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			I believe Dudley was as good as any football player who ever played in the National Football League. Coaches told their passers, “Don’t throw in Dudley’s territory.” He had intuition. He wasn’t fast, but nobody caught him. He couldn’t pass, but he completed passes. He was one of the top kickers in the game. The best all-around ballplayer I’ve ever seen. 

			Our coaches used to say to me, “Well, he don’t hit the hole.” I’d tell them, “I don’t want him to hit the holes. If he started hitting the holes, he’ll turn the game into such a one-sided farce that nobody will come out to see us play.”

			He’s always been a classy guy.

			—Art Rooney

		

	
		
			Foreword

			“Bullet” Bill Dudley had an outstanding NFL career, which was spread out over three teams. When I was growing up, he was “The Man” that could do it all! With his exceptional versatility, Bill was a fierce tackler, an elusive runner, and a reliable punter and placekicker.

			Getting to know Bill after his illustrious career was a real big deal for me. He was a hero to me as I was growing up, trying to do some of the things that Bill did on the field. I played both ways at LSU and kicked field goals. Bill got to play a lot more like this in the pros, as I would have liked to do, but being ten to fifteen years after him, things had changed.

			He really set the standards for me, not just as a great ball carrier, but as an even better person. Serving our country, being a great husband, father, and friend to many. He was called upon time after time to give back and he never let you down.

			Bill was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1966 and I went in 1976. After that, we got to spend a lot of time together at golf outings, dinners, sporting events, and other galas raising money for various charities. I feel truly blessed to have known him and his lovely bride, Libba. Bill was such a positive influence and touched my life and many others’!

			—Jim Taylor

		

	
		
		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			1940: Third Team All America

			The 1940 season began well. In Charlottesville, optimism was high. In the previous season, the Murray-recruited freshman squad went undefeated. Now they could play for the varsity. Murray had a headliner. Bill would take over the running, passing, and kicking. Preseason publicity focused on the new triple threat. Bill was a fan favorite. The crowds would be big. Most important for Murray: His star hadn’t gotten cocky.

			The Cavs beat Lehigh in the home opener 32–0 with Dudley touchdown runs of 31 and 37 yards. He also threw a 56-yard touchdown pass and returned an interception for 37 yards. 

			The next week they upset Yale 19–14 on the road before 25,000 spectators. Although Bill was young and untraveled, he rarely played the role of the wide-eyed boy from Bluefield. At Yale, it was different. Yale was a good team. Just playing in the Yale Bowl had him slack-jawed. It was also meaningful to him in ways he didn’t know. Yale, Harvard, and Princeton were the Big Three. They drew students from the New York Social Register. Ivy League games were covered by the New York, Boston, and Philadelphia sportswriters—men who had plenty to say about who was and wasn’t an All-Star. They listened to what the Yale men had to say. Yale chief of staff Spike Nelson called Dudley “the most dangerous back I have ever seen in the Yale Bowl.”

			The next week, Virginia beat Maryland on the road, 19–6 with two Dudley passes and one run for touchdowns. The Cavs were 3-0. The fans cheered. The writers raved. Then things went south. 

			The Cavs lost two close games to in-state teams. VMI beat them 7–0 at home. William & Mary beat them 13–6 away.

			The Cavs started November facing rival Virginia Tech on neutral ground—Foreman Field in Norfolk. The Hokies didn’t take the field for pregame warmups. This was a sign, Murray warned his team—this meant the Tech boys were ready when they got there. It was a low-scoring match, but Tech was, indeed, ready. Tech scored a TD on a 40-yard pass in the second quarter and missed the point after. It was a defensive game from there. Tech won, 6–0.

			Virginia returned to form the following week, defeating Washington & Lee 20–6 on Dudley touchdown runs of 30 and 39 yards. The Cavs had gone from 3-0 to 3-3, losing to in-state schools. A winning season would mean defeating either Tennessee or North Carolina. It didn’t look likely.

			★

			The Tennessee Volunteers were that good. Coach Bob Neyland took them to the Orange Bowl in 1938 and the Rose Bowl in 1939. The AP chose them number 2 in the nation both years. They had not lost a game so far in 1940, outscoring opponents 225–12. Alabama scored all 12.

			The Virginia boys took the train to Knoxville, riding in sleeper cars. They were greeted at the stadium by a sellout crowd. For three quarters, the Cavaliers gave them a game. Going into the fourth quarter it was 21–14, Tennessee. The Virginia highlight was a Dudley touchdown kickoff return for 87 yards in the second quarter. That had never been done to a Neyland team at home. But, the Volunteers were bigger and faster and stronger. They scored three times in the fourth quarter. Final score, 41–14, Tennessee.

			If there was such a thing as an acceptable loss to Bill, this was it. The Cavs were overmatched and responded with a good game. The Tennessee game generated the first national publicity for Bill.

