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Bill Quinlan: Fun, tough and a champion, too 

By Joe Murphy 
Eagle-Tribune Writer 

 
In his playing days in the National Football League, Lawrence [Massachusetts’] Bill Quinlan was known as a free 

spirit. 

 
Or let's put it this way: He ran with Paul Hornung, the biggest party guy in the National Football League but also 

one of the great clutch running backs ever. 

 
Like Hornung, on the field Quinlan was, as the saying goes, ''Agile, mobile and hostile.'' He came to play. 

 
The Lawrence native played nine seasons as a pro footballer with four different NFL teams, including the Green 

Bay Packers under legendary coach Vince Lombardi. 

 
How good was Quinlan? Joe Schmidt, the Hall of Fame middle linebacker of the old Detroit Lions, once referred 

to Quinlan as ''The best defensive end against the run in the league.'' 



Quinlan, 6-3, 240 in his playing days, was chosen one year on the UPI wire service's all-pro team. 

 
In 1962 when the Packers won their second straight NFL championship, he should have won the honor again. 

''That was my best year. I was really disappointed,'' he said. But seven members of the Packers were chosen so he 

was caught in a squeeze. 

 
[Quinlin was born June 9, 1932, and in 1999 was] 66 and still a resident of [Lawrence, MA and a cancer 

survivor].  He got  his football start at Lawrence High where he is a member of the sports Hall Of Fame. He was 

an under-sized 160-pounder, but he went on to attend Staunton Military Academy [where he is also in the Hall of 

Fame] and eventually earned a scholarship at Michigan State. 

 
The Spartans, ranked second nationally, defeated UCLA in the Rose Bowl in his senior year. 

 
From there, Quinlan went on to play for the Hamilton Tiger-Cats of the Canadian Football League. The Cats won 

a divisional championship during his tenure. 

 

   [Then Bill served two years  in the U.S. Army where he also played football and was  the recipient of the All  

   Army Football Award.  While serving in the Army, he was drafted in the 2
nd

 round of the  1956 NFL draft by then 

   Owner and Coach Paul Brown of the Cleveland Browns.  Bill began playing for the  Browns following his  

   discharge from the Army in 1957.] 

 

Quinlan was to say later, ''When he was rebuilding the Browns, I was the first one [Coach Brown] signed. When 

Vince Lombardi was rebuilding the Packers, I was the first one to be signed.'' 

 
In Quinlan's first year, the Browns tied for the conference title and the next year they won it outright. 

 
With the Packers, who were 1-10-1 the year before they signed Quinlan [in 1959], they were in championship 

games in 1960, 1961 and 1962. 

 
They were edged by the Philadelphia Eagles, 19-13, for the title and then beat the New York Giants, 37-0 and 16- 

7 for NFL championships. 

 
Typical Quinlan, in the Eagles' game, when Ted Dean scored the winning touchdown, the New York Times 

printed a photo showing Eagles' defender Bill Barnes with his arms wrapped around Quinlan's right leg  

preventing him from making the tackle. 

 
When asked about it later, Quinlan shrugged it off saying, ''I would have done the same thing if I was in his  

place.'' 

 
Keeping late hours kept him in trouble with Lombardi. When Lombardi was angry with him, he would refer to 

Quinlan as ''William'' as in ''William, I don't know what I'm going to do with you.'' 

 
Another time, an exasperated Lombardi told Quinlan, ''For crying out loud, William, why don't you straighten 

out?'' 

 
So Quinlan said he would. ''I laid off the booze for about two days, and I came down with pneumonia. So I said to 

him, 'You lead your life and I'll lead  mine.''' 

 
Eventually, though, Lombardi and Quinlan parted company. That was after Hornung was suspended for gambling 

and Quinlan went to visit his mother to console her, knowing there would be repercussions. 



Hornung told him, ''You know, Bill, this is going to be the clincher for you now. He's going to get rid of you.'' 

That's exactly what happened. 

 
Although Quinlan and Lombardi had words, Quinlan always revered the coach. 

 
''He was tough but he made you a champion. He made you mentally tough and that's the difference between being 

good and being a winner. 

 
''That was the thing about Vince. He'd get you so bloody mad at him, but the next day you'd be smiling and 

shaking hands with him,'' Quinlan said. 

 
''He could wrap you around his little finger. You'd want to go through a wall for him. He was a master handler of 

men and he treated you like a man. Everything about Vince was first class.' 

 
''I was the first one he traded for and I was the first one he got rid of in a trade. If he traded me second, my  

feelings would have been crushed,'' Quinlan kidded. 

 
After leaving the Packers, Quinlan played for the Philadelphia Eagles, Detroit Lions and Washington Redskins, 

all losing clubs. But he hadn't lost that whimsical touch. 

 
''In Washington, we lost five in a row,'' Quinlan recalled, ''and the owner Bennett Williams called a closed 

meeting. We all voiced our opinions, and I got up and told them that we should all get together and have a big 

party. Sure enough we did and the following Sunday we beat the Cardinals.'' 

 
Somewhere along the line, a testimonial was staged for him with a sellout crowd in Central Catholic's  

Auditorium. 

 
Among the speakers was Hornung and a couple of other Packer standouts. 

 
That night, Hornung who loved to party with Quinlan summed him up quite well. ''Once the game got started, 

nobody wanted to win more than Bill Quinlan.'' 

    

  Bill Quinlan died on November 10, 2015, at the age of 83.  He had lived in Lawrence, MA, throughout his life, and  

  after retiring from the NFL, he went on to a number of successful business endeavors in the Merrimack Valley 

  community including position in AVCO, Perrini Construction Company, and also the City of Lawrence.  Bill was 

  a member of the Elks Club, VFW, the NFL Gridiron Association of Boston, the NFL Alumni Association, Merrick 

  Valley Golf Club, the Pleasantview (Dewey) Citizens Club, and a lifelong member of St.Patrick’s Church in  

  Lawrence.  He was survived by his wife, Beatrice “Betty” Thornton Quinlan; his son, William D. Quinlan, Jr.; and 

  his daughter, Maryellen Joncas.  He is also survived by his twin brothers, Daniel and Robert Quinlan.. 
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