis Wilson, and Wilber Marshall did an exceptional job of. Particularly dominant in 1985 and 1986, Chicago’s defense surrendered only 198 points to the opposition in the first of those campaigns, before allowing just 187 points the following year. And, en route to winning the NFL championship in 1985, the Bears allowed a total of only 10 points during the postseason, shutting out both the New York Giants and the Los Angeles Rams in the NFC playoffs.

Sadly, George Halas did not live to witness his beloved team’s return to glory. After spending the previous 15 seasons serving the Bears exclusively as owner and front office executive, the man affectionately known as “Papa Bear” died of pancreatic cancer at the age of 88, on October 1, 1983. Almost all the success the Bears experienced between 1920 and 1983 can be attributed to Halas, who, in addition to owning, coaching, and playing for the team, fulfilled several other roles at various times, including serving as traveling secretary and head of public relations. Generally considered to be the “father of professional football,” Halas retired in 1967 with a total of 324 coaching victories that stood as the NFL record until Don Shula finally surpassed it in 1994.

Following Halas’s passing, his oldest daughter, Virginia McCaskey, became principal owner of the Bears, with her husband, Ed McCaskey, succeeding Halas as the chairman of the board. Mrs. McCaskey later replaced her husband with her son, Michael, who remained chairman of the board until 2010, when his brother, George, assumed that position. Meanwhile, Mrs. McCaskey, who is 97 years old as of this writing, continues to hold the honorary title of “secretary of the board of directors.”

Mike Ditka led the Bears to two more playoff appearances between 1989 and 1992, before being relieved of his duties after the team finished just 5-11 in the last of those campaigns. Former Dallas Cowboys defensive coordinator Dave Wannstedt succeeded Ditka as head coach, achieving very little success over the course of the next six seasons, with the Bears compiling an overall record of 40-56 and making the playoffs just once. Team ownership then turned to onetime NFL defensive back and former Jacksonville Jaguars defensive coordinator Dick Jauron, who guided the Bears to just one winning season between 1999 and 2003, although they managed to capture the division title in 2001 by going 13-3 during the regular season, before losing to the Philadelphia Eagles by a score of 33–19 in the divisional round of the postseason tournament.

The Bears finally began to perform at a consistently higher level after longtime college and NFL assistant coach Lovie Smith assumed head coaching duties in 2004, winning three division titles and one NFC championship under his leadership from 2004 to 2012. Particularly impressive in 2006, the Bears outscored their opponents by a combined margin of 427– 255, en route to compiling a regular-season record of 13-3 that represented the best mark in the NFC. They then earned a hard-fought 27–24 overtime victory over the Seattle Seahawks in the divisional round of the postseason tournament, before winning the NFC title by defeating the New Orleans Saints by a score of 39–14 in the conference championship game. However, they came up short against Peyton Manning and the Indianapolis Colts in Super Bowl XLI, suffering a 29–17 defeat at the hands of their AFC counterparts. Although the Bears remained extremely competitive under Smith the next six years, posting a winning record three times and capturing another division title in 2010, team ownership ultimately decided to go in a different direction, replacing their longtime head coach with Marc Trestman, who had spent nearly three decades coaching quarterbacks, running backs, and offense at both the collegiate and professional levels. Smith left behind him a legacy that included overseeing the development of outstanding players such as linebackers Brian Urlacher and Lance Briggs, running back Matt Forte, cornerback Charles Tillman, and wide receiver/ return man Devin Hester.

Trestman ended up lasting just two seasons in Chicago, leading the Bears to an overall record of 13-19 from 2013 to 2014, before being replaced by former Carolina Panthers and Denver Broncos head coach John Fox. The Bears performed no better under Fox the next three seasons, compiling a composite mark of 14-34. A 5-11 finish in 2017 sealed Fox’s fate, prompting management to replace him with Matt Nagy, who had spent the previous two seasons serving as offensive coordinator of the Kansas City Chiefs. Experiencing a resurgence under Nagy in 2018, the Bears claimed their first division title in eight years by finishing the regular season with a mark of 12-4. However, they exited the playoffs quickly, losing to the Philadelphia Eagles in the wild card round of the postseason tournament by a score of 16–15 on a last-minute touchdown pass from Nick Foles to Golden Tate. Perhaps still suffering from the after-effects of their unexpected playoff loss, the Bears performed erratically in 2019, concluding the campaign with a record of just 8-8.

Nevertheless, with a strong defense anchored by All-Pro linebacker Khalil Mack, the Bears figure to be perennial contenders in the NFC North Division for the foreseeable future. Their next division title will be their 23rd. They have also won two NFC titles, nine NFL championships, and one Super Bowl, with their nine league championships placing them second only to the Green Bay Packers (13). The Bears have also recorded more victories than any other NFL franchise. Featuring a plethora of exceptional performers through the years, the Bears have retired the numbers of 14 former players. Meanwhile, 33 members of the Pro Football Hall of Fame spent at least one full season with Chicago, with 27 of those men wearing a Bears uniform during many of their peak seasons.