			Wilton Hazzard of Illustrated Football Annual wrote “Dudley is one of the most hair-raising halfbacks in America.”

			The Knoxville News-Sentinel wrote:

			The young athlete did everything but consume the hog’s hide, and he probably would have done that if an injury hadn’t forced him to the sidelines in the closing minutes of the game. When Dudley limped reluctantly from the battlefield near dusk, the crowd scrambled to its frozen puppies and paid the Cavalier a tribute such as is seldom heard at Shield-Watkins Stadium. For several minutes the customers remained standing, clapping, yelling, and whistling their appreciation.

			North Carolina, Virginia’s biggest rival, was 5-4 going into the final game. The Tarheels were coming off three straight winning seasons. It was another close loss for the Cavs. They scored on a Dudley pass and extra point, but UNC stayed ahead by a field goal when a Dudley Hail Mary was intercepted in the end zone on the last play of the game. UNC won 10–7. 

			It should have been a better year. Even so, something was changing in Charlottesville. The University of Virginia was becoming a sports school. The indifference was gone and the new outlook had a great deal to do with Bill.

			College Topics: “His outstanding spirit and heart have won for him the admiration and respect of thousands, and realizing that he has another year, we expect greater things of him still.”

			For the year, Bill led the team in rushing, passing, and scoring. He ranked eighth in the country in rushing and fourth in passing. He averaged 37 yards per punt. He gained 509 yards on punt and kickoff returns. He was named Third Team All-American. 

			★

			Bill had a good year academically. He stayed in the fraternity both semesters. It was a good time to be in a frat house. Glenn Miller’s “In the Mood” was number 1 on the charts in fall. In spring it was Duke Ellington’s “Take the A Train.” On the dance floor, girls told Bill he was a good leader. He discovered champagne. He faced fifteen-time world champion Willie Mosconi in a straight pool exhibition match. “I ran the table twice. Then I missed one. Willie took over and never looked back.” It was beginning to dawn on Bill that he’d never return to Bluefield to stay.

			The world had a bad year. The Olympics were canceled; Nazi armies invaded Holland, Belgium, and Luxembourg; Nazi bombs fell on England; and Paris was about to fall, but that was all an ocean away.

			Bill was elected team captain at spring practice. He stayed in Charlottesville that summer to make up classroom hours: French again. He worked odd jobs in restaurants and at the UVA tennis courts. He also got his first taste of the movie business. 

			Actor Sterling Hayden was filming a movie in Charlottesville. He needed stagehands. Bill’s job was to man a firehose. Before the director called “roll ’em,” he signaled Bill, who would blast nearby trees with the hose. It kept the katydids from chirping.

			Two weeks after the North Carolina loss, Coach Murray took the train up to Griffith Stadium to watch the Washington Redskins vs. the Chicago Bears in the NFL championship game. It looked to be a good game. The Redskins had beaten Chicago 7–3 only three weeks earlier. 

			The Bears beat Sammy Baugh and the Redskins 73–0. It was the most lopsided win in NFL history. In Murray’s mind, though, the Bears didn’t defeat the Redskins. The T-formation did.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			1941: One Man for the Bastard T

			It’s confusing. Football’s oldest offensive formation is the T-formation. With the advent of the forward pass, it was replaced by the single-wing formation. The single wing was then replaced by the T, only it wasn’t the same T, and the new T was better for passers. 

			There are so many options in the single wing—a talented backfield could feature four players who could run, throw, and kick the ball. On paper, the single wing appears to be the better offense. This may explain why the single wing lived another decade after its obituary was written.

			The variations on the two formations will make your head swim. Here are the basic—very basic—differences between the single wing and the T-formation.

			The basic T-formation is symmetrical. There are an equal number of linemen on opposite sides of the center. The quarterback is behind center. Halfbacks are to his left and right. The fullback is in the rear. 

			The basic single wing is asymmetrical. The line is unbalanced. There are more linemen on one side of the center than on the other. The backs are arranged in various formations. Nobody is under center.

			In the T-formation, the quarterback takes the snap from center. In the single-wing formation, any back can take the snap from center.

			In the T-formation, the snap can be hand to hand or a 3- to 5-yard shotgun. In the single wing, the snaps are about a 2-yard toss.

			In the T-formation, the quarterback is the key player and takes the snap from center. In the single wing, the tailback often calls the plays and often takes the snap, but the key player is the center. He doesn’t snap the ball to the quarterback. He passes the ball to any of the back positions, sometimes to a player in motion. He must have the same command of the backfield playbook as the T-formation quarterback. The center also must have his eyes on the backfield and both hands on the ball before snapping. This inhibits his takeoff as a blocker, or, in the lingo of the day, it made it harder for him to “fire out.”

			In the T-formation, the running backs are farther off the line. They can hit the hole at full speed after taking a handoff at running start. In the single wing, the running backs are closer to the line and take the ball directly from center.

