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Our first football game was against Banning High 

School on their field. On the bus ride to Banning, the coach told 

Dominick, our quarterback, “Run the dive play we’ve been 

practicing all week. Just give it to Burton over the guard and 

tackle.” 

Bobby overheard the coach and asked him not to call 

that play because he didn’t want to make a mistake on the first 

play of the game.  

“Ok,” said Coach.  

Bobby gave a brief sigh of relief. 

During the coin toss, we three stood and on the sideline 

sizing up the other team’s large players. Bobby played Left 

Halfback. He was nervous and he had every right to be. He was 

the smallest guy on our team...and theirs!  

When the ref blew the whistle to get the game going, 

Bobby swallowed hard with determination and ran onto the 

field.  

After the kick-off, Bell had the ball on their 25-yard 

line. Bobby was shorter and scrawnier compared to the beefy 

boys on both sides of the line. In the huddle on the first play, 

Dominick called the dive play after all. With no time to think, 

Bobby took the hand-off and raced 75 yards for a touchdown. 

The public address announcer yelled, “Wow! Bell scores 

on the first snap of the season! That was a 75 yard run for...” he 

paused to look up the player’s name in the program “…Bobby 
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Burton. That little guy runs like a rabbit!”  

Somewhere along the way, the radio announcers and 

newspaper sports reporters started calling him “Little Bobby 

Burton” and the name stuck. 

After that amazing 75-yard touchdown run, Bobby 

jogged back to the sideline wearing his classic grin. The other 

players cheered and patted him on the back.  

The coach grabbed Bobby by the jersey and yelled, 

“Bobby, no bench for you.”  

Bobby’s grin faded into an expression of confusion. 

The coach smiled and yelled, “Get back in there!” So 

began Bobby’s high school football career. He often played a 

full sixty minutes. Offense and defense. 

Another advantage of growing up near Hollywood in 

1948 was TV. Bell High played in the first high school football 

game ever televised live on TV.  

Before the game, Coach told us, “Boys, there will be TV 

cameras broadcasting the game tonight. You had better be on 

your best behavior. I want you to focus on the game, not the TV 

cameras. No pranks! No cursing! and I mean business!” 

But his threats went unheeded. Players would make a 

play and then turn and smile at the camera. It was Bobby’s first 

time playing on TV, but it wasn’t his last by a long shot.  

Springtime was track season. We all ran track to get 

better speed for football.  

Every practice, Coach blew his whistle for the team to 
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line up for sprints. We’d line up in heats on the starting line to 

run the hundred-yard dash. The coach blew the whistle and 

timed each heat with his stopwatch calling out the times as each 

boy ran by the finish line. The assistant coach would log the 

times on the clipboard. 

The day I remember most, the first heat ran their 

hundred yards and Coach yelled, “11 seconds point. 12... 13... 

That’s not good enough! Run it again.” 

Bobby’s heat was up next, Bobby had the shortest legs 

on the line. Coach blew the whistle and clicked the stopwatch. 

They sprinted. Bobby broke away from the pack. As Bobby 

crossed the finish line, Coach yelled out, “10 flat!” and as the 

other boys crossed the line, he finished, “...12...13...” 

Coach addressed the whole field, “If Lil’ Bobby Burton 

can run the hundred in 10 seconds flat, so can the rest of you! 

Line up again.” 

Ten seconds flat was pretty fast, but it wasn’t fast 

enough in Los Angeles. Our competitors were running the 

hundred-yard dash in 9.5 seconds, close to the world record of 

9.2.  

Bobby was just fast enough to make the rest of us work 

harder which didn’t win him any popularity contests. The other 

boys on team groaned and frowned at Bobby. Bobby just 

shrugged and smiled apologetically. 

Bobby ran the 100-yard dash, relay teams, low hurdles, 

pole vaulted and did the broad jump.  
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Bobby’s size and gymnastic ability made him good at 

pole vault, clearing bars as high as 11 foot. 
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Not soon enough, football season was upon us again. 

We were right back at it in a dogpile of high schoolers with 

Bobby sticking out of the bottom of the pile clutching the ball 

and grinning. He was well loved by the cheerleaders in their 

shin-length skirts and saddle shoes yelling his name along the 

sideline. The sports writers and announcers loved Bobby too. 