FACTORS USED TO DETERMINE RANKINGS

It should come as no surprise that selecting the 50 greatest players ever to perform for a team with the rich history of the Chicago Bears presented quite a challenge. Even after narrowing the field down to a mere 50 men, I still needed to devise a method of ranking the elite players that remained. Certainly, the names of Walter Payton, Dick Butkus, Gale Sayers, Mike Singletary, Bronko Nagurski, and Brian Urlacher would appear at, or near, the top of virtually everyone’s list, although the order might vary somewhat from one person to the next. Several other outstanding performers have gained general recognition through the years as being among the greatest players ever to wear a Bears uniform, with Sid Luckman, Bill George, Mike Ditka, and Dan Hampton heading the list of other Bears icons. But, how does one compare players who lined up on opposite sides of the ball with any degree of certainty? Furthermore, how does one differentiate between the pass-rushing and run-stopping skills of linemen such as Doug Atkins and Richard Dent and the ball-hawking skills of defensive backs such as Gary Fencik and Charles Tillman? And, on the offensive end, how can a direct correlation be made between the contributions made by standout lineman Stan Jones and skill position players such as Rick Casares and Gale Sayers? And then there are early greats Bronko Nagurski and Dan Fortmann, both of whom starred on both sides of the ball for the Bears throughout their respective careers. After initially deciding whom to include on my list, I then needed to determine what criteria I should use to formulate my final rankings.

The first thing I decided to examine was the level of dominance a player attained during his time with the Bears. How often did he lead the NFL in a major statistical category? Did he ever capture league MVP honors? How many times did he earn a trip to the Pro Bowl or a spot on the All-Pro Team?

I also chose to assess the level of statistical compilation a player achieved while wearing a Bears uniform. I reviewed where he ranks among the team’s all-time leaders in those statistical categories most pertinent to his position. Of course, even the method of using statistics as a measuring stick has its inherent flaws. Although the level of success a team experiences rushing and passing the ball is impacted greatly by the performance of its offensive line, there really is no way to quantifiably measure the level of play reached by each individual offensive lineman. Conversely, the play of the offensive line affects tremendously the statistics compiled by a team’s quarterback and running backs. Furthermore, the NFL did not keep an official record of defensive numbers such as tackles and quarterback sacks until the 1980s (although the Bears kept their own records prior to that). In addition, when examining the statistics compiled by offensive players, the era during which a quarterback, running back, or wide receiver competed must be factored into the equation.

To illustrate my last point, rule changes instituted by the league office have opened up the game considerably the last two decades. Quarterbacks are accorded far more protection than ever before, and officials have also been instructed to limit the amount of contact defensive backs are allowed to make with wide receivers. As a result, the game has experienced an offensive explosion, with quarterbacks and receivers posting numbers players from prior generations rarely even approached. That being the case, one must place the numbers Jay Cutler compiled during his time in the Windy City in their proper context when comparing him to Hall of Fame signal-caller Sid Luckman. Similarly, the statistics posted by Brandon Marshall and Alshon Jeffery must be viewed in moderation when comparing them to previous Bears wideouts Ken Kavanaugh and Harlon Hill.

Other important factors I needed to consider were the overall contributions a player made to the success of the team, the degree to which he improved the fortunes of the club during his time in Chicago, and the manner in which he impacted the team, both on and off the field. While the number of championships and division titles the Bears won during a player’s years with the team certainly factored into the equation, I chose not to deny a top performer his rightful place on the list if his years in the Windy City happened to coincide with a lack of overall success by the club. As a result, the names of players such as Doug Buffone and Matt Forte will appear in these rankings.

One other thing I should mention is that I only considered a player’s performance while playing for the Bears when formulating my rankings. That being the case, the names of Wilber Marshall and Khalil Mack, both of whom had many of their finest seasons with other teams, may appear lower on this list than one might expect. Meanwhile, the names of Hall of Fame players Bobby Layne and Alan Page are nowhere to be found.

Having established the guidelines to be used throughout this book, the time has come to reveal the 50 greatest players in Bears history, starting with number 1 and working our way down to number 50.




1

— WALTER PAYTON —

Dick Butkus provided stiff competition to Walter Payton for the top spot on this list, with Butkus’s eight Pro Bowl selections, six All-Pro nominations, two NFL Defensive Player of the Year awards, and ability to dominate a game from his middle linebacker position making him an extremely worthy contender. However, Payton compiled a similarly impressive list of accomplishments during his time in the Windy City, earning nine trips to the Pro Bowl, eight All-Pro selections, and one league MVP trophy, while establishing himself as the most complete running back in NFL history. The choice was a difficult one, and Butkus would have made an excellent selection as well. But, in the end, the all-around brilliance of Walter Payton enabled him to edge out the legendary linebacker for the foremost position in these rankings.