			In the T-formation, the man-on-man blocking may create multiple holes for a runner. In the single wing, double-team blocking is designed to create a single hole.

			In the T-formation, a quarterback can fake a handoff and pass or lateral the ball.

			In the single wing, the back who gets the snap usually keeps it or throws it or kicks it. Handoffs are for misdirection plays, like reverses.

			In the T-formation, the primary pass receivers are ends. In the single wing, a back might catch as many passes as he throws.

			It is these final two differences that make the triple-threat player vital to the single wing. A back who can do a lot of things with the ball once he gets it can make a defense hesitate. This back was usually the tailback.

			In 1906, Bradbury Robinson of Saint Louis University was the first player tagged as a triple threat. He was a great passer, runner, and kicker. He is also credited with throwing the first legal forward pass.

			In 1940, Bill Dudley was Frank Murray’s triple threat. But, Murray wanted to use the T-formation. He wanted to spread the offense and thereby spread the defense. He had used a wide end and flanker for years. This was right up his alley. But, what to do with Dudley?

			Murray designed what he called “My Virginia T.” The press called it the Dudley Bastard T, at least amongst each other. Dudley would do all the passing, like a modern quarterback, but Murray didn’t want Dudley under center. He’d lose the running advantage. Dudley played left halfback like a tailback, and he called plays like a quarterback.

			A big advantage of the T-formation is that it spread the defense. Murray wanted it wide open. He used a balanced line and spread the distance between his offensive linemen. He spread the ends and used backs in motion to open up the secondary. With the quarterback under center, Dudley called the signals. 

			If it was a pass play, the quarterback shifted at the last moment and Dudley got a shotgun snap. If it was a rollout pass, the quarterback took the snap and lateraled to Dudley. It was their most effective pass play. The same formation and movement on a running play could work more or less like an option play. 

			The quarterback could take the snap under center and hand off like a modern quarterback. Any back could go in motion and get a direct snap.

			★

			Murray had more than a new offense. He had filled out his coaching staff. Art Guepe, his star quarterback at Marquette, was already in Charlottesville as the backfield coach. Murray brought on Art Corcoran, a colorful football sage who had played with Jim Thorpe and the Canton Bulldogs. Former Michigan All-American Ralph Heikkinen was the line coach.

			Guepe was an able assistant. He would follow Murray as UVA’s head football coach, and he became the second-winningest coach in school history. His role in 1941, at least during games, was to hold the reins on his boss during games. The professorial coach could get aroused on the sidelines. Guepe was the calming agent.

			Murray also had nine returning seniors and some standout underclassmen. Junior Eddie “Flash” Bryant was a good halfback, running and blocking. Murray also had junior Ed Suhling at center. 

			Murray’s modified T needed a single-wing center. In the single wing, the center was a key player. He needed to keep his head in the game. Literally. He had to play head down at the line of scrimmage and snap the ball cleanly to the correct back. In the T-formation, the ball has only one place to go—the quarterback—and a T-formation center plays head up, even in the shotgun. 

			Playing head down might not seem like much, unless you’re the center and you consider the guy across the line who wants to cream you when the ball is hiked. Suhling was a tough and athletic player. 

			Six of Murray’s linemen were converted backs. This would be one very fast team. The Virginia linemen knew their star runner followed their blocking. They knew he was a threat to break one loose on any play. Murray already understood what Riley Smith, the head coach at W&L, said after the 1940 season—that Virginia’s blockers were more inspired and determined when Dudley had the ball. Bill saw it another way. “I had to use my blockers. I couldn’t outrun them.”

			To Murray, his new formation was a “desperate gamble” that hinged on one player.

			When practice started, Murray reminded his seniors they had never beaten VMI, Virginia Tech, or North Carolina.

			★

			Bill had roomed at the SAE house his junior year. This year he was a dorm counselor. The job paid for his room and board—$185 per semester. He started the year as vice president of the senior class. He knew the Bastard T playbook before practice started.

			Murray’s worries were misplaced. The new Murray offense worked. It wasn’t a gamble, desperate or otherwise. The Cavaliers opened at home with a 41–0 thumping of Hampden-Sydney. Everybody got in the game, but the real test would be the next week.

			Virginia faced heavily favored Lafayette the following week. In the previous season, the Leopards were undefeated and were third in the nation in scoring. Star running back and scoring machine Walt Zirinsky returned in 1941. Zirinsky, who would score 55 points against Lehigh that season, was smothered by the Cavalier defense. Virginia upset the Leopards 25–0 in a game that saw a 90-yard Dudley punt return for a score. Surely the wind was at Virginia’s back going into the upcoming Yale game.

			Virginia played at Yale, the second away game there in two seasons. This time, the Bulldogs were prepared. They let the grass on the field grow seven inches long and wet the field before the game, the better to slow the quick-breaking Cavaliers. They scouted Murray’s T. 