“Lil’ Bobbie Burton runs the ball again for another 8 

yards. The Eagles are on the 35-yard line. It’s third down, with 

2 to go...” belted out the announcer. 

On the next play, Bobby snagged the ball from the 

quarterback, and sprinted toward the goal. Twisting and 

spinning, the tacklers glance off. 

“He’s tearing down the field. Here’s a tackler...nope, he 

can’t keep his grip on Bobby. Here’s another...nope. Here’s a 

third, Lil’ Bobby slips through his hands. He’s across the goal 

line. Lil’ Bobby Burton scores another touchdown for Bell.”  

The crowd cheers as the announcer continued “Lil’ 

Bobbie Burton has two touchdowns tonight and has run the ball 

over 100 yards. That’s Bell’s secret weapon. A Left Half Back 

that is too small to catch!” 

And so it went. With Bobby, Bell High Eagles had 

another successful football season.  

Football was Bobby’s first, second and last love. But, 

the summer before our senior year, his mom made him quit. 

Bobby was working in the lumber yard that fateful day. 

Bobby, wearing a greasy jumpsuit, was fixing a tire. He knew 
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enough keep the lock ring down. But he didn’t know that the air 

gauge was not working properly. The tire exploded and the rim 

hit him on the top of his head knocking Bobby unconscious. 

The lock ring hit with such force that it left an indent in the 

concrete floor. 

When Bobby didn’t come home that evening, his mother 

was worried sick.  

Bobby woke up bewildered in the Los Angeles General 

Hospital ward along beside men in body casts, and broken arms 

and legs in traction. Bobby’s head was wrapped in bandages 

and morning light streaming through the window. “Oh no! 

Momma!” 

He grabbed the nearest phone and called home. 

In the living room, his mother sat on her French 

Provincial furniture, where she had worried through the long 

hours of the night, staring blankly into her china cabinet full of 

ornate porcelain figurines. 

The phone rang on the wall of the Burton kitchen, next 

to the autographed photo of Bob Wells and the Texas Playboys. 

Virde Burton snatched the phone off the wall and in a worried 

voice squeaked out, “hello.” 

“Momma...” Bobby began as throbbing pain sprang up 

between his temples. 

“Bobby!” She was relieved, then instantly angry, 

“Where are you? You come home right now! You are in big 

trouble for staying out all night. We were so worried!” 
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“Can you come get me?... at the hospital.” 

Mrs. Burton dropped the phone in shock, grabbed her 

purse, and rushed out the door leaving the phone dangling from 

the cord. 

When Bobby was safely home, his parents lowered the 

boom.  

“Son, the doctor said that you are lucky to be alive.” 

Swiss Burton informed him grimly. 

Virde Burton couldn’t contain her fear, “Seventeen 

stitches and a concussion! Another blow to the head and you 

could die. No more football for you.” 

Bobby pleaded with them, “Momma! Dad! I love 

football. It’s what I’m best at...” 

But Virde was adamant. “I am NOT losing another son 

and that is final!” 

Needless to say, Coach didn’t like the news either. But, 

luckily, he didn’t give up.  

A few days after football practice started that fall, 

Bobby was sitting dejectedly on the sideline in street clothes 

watching the team run drills. 

Coach yelled over, “Bobby, come’re.” 

Bobby obediently jumped and ran over, “Yes, sir.” 

Coach opened a box, “I’ve got somethin’ for ya.” 

From a carboard shipping box he pulled out a big round, 

white plastic helmet and handed it to Bobby. We had never seen 

anything like it. 
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“What is it?” 

“It’s your new ‘safety’ helmet.” 

Bobby looked at it skeptically turning it over in his 

hands several times, then broke into a big grin as he realized 

that this was the answer! 

Then coach broke a rare smile, “You suit up tomorrow.” 

Bobby showed up to practice wearing his white plastic 

helmet while the rest of us wore our purple leather helmets.  

The new helmet worked great in protecting his head. 

There was just one thing wrong with it. Since it was bright 

white, big, round and plastic, the other team knew something 

was wrong with Bobby so they all went after him mercilessly. 

That wouldn’t do, so after the first game, Coach painted 

the white helmet with purple paint. 
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After that, the other moms wanted safety helmets for 

their sons, so they caught on. In a way, Virde Burton started a 

new trend and other mothers joined the cause. The next year, all 

the teams bought plastic helmets for their players.  