Called “the very best football player I’ve ever seen, period, at any position” by former Bears head coach Mike Ditka, Walter Payton did everything one could possibly expect from a great running back, ending his career with NFL records for most yards rushing, touchdowns scored, yards from scrimmage, all-purpose yards, and receptions by a non-receiver. Truly excelling in every aspect of the game, Payton even threw eight touchdown passes and did an outstanding job of blocking for his teammates, with his magnificent all-around play helping the Bears win four division titles, one NFC championship, and one Super Bowl. In addition to rushing for more than 1,000 yards 10 times and gaining more than 1,500 yards on the ground on four separate occasions, Payton amassed more than 1,500 yards from scrimmage 10 times, reaching the 2,000-yard plateau in that category four different times. The holder of numerous Bears records, Payton continues to rank among the NFL’s all-time leaders in six different offensive categories more than three decades after he played his last game, with his long list of accomplishments earning him spots on the NFL’s 75th Anniversary Team and the NFL 100 All-Time Team, a top-10 ranking from both the Sporting News and the NFL Network on their respective lists of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History, and a place in the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

[image: chpt_fig_001]

Walter Payton retired as the NFL’s all-time leading rusher.
Courtesy of MearsonlineAuctions.com

Born in Columbia, Mississippi, on July 25, 1954, Walter Jerry Payton displayed a strong affinity for music while growing up in the segregated South, playing and singing in jazz-rock combos after school as a teenager. Although Payton continued to express his love for music while attending Columbia High School, playing drums in the school band, he began to exhibit his tremendous athleticism as well by participating in track as a long jumper, while also starring in baseball, basketball, and football, garnering All-State honors for his performance on the gridiron at running back. After running 65 yards for a touchdown the very first time he carried the ball as a junior, Payton ended up scoring at least once in every game he played over the course of the next two seasons, establishing himself in the process as one of Mississippi’s top running back prospects. However, with Southeastern Conference colleges accepting few black players at the time, Payton ultimately elected to follow in the footsteps of his older brother, Eddie, and enroll at historically black Jackson State University.

Continuing to make a name for himself in college, Payton rushed for more than 3,500 yards, averaged 6.1 yards per carry, and scored 65 touch-downs and 464 points for the Tigers, with his outstanding play earning him Black College Player of the Year honors twice and All-America recognition once. Turning in his finest individual performance during his sophomore year, Payton scored seven touchdowns and tallied a total of 46 points during a 72–0 win over Lane College. While at Jackson State, Payton also acquired the nickname “Sweetness” for his affable personality and graceful athleticism.

Selected by the Bears with the fourth overall pick of the 1975 NFL Draft, Payton posted relatively modest numbers his first year in the league, rushing for 679 yards, amassing 892 yards from scrimmage, accumulating 1,336 all-purpose yards, and scoring seven touchdowns for a Chicago team that finished just 4-10. Emerging as the NFL’s premier running back the following season, Payton began an extraordinary 11-year run during which he posted the following numbers, with only the strike-shortened 1982 campaign being excluded from this graphic:




	YEAR
	RUSH YD
	REC YD
	YD FROM SCRIMMAGE
	TD





	1976
	1,390
	149
	1,539
	13



	1977
	1,852*
	269
	2,121
	16



	1978
	1,395
	480
	1,875
	11



	1979
	1,610
	313
	1,923
	16



	1980
	1,460
	367
	1,827
	7



	1981
	1,222
	379
	1,601
	8



	1983
	1,421
	607
	2,028
	8



	1984
	1,684
	368
	2,052
	11



	1985
	1,551
	483
	2,034
	11



	1986
	1,333
	382
	1,715
	11





* Please note that any numbers printed in bold throughout this book indicate that the player led the NFL in that statistical category that year.

Despite playing behind an inferior offensive line the first few seasons, Payton managed to finish either first or second in the NFL in rushing six times, placing in the league’s top five in three of the other four years. He also ranked among the league leaders in yards from scrimmage nine times, topping the circuit in that category twice. Payton’s amazing performance in 1977, which saw him set single-season franchise records for most yards rushing, yards from scrimmage, and rushing touchdowns (14), earned him NFL Offensive Player of the Year and league MVP honors. He also earned nine trips to the Pro Bowl, eight All-Pro selections, and nine All-NFC nominations during that time. More importantly, the Bears gradually established themselves as perennial contenders, making five playoff appearances, capturing three division titles, and winning one Super Bowl over the course of those 11 seasons.