			It was an abnormally hot October day in New Haven. Virginia came out fast. In the first half they scored twice on a 16-yard Dudley pass and a short Dudley run. A Dudley pass set up a third TD, but Virginia failed to convert on two extra points. Murray had trained another player as an extra point kicker. He wanted Bill to focus on his punting motion. This proved to be unwise. 

			At halftime, it was Virginia 19–0. In the second half, Yale staged one of its greatest comebacks. They won, 21–19. For its part, the Cavalier team stumbled with the Murray offense for the first time and they lost possessions to fumbles. For the rest of his life, Bill swore that the Yale Elis cooled off by taking showers at halftime. Why, he would ask, didn’t we think of that? It was the only game Yale won that season. It was the only game Virginia lost.

			Extra point kicking duties were returned to Bill for the rest of the season. For the year, two of his attempts were blocked. The rest were good. In today’s college game, the extra point attempt is almost automatic. It’s a yawner of a play. In Bill’s college era and until his final pro season in 1953, the extra point was anything but automatic. Too many things could go wrong with a straight-ahead kick. The advent of the soccer-style kick took the drama out of the play.

			The next week was a Virginia Big Six game against Richmond. The Cavaliers reset their winning pattern and won 44–0 with three Dudley touchdown passes, a Dudley rushing score, and a Dudley field goal.

			The upcoming VMI game was billed as “The Battle of the Backs.” VMI had two backs who would go on to NFL careers—sophomore fullback, linebacker, punter, and placekicker Joe Muha and junior halfback Bosh Pritchard. It was these two vs. “Bullet” Bill Dudley. 

			VMI fielded powerhouse teams in that era. VMI was playing at home, and leaked they had installed an “anti-Dudley” defense. Virginia already had its own anti-Pritchard defense. In the previous season’s game, Murray reminded his boys, Dudley stopped Pritchard when he ran right—into Dudley defensive territory. The lone VMI score in 1940 came when Pritchard ran left. 

			Murray also reminded his boys once again—this squad had been together for four years and had never beaten VMI. The Cavaliers won 27–7. Bill passed for a touchdown. He stopped Muha and Pritchard, whether they ran left or right.

			Bosh Pritchard: “He ran funny. He kicked funny. He threw funny. But, he’d find different ways to beat you.”

			Next up, Virginia Tech, number two on Murray’s list of unbeaten rivals. The Hokies were 4-2 going into the game. They had upset nationally ranked Georgetown. The game was played on a windy day on a neutral field in Norfolk. How windy was it? One Hokie punt that went high landed behind the punter. The Cavaliers routed the Hokies 34–0 on two Dudley rushing touchdowns and two Dudley passing touchdowns. He gained a total of 241 yards—109 passing and 132 rushing. The game received national attention. The New York Times wrote: “Dudley’s performance was a masterpiece of football versatility.”

			Meanwhile, the Virginia student paper College Topics rubbed it in: “There were many mutterings to the effect that the only gentlemanly thing to do was to let Tech threaten once.” 

			Another Virginia Big Six game followed. The Cavaliers defeated W&L 27–7 on three Dudley touchdowns—two rushing and one passing. Bill left the game early because of an injury.

			The next game against Lehigh was, as the press observed, “over early.” Bill was fully recovered. The Cavs scored early on a 33-yard Dudley pass. The next time Virginia got the ball they scored after a 59-yard drive on four plays—a Dudley pass and three Dudley rushes. Final score: Virginia 34–0. Bill rushed for 167 yards and passed for 81. He returned five punts for 78 yards.

			The Cavaliers were 7-1. The Murray offense had rolled up 251 points. The defense had allowed 35. They had knocked off VMI and Virginia Tech. Now, Murray instructed his boys, it was time for the big one.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			A Game for the Ages

			The Virginia vs. North Carolina rivalry is one of the oldest in college football. The teams faced each other twice in 1892. With the exception of four seasons in the early 1900s, the schools have played every year since.

			In 1941 the game was billed as The South’s Oldest Rivalry. It was a natural rivalry—the schools are just down the road from each other and are cousins, academically and socially—and it was a genuine rivalry. 

			At the beginning of the 1941 season, the series was tied 21-21-3. But UNC had not been kind during Virginia’s drought years. The last Virginia win was in 1932. UNC had outscored UVA 248–27 since, including five shutouts. Bill Dudley was ten years old the last time Virginia defeated North Carolina.

			Things were different in 1941. UVA was favored. Going into the final game, the team had its best record in twenty-six years. They led the nation in offense. And it was lean times for the UNC Tarheels. They were 3-6 and were coming off a bruising loss against Duke and their star halfback Steve Lach.