 

 

COLLEGE FOOTBALL 

 

Most boys played football in order to go to college. But 

it was the other way around for Bobby. Lil’ Bobby Burton went 

to college so he could keep PLAYIN’ FOOTBALL! 

When Bobby arrived at college football try-outs, it was 

like high school all over again. They looked at little Bobby 

Burton with doubt in their eyes and shook their heads.  They 

were surprised to see someone of Bobby’s small stature on the 

field.  

One coach said to the other, “Bobby Burton. They say 

he’s agile as a cat.” 

The second coach responded, “He’s just too small. He’ll 

just get creamed and be injured all season.” 

“Yeah, but he runs the hundred in 10 flat.” 

They turned their attention to the scrimmage. Bobby ran 

the ball down the field dodging tacklers all the way. The 

coaches turned to one another nodding. One wrote “Bobby 

Burton” on the clip board. 

In Bobby’s sophomore year, the varsity team had a 
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winning record and tons of great players. The quarterback was 

Don Klosterman, a junior. In Klosterman’s college career he set 

eight national passing records and Bobby was on the receiving 

end of many of those passes. 

Klosterman went on to play pro for the Dallas Texans 

and later became the General Manager for the Kansas City 

Chiefs. 

Gene Brito was also on the team. He went on to be 

defensive end for the Washington Redskins and was All-Pro for 

5 years. Sadly, he died of leukemia at age 36. 

Then there was Maury Nipp. When he hit someone, they 

were flattened. He made a giant hole that Little Bobby would 

run through to score. What a great combination. Maury went on 

to play pro for the Philadelphia Eagles. 

When Loyola played Kansas on Nov. 9, the Kansas City 

Star reported that Klosterman threw six consecutive passes for 

67 yards in a drive. Bobby had five catches in that game for 46 

yards, including one for a touchdown, and had 96 yards rushing 

on 14 carries with one rushing touchdown.  

When they played San Jose State, the papers reported 

that Lil’ Bobby finished the game by slashing swiftly through 

center on a quick opener for 15 yards and the winning 

touchdown. 

Just when Bobby’s college football career was really 

taking off, Loyola ended their football program.  

Bobby was crushed when Loyola discontinued the team. 
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He still had a burning desire to PLAY BALL. Luckily, coaches 

from all over the country came to recruit Loyola’s best players 

that still had eligibility.  

The Wichita State Shockers wanted Bobby. So, he 

packed up and moved from sunny Los Angeles to Wichita 

Kansas, a cow town in the middle of the country. 

The newspapers in Wichita picked right up on Little 

Bobby’s story. The papers called him “pint-sized,” “brilliant but 

light,” and “little but slippery and tough.”  

To be honest, Bobby’s first year with the Shockers, the 

team stank! Bobby came home to his frat room after the first 

practice and dropped a giant playbook, larger than the family 

Bible, on the bed. It held 75 plays and he was expected to 

memorize them all. 

The team practiced all 75 plays every practice. In most 

games, a team uses only about 15 plays. By practicing 75 plays 

they spread themselves too thin, so the Shocker’s timing was 

never very good. They did not win a single game that year.  

“This is crazy.” Bobby complained to a teammate. “No 

wonder no one can remember what to do. I hate losing, but at 

least I get to play football.” 

Even though the team wasn’t winning, people where 

still noticing Little Bobby Burton. 

One day, Bobby received a letter with the Philadelphia 

Eagles logo on the corner. He carefully opened it and unfolded 

the letterhead: “The Philadelphia Eagles, Inc. Football Club, 
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World Champions 1948-1949.” 

Bobby read each word of the letter:  

November 6, 1952 

 

Dear Bob:  

You have been recommended to the Philadelphia Eagles 

as a professional football prospect. Would you be kind 

enough to fill out the enclosed form. I am enclosing a 

self-addressed envelope for your convenience so you can 

mail it back to us immediately. I want to thank you for 

doing this as I appreciate the time and effort involved. I 

would like to take this opportunity to wish you good 

luck throughout the 1952 season. 

Hoping to hear from you soon, I am 

Sincerely yours, 

Vincent A. McNally, General Manager 

 

Bobby was elated and heart-broken at the same time. 

Bobby’s wildest dream had just come true. A professional 

football team was asking him to try out, to keep PLAYING 

FOOTBALL! If only he could keep living the dream. If only… 