Employing an extremely aggressive style of running even though he lacked great size, the 5'10½", 204-pound Payton had a way of exploding into defenders, typically doling out as much punishment as he received. Rarely choosing to run out of bounds, Payton preferred to run over potential tacklers, reinventing the use of the stiff-arm, which had gone out of favor among running backs during the 1970s. Recalling one of his encounters with Payton, former Dallas Cowboys cornerback Everson Walls said, “I caught his stiff-arm once, under my chin. It bent my head back, and, where your head goes, your body goes.”

Refusing to apologize for the way he punished defenders, Payton stated, “What about the pain they’ve dealt out to me? Pain is expected in this game.”

Commenting on Payton’s aggressive running style, former NFL head coach Jerry Glanville suggested, “He was a linebacker carrying the football.”

Meanwhile, Jim Brown expressed his admiration for Payton’s confrontational mindset by saying, “We were warriors, and he was a great warrior. If a guy runs out of bounds because a cornerback is coming up to hit him, that’s not my kind of guy. Walter was definitely one of them because he was a powerful man. . . . Give me the heart of Walter Payton. There’s never been a greater heart.”

Blessed with tremendous physical strength, Payton had the ability to bench-press 390 pounds and do leg-press series with more than 700 pounds. In discussing Payton’s granite-like physique, former Bears backfield coach Fred O’Connor once said, “The first time I saw Walter Payton in the locker room, I thought God must have taken a chisel and said, ‘I’m going to make me a halfback.’” An extraordinary all-around athlete, Payton also could throw a football 60 yards, punt it 70 yards, kick a field goal of 45 yards, and walk across a football field on his hands.

Known for his grueling offseason training regimen, Payton worked himself into top shape by running up a steep hill near his Illinois home about 20 times a day for several months before the start of each NFL season. Convincing teammates or local college players to join him on his treks from time to time, the mischievous Payton admitted, “I enjoy seeing them try it once or twice and then vomit.”

Payton’s strength, conditioning, and tenacity also helped make him one of the league’s finest blocking backs, with Los Angeles Rams Hall of Fame defensive end Jack Youngblood stating, “I remember a block he threw on me once, and I thought he opened a hole in my sternum, he hit me so hard. I said, ‘Walter, what are you doing?’ He said, ‘You were in the way.’”

Although Payton lacked great breakaway speed, defenders rarely caught him from behind, due, in part, to his signature “stutter step,” which he often employed to distract his pursuers during long runs. Feeling that this high-stepping maneuver caused his opponents to commit to an angle of pursuit based on what they believed he would do next, Payton made any necessary adjustments, allowing him to gain an advantage over players who possessed more straight-ahead speed.

A selfless team leader who preferred not to draw attention to himself, Payton chose not to take part in elaborate touchdown celebrations, instead handing the ball to an official or one of his offensive linemen because, he said, “They’re the ones who do all the work.”

The totality of Payton’s game, coupled with his unselfish mindset, earned him the respect and admiration of everyone he competed with and against, with former Raiders linebacker Matt Millen saying, “You felt honored to tackle him.”

Dick Butkus, who retired two seasons before Payton arrived in Chicago, called him “a perfect example of what a true back was supposed to be.”

Longtime Dallas Cowboys head coach Tom Landry said, “Walter has two qualities that you don’t have in one running back. He has great speed, but, not only that, he has great strength. You gotta’ plug the hole up twice.”

Former St. Louis Cardinals halfback Johnny Roland suggested, “When God created a running back, he created Walter Payton.”

Meanwhile, Jim Finks, the late general manager of the Bears, once described Payton as “a complete football player, better than Jim Brown, better than O. J. Simpson.”

After surpassing Brown as the NFL’s all-time leading rusher in 1984, Payton helped lead the Bears to the league championship the following year by gaining 1,551 yards on the ground, amassing 2,034 yards from scrimmage, and scoring 11 touchdowns, with his contributions to the success of the team gaining him recognition as the NFL Player of the Year. Payton subsequently rushed for another 1,333 yards in 1986, before assuming a somewhat diminished role in 1987, when he rushed for only 533 yards and scored just five touchdowns in Chicago’s 12 non-strike games. Choosing to announce his retirement following the conclusion of the campaign, Payton ended his career with 16,726 yards rushing, 492 receptions, 4,538 receiving yards, 21,264 yards from scrimmage, 21,803 all-purpose yards, and 125 touchdowns, with his 16,726 yards gained on the ground currently representing the second-highest total in NFL history. Extremely durable, Payton missed just one non-strike game his entire career, appearing in 190 out of a possible 191 contests, 184 of which he started.

When asked years later how he felt about having his long-standing rushing record broken by Payton, Jim Brown said, “Well, there are some individuals who, if they broke a record, and they did it the wrong way, they wouldn’t hear from me. But the way that he was, his attitude, his ability, I have all the admiration in the world for him.”