			There was plenty of drama—a season-ending rivalry game on Thanksgiving Day that augured something Virginia had never seen, an All-American. There had never been a First Team All-American football player from the state, much less the school. Three backs at southern schools contended for the honor that season: Frank Sinkwich of Georgia, Lach of Duke, and Bill Dudley.

			There are All-America teams and there are All-America teams. In 1941 there were nine, but the team that mattered was the Collier’s magazine eleven, chosen by Grantland Rice, the absolute monarch of sportswriters.

			Lach had played a great game against UNC the week prior. His Duke Blue Devils were unbeaten and untied. Sinkwich was headed for the NCAA rushing title. 

			There was more drama. Dudley was poised to break the NCAA rushing and passing total yards record for a nine-game season. He could also break the record for average yards per game.

			There was more. Virginia started nine seniors. Ross Craig, Johnny Neff, Howard Goodwin, and Dudley filled the backfield. Bill Preston and Jim White played end. Jack Sauerback, George Palmer, and Bill Mirman were down linemen. They had never beaten North Carolina, and it was their last chance.

			There was more. Would Cavalier halfback Eddie “Flash” Bryant play? Bryant averaged 7 yards a carry and was a fierce blocker. He was out with a pulled leg muscle. Coach Murray wasn’t conceding anything to the Tarheels. They were bruised and beaten, but they were still among the best Virginia would meet that year and they’d be up for the game. He needed Bryant.

			There was more. The game would be broadcast by radio to a national audience.

			The team bussed to Chapel Hill and roomed at the Carolina Inn adjacent to the UNC campus. The game was at 2:00 the next day. When Bill awoke, he noticed a note card had been slipped under the door. There, handwritten in capital letters, it said, “NINE LONG YEARS.” Everybody on the team got one. Nobody ever found out who wrote them. 

			In later years, Dudley would often claim he never got overly excited about a game—that he showed up for all of them ready to play. It was serious business. “My mind was totally on the game. It could have been a hundred people or a hundred thousand or ten people at the Onion Bowl. It didn’t affect me.”

			This wasn’t exactly true.

			A typical Virginia game in the ’41 season began with a Dudley running play, but Murray saw in the pregame warmups that his boy was manic. He told quarterback Neff to keep the ball clear of Dudley until he settled down. Dudley returned the opening kickoff to the Virginia 33. After a few non-Dudley plays from scrimmage, Bill had a clear enough head to ask why he wasn’t getting the ball. After that, he got it, and with a heavily taped-up Bryant alongside him in the backfield, the show was on.

			In the first series the Cavaliers moved upfield easily and scored on a Dudley to Preston pass from the UNC 22. Extra point, Dudley. Two minutes later, Dudley returned a punt from his 20 to the Virginia 33. On the next play from scrimmage he sprinted around end, cutting in and out of traffic behind what he described as “gorgeous interference” to score on a 67-yard sweep. He later credited his team. “The blocking was fantastic. I trotted in the last 15 or 20 yards.”

			Extra point, Dudley. While the team returned to kickoff formation, Bill passed near the chain gang on the sidelines. There, grinning ear to ear, was Flapper Pancake, manning a stick. Bill never found out how Flapper got the gig. It didn’t matter. It was a sign, even for a man who didn’t believe in signs.

			The first quarter ended with the score 14–7, Virginia. The Cavalier fans were going nuts, locking arms and reveling in the “Good Old Song” with every score, which is an especially nettlesome way to rub it in. The second quarter was scoreless, with a Dudley field goal attempt blocked at the UNC 5. Halftime.

			John Derr of the Greensboro Daily News: “He did all the kicking, all the passing, most of the running and quite a bit of the tackling . . . It was as much like a one-man show as anything revealed around here in years.”

			The third quarter was scoreless until, with three minutes remaining, the Cavaliers were fourth down and 11 from their own 21. They went into deep punt formation. Dudley took the snap. It was a fake. He sprinted right. Sprung by a Bryant block, Dudley ran to the sideline, sidestepped two Tarheels, broke to the center, and was untouched for the last 50 yards. Third quarter score: 21–7, Virginia.

			On the sidelines, Hugh Morton was positioned to frame the kind of shot that sports photographers dream about. Cameras of the day that were suitable for journalistic work were bellows cameras. The bellows—a pleated extension that folded like an accordion—connected the lens with the body of the camera. To focus, the photographer moved the lens toward or away from the body. Focusing was an elaborate and slow process. It was exactly the wrong camera for sports photography, but it was about the only camera.

			Sports photographers often shot from a distance, perhaps a tower. Sideline photographers pre-focused on a spot on the field and waited for a play to come to the spot. Bill Dudley swept right into Hugh Morton’s focus.

			Morton caught Bill steaming around end with a string of hapless Tarheels in the background. It became Morton’s most famous sports shot. It is the most reproduced shot of Bill.

			The Tarheels in the photo look like they’ve given up. The play took the fight out of them. Extra point, Dudley.

