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Earley, James Enter PHS Hall

Two of the most recognizable names in Parkersburg High School football history are the latest members of the brand new Big Red football Hall of Fame. Both will be inducted Friday night prior to the Parkersburg South game.

J. Fred Earley, a three-time all-stater and a 29 year veteran broadcaster of Big Red games, will join the winningest PHS football coach in history and an all-stater himself, Buddy James, as the fifth and sixth selections to the Hall of Fame.

The brainchild of new head coach Don Reeves, a former standout player himself at PHS, the Football Hall of Fame will honor former players, coaches, broadcasters and supporters. All members of the new hall will receive plaques and their pictures will be hung in the new football museum located above the current Big Red locker room in the Mary Lou Hague Sports & Art Complex on the campus of PHS. 

Earley had an incredible athletic career at PHS, leading the team to an undefeated state championship season in 1940 as a sophomore. He rushed for a record 1,564 yards (which still stands as the most yards ever gained by a 10th grader) and scored 104 points. He made first team all-state.

As a junior he rushed for 943 yards, led the team to an undefeated season and made second team all-state. As a senior he missed a few games with an injury but helped his team to a 9-2 record and made first team all-state.

During his career as a three-year starter his teams went 31-2-1 and he became the all-time leading rusher and scorer with 2,897 yards and 269 points with 38 touchdowns and 41 extra points. His totals still stand as the fourth best in the history of the school.

He also lettered in basketball, baseball and track before accepting a football scholarship to Notre Dame from Coach Frank Leahy. He was a three year letterman at Notre Dame, playing running back, defensive back and kicker on the 1943 national championship team. He was in the Navy during World War II and played football for the Naval Academy. After the war he returned to Notre Dame and played on two more national championship teams in 1946 and 1947. 

Returning to Parkersburg to practice law, Earley joined Joe Handlan to make up a team which broadcast Big Red football games for 29 years.

He is a member of the Mid-Ohio Valley Sports Hall of Fame and the Parkersburg High School Sports Hall of Fame. He also received the prestigious “Unsung Hero” Award from the Chicago Downtown Athletic Club.

Making first team all-state tackle as a senior in 1955, James was also undefeated state wrestling champion at 168 pounds. Earning a scholarship to Montana State University where he played on a national championship team as a freshman and also wrestled. The former Big Red transferred to Marshall where he earned a football scholarship and also wrestled.

James started his coaching career at Jackson Junior High, winning championships in football, wrestling and basketball. He then became an assistant at PHS from 1963 through 1968 in football, wrestling and track.

He became the Big Red head coach in 1968 and held that position through the 1990 season, winning state championships in 1976 and 1978 while finishing runner-up in 1973 and 1985. His teams won 178 games, nearly twice as many coaching victories as the second best total by any PHS coach. He was the winningest active Class AAA coach in West Virginia when he retired. 

Chosen as a West Virginia Sports Great from Wood County in the 1963 Centennial Year Celebration, James was featured in the book “Wild Wonderful Winners: Great Football Coaches in West Virginia.” He has previously been inducted into the Montana State University Hall of Fame in 1987, the Mid-Ohio Valley Sports Hall of Fame in 1999, the PHS All Sports Hall of Fame in 2002 and the Rocky Mountain Athletic Conference Hall of Fame in 2004.