After retiring as an active player, Payton became involved in an unsuccessful attempt to bring an NFL team to the city of St. Louis that would have made him the first minority owner in league history. Having failed in that venture, Payton dabbled in the race car industry, acquiring part ownership of Dale Coyne Racing. He also opened a restaurant in Aurora, Illinois, that he called Walter Payton’s Roadhouse.

Sadly, Payton found himself unable to enjoy his retirement for very long, disclosing to the public during an emotional news conference held in Chicago on February 2, 1999, that he had been diagnosed with primary sclerosing cholangitis, a rare condition in which the bile ducts become blocked. Although Payton subsequently received chemotherapy and radiation treatment to help prevent the disease from spreading, it soon became apparent that the cancer had progressed to a point that it had become terminal. Payton spent the next few months trying to raise awareness as to the importance of organ donation, before making his last public appearance at Wrigley Field in April 1999, when he threw out the first pitch at a Cubs game. Payton finally succumbed to his illness on November 1, 1999, passing away at only 45 years of age, after spending the final weeks of his life working with author Don Yaeger to create his posthumously published autobiography entitled Never Die Easy. One of the passages from that work reads: “If you ask me how I want to be remembered, it is as a winner. You know what a winner is? A winner is somebody who has given his best effort, who has tried the hardest they possibly can, who has utilized every ounce of energy and strength within them to accomplish something. It doesn’t mean that they accomplished it or failed, it means that they’ve given it their best. That’s a winner.”

Expressing his love and admiration for his former teammate during the eulogy he delivered at a memorial service the Bears subsequently held for Payton at Soldier Field, an emotional Dan Hampton said, “I’ve got a little girl, she’s four years old. Ten years from now, when she asks about the Chicago Bears, I’ll tell her about a championship, and I’ll tell her about great teams and great teammates and great coaches, and how great it was to be a part of it. But the first thing I’ll tell her about is Walter Payton.”

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS

Best Season

Payton had so many great seasons from which to choose, with the 1978, 1979, 1983, 1984, and 1985 campaigns all ranking among the finest of his career. Nevertheless, Payton turned in his most dominant performance in 1977, when he earned NFL Offensive Player of the Year and league MVP honors by topping the circuit in seven different offensive categories, establishing career-high marks with 1,852 yards rushing, 2,121 yards from scrimmage, 2,216 all-purpose yards, 14 rushing touchdowns, 16 touch-downs, and an average of 5.5 yards per carry.

Memorable Moments/Greatest Performances

Payton scored the first touchdown of his career when he ran the ball in from 4 yards out during a 46–13 loss to Miami on November 2, 1975.

Payton went over 100 yards rushing for the first time as a pro during a 31–3 loss to the 49ers on November 16, 1975, finishing the game with 23 carries for 105 yards.

Payton amassed 300 yards of total offense in the 1975 regular-season finale, rushing for 134 yards and one touchdown, making five receptions for 62 yards, and returning two kickoffs for 104 yards during a 42–17 rout of the New Orleans Saints.

Payton led the Bears to a 19–12 win over the 49ers on September 19, 1976, by rushing for 148 yards and two touchdowns, the longest of which covered 20 yards.

Payton carried the ball 27 times for a season-high 183 yards during a 34–7 win over the Seattle Seahawks on December 5, 1976.

Payton led the Bears to a 30–20 win over Detroit in the 1977 regular-season opener by rushing for 160 yards and two touchdowns, with his longest run of the day being a 73-yard scamper.

Payton rushed for 205 yards and two touchdowns during a convincing 26–0 victory over the Packers on October 30, 1977.

Payton proved to be the difference in a 28–27 win over the Kansas City Chiefs on November 13, 1977, rushing for 192 yards and three touchdowns, with his most memorable run of the day coming on a 32-yard gain in which he bowled over several would-be tacklers before finally being brought down from behind by the ankles.

Payton turned in arguably the greatest performance of his career on November 20, 1977, when, despite displaying severe flu symptoms entering the contest, he ran for a franchise-record 275 yards and one touchdown during a 10–7 win over the Minnesota Vikings.

Payton helped the Bears celebrate Thanksgiving in 1977 by rushing for 137 yards and scoring two touchdowns during a 31–14 win over the Detroit Lions, with one of his TDs coming on a 75-yard pass from Bob Avellini.

Payton led the Bears to a 21–10 win over the Packers on December 11, 1977, by rushing for 163 yards and two touchdowns.

Although the Bears lost to the Broncos by a score of 16–7 on October 16, 1978, Payton rushed for a season-high 157 yards during the contest, gaining nearly half of those on a 76-yard run.

Payton starred during a 26–7 victory over the Vikings on September 9, 1979, rushing for 182 yards and two touchdowns, which came on runs of 43 and 26 yards.