			The fake punt play delighted Bill for the rest of his life. He designed it with Marshall Shearer at one of those drugstore sessions in Bluefield. Bill cajoled Coach Murray all season to put it in, but Murray balked. Just prior to the UNC game, he put in a series of plays, including the fake punt.

			The final, fourth quarter scoring drive covered 82 yards. It closed with a Dudley to Preston pass for 48 yards to the UNC 7. Herb Munhall took it to the 3. Bill took it over. Extra point, Dudley.

			Murray pulled Bill with two minutes left in the game. His teammates carried him to the sideline on their shoulders while the 24,000 spectators at Kenan Stadium—both Virginia and Carolina fans—gave him a standing ovation. The press described the moment as “a remarkable and gracious tribute.”

			Final score: 28–7, Virginia. For the day, Bill was on the field for 113 plays. Of the 54 Cavalier offensive plays, Bill carried, passed, or kicked the ball on 38 of them. Take out the 4 plays he was denied the ball at the beginning of the game and the two minutes he sat at the end, and you have what amounts to a one-man offense. He had a hand or a foot in every score. He had 215 yards rushing for a 15.6 yard average. He was 6 of 11 passing for 118 yards. He kicked four extra points. He punted eight times for a 40-yard average. He kicked off for a 50.5-yard average. He returned all punts and kicks for a total of 158 yards. He had key tackles and an interception.

			The game put him over the top for three NCAA titles for the year. Total yardage, 2,460. Total scoring, 134. Per-game yardage average, 273, an intercollegiate record. For the season, Bill played 500 of a possible 540 minutes. Burke Davis of the Charlotte News reported:

			He did it all today. The kid captain of the Virginias made himself into a sight of All-American selections. Writers and coaches won’t have to talk, boost or argue . . . The stories will call him Dixie’s offensive genius of the generation . . . a real kid leader who’s going to be an even greater ballplayer if some money club can spare the cash. What he did in his last college game, before he rode out on orange shoulders to rocking applause, is going to start some arguments. But it won’t do any good. 

			The performance gave Chauncey Durden of the Richmond Times-Dispatch his most quoted sentence: “He came. They saw. He conquered.”

			“Everything went right that day from the opening gun,” Bill said. “There was a good feeling on the ball club.”

			After the game, it was a very pleasant ride back home to Bluefield and Thanksgiving. On the way, the boy who would later claim he never got too excited about a game realized he had forgotten his football shoes. It was later reported they were seen, briefly, in the UNC trophy case.

			That night two carloads of youngsters wheeled up before the Dudley home in Bluefield. The mood was boisterous. Send out the hero. It was time to party. Bill watched from the window as his father sent them away. His boy, Sheb explained to the crowd, was only nineteen.

			“There are two things a boy your age needs—milk and sleep,” Sheb told his son.

			Bill had played his final college game at the same age that Ace Parker, Duke star and future NFL Hall of Famer, played his final high school game.

			★

			For the year, the Cavaliers outscored opponents 257–35. Yale got 19 of those. The Yale game was Virginia’s only loss and Yale’s only win. Virginia’s attendance for the year topped 121,000. It was a 10,000 increase over 1940 and a record. It was time to celebrate.

			The week after the Carolina game, UVA threw a Virginia Victory Ball that capped a Bill Dudley Day. The walls and balconies of Jefferson’s famed Rotunda were draped with pennants and lit red with spotlights. Students, faculty, fans, and dignitaries danced to swing music. Bill was presented with a statuette and the crowd sang the university’s “Good Old Song.”

			Virginia threw a ball because they couldn’t have a bowl. Postseason bowl games were a Depression era innovation. Until 1935, the Rose Bowl, which started in 1902, was the only game in town. In 1935 the Orange Bowl, Sugar Bowl, and Sun Bowl were introduced. The Cotton Bowl started in 1937. They were hugely popular from the get-go—a bowl appearance could cement a team’s legacy. And who doesn’t want one more game from two top teams? 

			Charlottesville stirred with expectation. There was also talk of a postseason match with William & Mary for the mythical Big Six title. It would be played at a neutral site. The gate—and it would be a big one—would go to charity. 

			Virginia athletic director Norton Pritchett snuffed it all. Virginia wouldn’t even consider any feelers. The school had an exam schedule and it would not change. Big Time Football be damned.

			Meanwhile, the school publicity department hustled. They wanted their first All-American and they wanted Bill Dudley in the College All-Star Game. At the time, most All-Star players had been selected from the Big Ten and the Southwest. Very few had come from the South.