Payton gave the Bears a 7–0 win over Buffalo on October 7, 1979, by scoring the game’s only touchdown on a short run in the fourth quarter, concluding the contest with 155 yards rushing.

Payton accounted for all three touchdowns the Bears scored during a 30–27 loss to Minnesota on October 21, 1979, scoring twice himself and throwing a 54-yard TD pass to Brian Baschnagel.

Payton led the Bears to a 28–27 win over the 49ers on October 28, 1979, by rushing for 162 yards and three touchdowns.

Payton amassed 200 yards of total offense during a 42–6 mauling of the Cardinals in the final game of the 1979 regular season, rushing for 157 yards and three touchdowns, and making three receptions for 43 yards.

Payton contributed to a 22–3 victory over the New Orleans Saints on September 14, 1980, by rushing for 183 yards and one touchdown, which came on a 69-yard run.

Payton helped lead the Bears to a 61–7 thrashing of the Packers on December 7, 1980, by rushing for 130 yards and three touchdowns.

Although the Bears lost to Dallas by a score of 10–9 on Thanksgiving Day 1981, Payton rushed for a season-high 179 yards during the contest.

Payton once again starred in defeat on September 18, 1983, rushing for 161 yards and one touchdown, and completing a pair of TD passes to Willie Gault during a 34–31 overtime loss to New Orleans, with the longest of his TD tosses covering 56 yards.

Payton earned NFC Offensive Player of the Week honors by rushing for 179 yards and one TD during a 27–0 win over Denver on September 9, 1984, with his TD run covering 72 yards.

Payton led the Bears to a 20–7 win over New Orleans on October 7, 1984, by rushing for 154 yards and one TD, supplanting Jim Brown in the process as the NFL’s all-time leading rusher.

Although the Bears suffered a 20–14 defeat at the hands of the Green Bay Packers on December 9, 1984, Payton rushed for a season-high 175 yards and one touchdown during the contest.

Payton led the Bears to their ninth straight victory without a loss the following season by rushing for a season-high 192 yards and one TD during a 16–10 win over the Packers on November 3, 1985, with his outstanding performance earning him NFC Offensive Player of the Week honors.

Payton earned that distinction for the third and final time in his career by rushing for 177 yards and one touchdown during a 13–10 overtime victory over Philadelphia on September 14, 1986.

Notable Achievements


	• Rushed for more than 1,000 yards 10 times, topping 1,500 yards four times.

	• Surpassed 50 receptions twice and 500 receiving yards once.

	• Surpassed 1,500 yards from scrimmage 10 times, topping 2,000 yards on four occasions.

	• Scored more than 10 touchdowns seven times.

	• Averaged more than 5 yards per carry once (5.5 in 1977).

	• Led NFL in rushing attempts four times, rushing yards once, rushing touchdowns once, touchdowns once, rushing average once, yards from scrimmage twice, and all-purpose yards once.

	• Finished second in NFL in rushing attempts twice, rushing yards five times, rushing touchdowns twice, touchdowns once, points scored once, yards from scrimmage once, and all-purpose yards once.

	• Finished third in NFL in rushing yards once, rushing touchdowns once, touchdowns once, yards from scrimmage four times, and all-purpose yards three times.

	• Led Bears in rushing 12 times.

	• Holds Bears single-season records for most yards rushing (1,852 in 1977), rushing touchdowns (14 in 1977 and 1979), and yards from scrimmage (2,121 in 1977).

	• Holds Bears career records for most rushing attempts (3,838), yards rushing (16,726), rushing touchdowns (110), touchdowns (125), receptions (492), yards from scrimmage (21,264), and all-purpose yards (21,803).

	• Ranks among Bears career leaders with 4,538 receiving yards (4th), 750 points scored (3rd), and 190 games played (4th).

	• Ranks among NFL’s all-time leaders in rushing attempts (2nd), yards rushing (2nd), rushing touchdowns (4th), touchdowns (11th), yards from scrimmage (3rd), and all-purpose yards (3rd).

	• Four-time division champion (1984, 1985, 1986, 1987).

	• 1985 NFC champion.

	• Super Bowl XX champion.

	• Three-time NFC Offensive Player of the Week.

	• Nine-time Pro Bowl selection (1976, 1977, 1978, 1979, 1980, 1983, 1984, 1985, and 1986).

	• Five-time First-Team All-Pro selection (1976, 1977, 1980, 1984, and 1985).

	• Three-time Second-Team All-Pro selection (1978, 1979, and 1986).

	• Seven-time First-Team All-NFC selection (1976, 1977, 1978, 1979, 1980, 1984, and 1985).

	• Two-time Second-Team All-NFC selection (1983 and 1986).

	• 1977 NFL Offensive Player of the Year.

	• 1977 NFL MVP.

	• 1985 Bert Bell Award Winner as NFL Player of the Year.

	• NFL 1970s All-Decade Team.

	• NFL 1980s All-Decade Team.

	• Pro Football Reference All-1980s First Team.

	• #34 retired by Bears.

	• Named to NFL’s 75th Anniversary Team in 1994.

	• Named to Sporting News All-Century Team in 1999.

	• Named to NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019.

	• Number eight on the Sporting News’ 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History.

	• Number five on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players.

	• Elected to Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1993.
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— DICK BUTKUS —

Having fallen just short of earning the top spot on this list, Dick Butkus lays claim to the number two position, edging out longtime teammate Gale Sayers for that distinction. In discussing Butkus, former NFL center Bill Curry, who competed against him as a member of the Green Bay Packers and Baltimore Colts, said, “Dick Butkus is the greatest football player I ever saw. I’m convinced that he’s the greatest football player who ever lived.”

One of the most dominant and intimidating defensive players in the history of the game, Dick Butkus instilled fear into his opponents with his aggressive style of play, destroying anyone who stood in his path. Generally considered to be the finest middle linebacker in NFL history, Butkus earned eight Pro Bowl selections, six All-Pro nominations, and two NFL Defensive Player of the Year awards during his nine seasons in Chicago, before being further honored following the conclusion of his playing career by being named to the NFL’s 75th Anniversary Team, the Sporting News All-Century Team, and the NFL 100 All-Time Team, receiving a top-10 ranking by both the Sporting News and the NFL Network on their respective lists of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History, being inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame, and having his #51 retired by the Bears.

[image: chpt_fig_002]

Most football historians consider Dick Butkus to be the greatest middle linebacker ever to play the game.
Courtesy of RMYAuctions.com

Born in Chicago, Illinois, on December 9, 1942, Richard Marvin Butkus entered the world weighing a robust 13 pounds 6 ounces. The son of a Lithuanian immigrant father who spoke broken English and worked for the Pullman-Standard railroad company as an electrician and an American-born mother who worked 50 hours a week at a laundromat, Butkus grew up on the city’s South Side hoping to one day play for his favorite NFL team, the Chicago Cardinals. In pursuit of his dream, Butkus elected to enroll at perennial football winner Chicago Vocational High School, rather than attend the school closest to where he lived.

Emerging as one of the area’s most highly touted prospects under the tutelage of head coach Bernie O’Brien while at Vocational High, Butkus starred at fullback and linebacker, gaining recognition from the Chicago Sun-Times as Chicago’s high school player of the year as a junior in 1959 by averaging 5 yards per carry on offense, while also making 70 percent of his team’s tackles on defense. Choosing to remain close to home following his graduation, Butkus accepted an athletic scholarship from the University of Illinois, where he continued to star on the gridiron. Excelling at center and linebacker for the Fighting Illini from 1962 to 1964, Butkus earned All–Big Ten Conference honors as a sophomore, before being named First-Team All-America in each of the next two seasons. Butkus, who built up his strength by carrying cases of tile for hours on end in his summer job and pushing cars with the motor off on a dead-end street in his neighborhood, recorded 145 tackles and forced 10 fumbles as a junior, prompting Dan Jenkins to write in Sports Illustrated, “If every college football team had a linebacker like Dick Butkus, all fullbacks would soon be three feet tall and sing soprano. Dick Butkus is a special kind of brute whose particular talent is mashing runners into curious shapes. . . . Butkus not only hits, he crushes and squeezes opponents with thick arms that also are extremely long. At any starting point on his build, he is big, well-proportioned, and getting bigger.” Performing brilliantly once again as a senior in 1964, Butkus recorded 132 tackles, en route to earning a third-place finish in the Heisman Trophy balloting and being named college football’s Lineman of the Year and Player of the Year by both the Sporting News and the American Football Coaches Association.

Subsequently selected by the Denver Broncos with the ninth overall pick of the 1965 AFL Draft and the Chicago Bears with the third overall pick of that year’s NFL Draft, Butkus chose to sign with George Halas and the hometown Bears even though the Broncos offered him more money. Making an extremely favorable impression on veteran middle linebacker Bill George once he arrived at his first pro training camp, Butkus drew praise from the future Hall of Famer, who later said, “The second I saw him on the field, I knew my playing days were over. Nobody ever looked that good before or since.”

After beating out George for the starting middle linebacker job during the preseason, Butkus went on to perform magnificently as a rookie, earning Pro Bowl honors for the first of eight straight times and the first of his five First-Team All-Pro selections by leading the Bears with five interceptions, seven fumble recoveries, and well over 100 tackles, with his superb play helping them improve their record from 5-9 to 9-5. Although the Bears won only five games in 1966, Butkus had another huge year, gaining Second-Team All-Pro recognition by once again leading the team in tackles.