			Bill’s stats were out there. The publicity boys burnished them with copy celebrating the unimpeachable boy who made good against the odds. Articles with titles like “Just Bow-Legged Enough” churned out tales of the exemplary plugger who read his Bible and who was never cocky, even before cheers of adulation. They noted that the nineteen-year-old had already been invited to speak at fifteen banquets. Coach Murray was Bill’s biggest cheerleader:

			About all you can get out of him when you are coaching him is “no sir” and “yes sir.” If we told him to jump out the window, he’d more than likely jump. I’ve never had a player who worked as hard as Bill. He sops up instruction and never thinks of questioning a coach’s orders. He’s just 19, but he’s a shrewd football player.

			At the Richmond Times-Dispatch, the Dudley story was more than a sports story. It was about character:

			Both on and off the field, his conduct is exemplary. In the game he plays hard, but always cleanly. Some have expressed amazement that he should, for example, go out of his way to help a member of the opposing team off the ground, especially if that opposing player apparently was trying to put him out of the game a minute before by some questionably rough work.

			At the Roanoke Times the story was about fame: “Rare is the day that passes that a state journal does not carry his likeness.” 

			The Virginia News-Leader picked up the Golden Boy theme: “He has straight, blonde hair, thick shoulders and a naivete to match his youth.”

			At the Knoxville News-Sentinel, they were cheeky about his popularity: “If this Bill Dudley was to run against Roosevelt tomorrow in the Commonwealth of Virginia, Roosevelt would look like Alf Landon.”

			The publicity department got what they wanted when, echoing sportswriters across the country, Bill Corum of the New York Journal-American wrote, “I don’t know how many All American teams Bill Dudley will make, but I have the feeling that few better backs will be on All Americas from this coast to the Pacific.”

			Virginia got its wish. Bill was named First Team All-American by Grantland Rice, AP, UPI, and Newsweek. He was named Player of the Year and given the Walter Camp Trophy by the Touchdown Club of Washington, DC. He was awarded the Maxwell Memorial Award for best college player of the year from the Maxwell Football Club in Philadelphia. He placed fifth in the Heisman ballot, which went to Bruce Smith of Minnesota. 

			Bill was chosen to play in the East-West Shrine Game in January. He would also play with the College All-Stars against the Chicago Bears the next fall. Two years later, he was picked the number 1 halfback in the South for the 1933–43 period by Illustrated Football Annual, the top football magazine of the era.

			Back home in Bluefield, the family didn’t get too excited about it. Sheb rarely saw even a high school game. Jewell never went to one. Their son’s football career was something that was just out there living a parallel life.

			Bill: “I was honored to make the All American Team, but it’s very seldom there aren’t six or eight other players who also deserve the honor. Yesterday’s sports hero is like yesterday’s newspaper. There’s a new one coming tomorrow.”

			Murray told the press he’d never replace Dudley. He was right. It was to be Murray’s best season at UVA.     

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Hugh Morton’s photo of the fake punt play against UNC. The white bandage on Bill’s lip glints in the sun.

				

			

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			A Number One Pick in Football and Love

			December 7, 1941, was a Sunday. Bill took the train to Washington to watch Sammy Baugh and the Redskins. Griffith Stadium was sold out. Bill had a three-dollar ticket.

			The announcements started during the second quarter: Admiral so and so, please report to the team office—Captain so and so, you have a phone call—Major so and so, please contact your superior officer. The announcements came about every twenty seconds, just long enough to complete one and start another. In the stands, it was eerie. People looked at each other. Military men whose names weren’t even called began to leave their seats.

			The news was blacked out during the game—the Japanese had struck Pearl Harbor and declared war on the United States. The city was blacked out that night. When Bill returned to Charlottesville, there wasn’t a light showing.

			★

			In January, Bill and a couple of teammates went to Washington and signed up for the Naval Air Corps. They returned to Charlottesville and awaited the call. Bill never discussed the decision with his parents. When Jewell Dudley later asked her son why he chose the Air Corps, he told her he wanted to come back in one piece or not at all.

			The headlines were grim. Singapore fell to the Japanese. American forces held out, but were overwhelmed on the Bataan Peninsula. America was reeling and back on its heels. Was America’s West Coast vulnerable? Nobody knew where this new war was headed.

			Life went on, even if it was surreal. At the end of January, Bill found himself in Lynchburg, there to escort actress Ruth Hussey for the premiere of The Vanishing Virginian, a biopic about a former Lynchburg attorney named Robert Yancey. Hussey was in the early years of a long Hollywood career and coming off the hit film The Philadelphia Story with Cary Grant, Jimmy Stewart, and Katharine Hepburn. Her publicity agents wanted a Virginia connection. Who better than the state’s most famous athlete?

			It was an all-day and evening affair, including an afternoon motorcade before thousands of fans and a late dinner dance. Bill, his twenty-three-dollar suits a distant memory, spent the hours with Hollywood on his arm. Hussey found his courtly manner attractive. She invited him to escort her in New York at another upcoming event. He went.