Already considered one of the league’s top defenders after just two seasons, the 6'3", 245-pound Butkus possessed good size and strength, superb instincts, and excellent quickness, even though he lacked elite running speed, as former Bears roommate Ed O’Bradovich acknowledged when he said, “For Dick to run a 100-yard dash, it would take him three days. But I want to tell you something. From that middle linebacker position, 20 yards this way, 20 yards that way, and 20 yards that way, nobody, I mean nobody, was quicker than he was. . . . He made a lot of interceptions. If he was told, in pass defenses, to be in a certain area, he was there. He had great hands. The man was unbelievable.”

Excelling in every aspect of the game, Butkus did an outstanding job of pursuing opposing ball-carriers all over the field, making tackles from sideline to sideline, and covering backs coming out of the backfield. However, Butkus impacted the outcomes of games with more than just his agility, ball-hawking skills, and tackling ability, with his nasty temperament, unmatched intensity, and barely controlled rage instilling fear in the hearts and minds of opposing players throughout the league. In explaining some of the psychological techniques he employed to work himself into a lather prior to the start of a contest, Butkus said, “When I went out on the field to warm up, I would manufacture things to make me mad. If someone on the other team was laughing, I’d pretend he was laughing at me or the Bears. It always worked for me.”

Frightening his opponents with verbal threats and grunting sounds that often made them think he had animalistic tendencies, Butkus made a lasting impression on former Houston Oilers quarterback Dan Pastorini, who, years after his first encounter with the Bears middle linebacker, still seemed astonished by his behavior, recalling, “He [Butkus] is calling me everything in the book. He’s threatening to kill me. He’s threatening to kill my children. He’s threatening to kill my mother and father. He’s threatening to kill everybody!”

In explaining the method to his madness, Butkus stated, “If you can get someone who you’re competing against either fearful or intimidated, it’s going to make my job easier. For some reason, I was able to do that. Fear is lacking confidence, and I don’t want people who I’m playing against to have confidence that they can beat me. So, let me try to make them fearful of me, not confident with me.”

Revealing that Butkus did an outstanding job of accomplishing his goal, former Baltimore Colts running back Alex Hawkins admitted, “It was horrifying playing against him because he could intimidate literally an entire offensive team, and I mean good teams.”

Suggesting that Butkus intimidated more than just the opposition, Bill Curry claimed, “Butkus dominated the game the way no other player ever has. He dominated officials. He’d take the ball away from the guy after the play and shake it in the official’s face, and the official would point it their way. It was awesome.”

Packers Hall of Fame halfback Paul Hornung said of his frequent foe, “He was the meanest S.O.B. I’ve ever seen in my life who played professional football. He didn’t like anybody with a different jersey. I mean, he really disliked you. He went after you like he hated you from his old neighborhood.”

Rams All-Pro defensive end Deacon Jones added, “He [Butkus] was an animal, and every time he hit you, he tried to put you in the cemetery.”

Meanwhile, longtime Bears teammate Doug Buffone stated, “I always say to play professional football you have to have a Neanderthal gene. Dick had two.”

Butkus, who led the Bears in tackles eight straight times, employed an unconventional tackling style that proved to be extremely successful. Instead of targeting his opponents’ legs, he typically engulfed them in his viselike grip, picked them up, and slammed them to the ground
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Notable Achievements


	• Recorded more than 100 tackles eight times.

	• Intercepted five passes in 1965.

	• Recorded unofficial total of 18 sacks in 1967.

	• Finished second in NFL with seven fumble recoveries in 1965.

	• Led Bears in tackles eight times.

	• Holds Bears career records for most tackles (1,509) and most fumble recoveries on defense (25).

	• Ranks among Bears career leaders with 22 interceptions (tied-11th).

	• Four-time NFL Defensive Player of the Week.

	• Eight-time Pro Bowl selection (1965, 1966, 1967, 1968, 1969, 1970, 1971, and 1972).

	• Five-time First-Team All-Pro selection (1965, 1968, 1969, 1970, and 1972).

	• 1966 Second-Team All-Pro selection.

	• Two-time First-Team All–Western Conference selection (1966 and 1969).

	• Three-time First-Team All-NFC selection (1970, 1971, and 1972).

	• Two-time Newspaper Enterprise Association NFL Defensive Player of the Year (1969 and 1970).

	• NFL 1960s All-Decade Team.

	• NFL 1970s All-Decade Team.

	• #51 retired by Bears.

	• Named to NFL’s 75th Anniversary Team in 1994.

	• Named to Sporting News All-Century Team in 1999.

	• Named to NFL 100 All-Time Team in 2019.

	• Number 9 on the Sporting News ’1999 list of the 100 Greatest Players in NFL History.

	• Number 10 on the NFL Network’s 2010 list of the NFL’s 100 Greatest Players.

	• Number 70 on ESPN’s 1999 list of the 100 Greatest Athletes of the 20th Century.

	• Elected to Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1979.
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