			In February, Bill went to New York to accept the fifth Maxwell Award. He was the youngest player to ever receive the trophy. Bert Bell, president of the club, sung his praises and brought the boy to the podium.

			“Is this really me you’re talking about?” Bill began. He went on to praise the coaching staff and his teammates. It was the best-balanced coaching staff in the country, he said, and nobody seemed to notice that the Cavaliers were a better team for them. Bell liked the homespun, aw-shucks kid. He was genuine. Who could have known what the two would come to mean to each other?

			★

			The East-West Shrine Game was moved from San Francisco to New Orleans that year. A Japanese air attack on the West Coast was possible. The game was played to a tie. It could have been called The Mud Bowl. Bill threw a touchdown pass and had four interceptions, some in ankle-deep water. He was voted the game’s outstanding player.

			★

			The NFL draft was held in February. Frank Murray knew George Halas, who owned the Chicago Bears, and wrote Halas after the 1941 season—Murray had a back who would make a good pro. But, Halas didn’t need a back. He passed the tip on to Art Rooney, who owned—along with Bert Bell—the Pittsburgh Steelers. Bell recalled the boy at the Maxwell Awards. That, and the tip from Halas, seemed to be enough. The Steelers made Bill their first-round draft pick of 1942. The draft in those days isn’t quite the circus it is today. For Bill, it was just another day.

			“The Steelers didn’t call on draft day. When they did contact me, all they said was ‘We drafted you.’ Nobody mentioned anything about being the number 1 pick.”

			The news came as a surprise. To Bill, it bordered on meaningless. In 1942, professional football was the minor leagues compared to college football. To grasp the difference, you only need to look at Pittsburgh in that era. Jock Sutherland’s University of Pittsburgh team was covered nationally. It even made the Bluefield paper
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THE NATIONAL FOOTBALL LEAGUE

UNIFORM PLAYER’S CONTRACT

and.._..Williem Me Dufdey 00 of Blue Pield Virginia.
herein is called the Player.

The Club is a member of The National Football League. As such, and jointly with the other members of
the League, it is obligated to insure to the public wholesome and high-class professional foothall by defining
the relations between Club and Player, and between Club and Club.

In view of the facts above recited the parties agree as follows:
1. The Club vg‘ill pay the Player a salary for his skilled services during the playing season of 19.482:, at
5

the rate of. dollars for each regularly scheduled League game played, provided he has
not been r¢ to the playing of the first League game. For all other games the Player
shall be paid such salary as shall be agreed upon between the Player and the Club. As to games scheduled but
not played, the Player shall receive no compensation from the Club other than actual expenses.

""""""""" Clguses Fumbers—1Sand 16 -attached heve to ars FUlly & pavt of thls
................... Contract as much 80, as 1f they appeared. over. the. signatures. of. the
parties here toe

2. The salary above provided for shall be paid by the Club as follow:

Seventy-five per cent, (75%), after each game and the remaining twenty-five per cent, (25%), at the close
of the season or upon release of the Player by the Club.

3. The Player agrees that during said season he will faithfully serve the Club, and pledges himself to the
American public to conform to high standards of fair play and good sportsmanship.

. 4. The Player will not play football during 19...42. otherwise than for the Club, or in games contracted for
by the League, except in case the Club shall have released said Player, and said release has been approved by
the officials of The National Football League.

5. The Player will not participate in an exhibition game after the completion of the schedule of the Club
and prior to August 1 of the following season, without the permission of the Commissioner of the League.

6. The player accepts as part of this contract such reasonable regulations as the Club may announce
from time to time.

7. This contract may be teiminated at any time by the club giving notice in writing to the player within
forty-eight, (48), hours after the day of the last game in which he has participated with his club.

8. The Player submits himself to the discipline of The National Football League and agrees to accept its
decisions pursuant to its Constitution and By-Laws.

9. Any time prior to August 1st, 19...48, by written notice to the Player, the Club may renew this con-
tract for the term of that year, except that the salary rate shall be such as the parties may then agree upon,
or in default of agreement, such as the Club may fix.

W 10. The Player may be fined or suspended for violation of this contract, but in all cases the Player shall
have the right of appeal to the Commissioner of The National Football League.

11. In default of agreement, the Player will accept the salary rate thus fixed or else will not play during
said year otherwise than for the Club, unless the Club shall release the Player.

12. The reservation of the Club of the valuable right to fix the salary rate for the succeeding year, and
the promise of the Player not to play during said year otherwise than with the Club, have been taken into
consideration in determining the salary specified herein and the undertaking by the Club to pay said salary
is the consideration for both the reservation and the promise.

13. In case of dispute between the Player and the Club the same shall be referred to the Commissioner of
The National Football League, and his decision shall be accepted by all parties as final.

4 14. Verbal contracts between Club and Player will not be considered by this League, in the event of a
ispute.

Signed this..... 27 day of

Duplicate copy to be held by Player





