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BEARS
BEARS AT RAMS
LIVE

THREE
&OUT
chicagotribune.com/beardownload
Catch our video series featuring a roundtable
discussion with Tribune Bears experts. The panel
will dish on three hot topics every week. Find a new
episode every Tuesday. Also look for daily briefs,
including Bears and Rams updates, leading up
to Sunday’s kickoff at the Edward Jones Dome.

‘DITKA’
THE E-BOOK

chicagotribune.com/bearsgame
Join us online during Sunday’s game
for updates, quotes, tweets from
Tribune reporters, photos from our
staff, video and more. Sign up for
an email reminder and join in on
the conversation. See you there.

BEARS
NEWSLETTER

chicagotribune.com/ebooks
“Ditka” is a collection of articles
from Chicago Tribune archives
that chronicle the legendary Bears
player and coach, Mike Ditka, who symbolized the
hard-nosed style that defined the Bears through
the ’80s. It’s available now.

chicagotribune.com/
bearsnewsletter
Sign up to receive the Tribune’s
Bears coverage in your inbox
twice a week. It’s free, all
season long, so what are
you waiting for?

Fantasy football at chicagotribune.com/fantasy: Advice for your team and your league. Who can you trust? Who’s a bust?

Pep still present
Bears’ Peppers
proves it’s still
too early to
write him off
By Dan Wiederer
Tribune reporter

Practice had just ended
Wednesday inside the Walter Payton Center in Lake Forest. And if
Julius Peppers thought he would
have a free run from the Bears’
indoor practice facility to the
locker room at Halas Hall, he had
another thing coming.
Sure, over a dozen NFL seasons, Peppers has seen his share of
double teams. But this? The instant he crossed the sideline,
media encircled him.
Camera lights popped on. Digital recorders beeped to life. In all,
27 reporters crushed around the
Bears defensive end.
Why is that number important?
Because with Peppers, the numbers
always draw the most attention.
His sack total through 10 games
this year: four — subpar for a guy
who has posted at least 10 sacks in
eight different seasons.
Peppers’ contract figure for
2014, the second-to-last year on
his deal: $14 million.
That’s an exorbitant fee for a
pass rusher whose prime has
passed and whose 34th birthday
awaits in January.
All season long, those numbers
have steered the Julius Peppers
narrative toward an uncomfortable conclusion: a perennial Pro
Bowler has lost the energy and
explosion that made him so dominant and valuable for so long.
But this week, a new set of
numbers emerged. They came
from Sunday’s 23-20 overtime
victory over the Ravens. Bears
coaches credited Peppers delivering a game-high 12 tackles with
two sacks, two other tackles for a
loss and two additional quarterback hits.
That had to be his best outing of
the season, right?
“I’m not sure,” Peppers said
with a humble shrug.
Was it perhaps a statement that
his explosiveness remains?
“I’ll let you guys debate that,”
Peppers said.
As if his permission was required.
So now the Bears charge into St.
Louis on the final Sunday of
November with added encouragement in their quest to solve one of
the defense’s most critical riddles:
Just how much does Peppers have
left?
Is it enough to power a playoff
run over these final six games?
Enough for Peppers to remain
part of the equation into 2014 and
beyond?
Was last Sunday’s dominance
proof that Peppers has more fuel
remaining than many critics
thought?
Or was it just a one-week flash,
a deceptive tease from a fading star?
Headed for his 179th career
regular-season start, down the
stretch run of his 12th season,
Peppers admits even he’s uncertain just where his needle
points.
“I don’t know,” he said. “We
don’t know. At this point, we take
it one day at a time. We shall see.”

The rest of the story
It’s no longer a jarring revelation to Peppers that the finish line
of his career is much closer now
than the starting gate.
“I’ve been in that stage for a
while,” he said. “It has been a few
years since I’ve been here, really.
So you know your time is always
ticking.
“You reach a point where your
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Defensive end Julius Peppers had 12 tackles last weekend against the Ravens, including this sack of Joe Flacco, in his best game of the season.

body won’t always do what your
mind tells it to. Sometimes you get
up and come to practice and the
body just isn’t going to do it that day.”
Soon enough, the Bears’ front
office will face a difficult decision
in forecasting Peppers’ productivity into 2014 and beyond. But
more critical right now is figuring
out ways to squeeze every drop of
potential out of their veteran
leader over the next six weeks.
To that end, the coaching staff
has been more attentive to its
in-week plans to aid Peppers with
his rest and recovery.
His practice reps have been
monitored and strategically cut
back “to make sure,” coach Marc
Trestman said, “that at this stage
of his career his best is on Sunday.”
Maybe that has aided Peppers’
recent resurgence. Even if just a
little bit.
“We’re doing a better job,”
Peppers said. “We’re doing a better
job of managing that part of it.”
Indeed, the impact Peppers
delivered last weekend added to a
promising November. In the
Bears’ seven games before their
week off, Peppers contributed one
sack, 11 tackles, two tackles for a
loss and seven quarterback pressures, according to coaches’ stats.
In the three contests since:
three sacks, 18 tackles, two tackles
for a loss and six pressures.
Perhaps most impressive in
Sunday’s victory was there wasn’t
one Peppers moment that
trumped the others.
Over 71 snaps he got after the
quarterback, set the edge on runs
and consistently stormed through
the slop to deliver big stops. His
liveliness proved contagious to an
injury-ravaged defense without
longtime standouts Charles Tillman and Lance Briggs.
“He took over the game,” defensive lineman Corey Wootton said.
“He had it in his mind. We had
been talking all week and he said
to me straight up, ‘I’m going to
take this game over.’ There was no
doubt in my mind that he would.”

Average Bear

don’t have as much time left as
they do. Hopefully, some of these
guys around me are going to have
10-plus years left in this league. I
don’t know how long I have.”

Julius Peppers, 33, has some work to do to equal his career averages
in some of the disruptive categories that earned him the nickname
“The Freak of Nature” in his heyday with the Panthers.
Career averages are from
2002-12 with Panthers and Bears

Career
totals
1151/2

Career 2013,
avg. so far

Statistic
Sacks

10.0

4.0

9

Interceptions

0.7

1

63

Passes defensed

5.6

2

39

Forced fumbles

3.5

1

14

Fumble recoveries

1.2

1

18

Julius
Peppers’
rank on
the all-time sack
list with 1151/2. He’s
fourth among active
players behind
John Abraham
(129), Jared Allen
(122) and DeMarcus
Ware (116).

“Sometimes you get up and come to
practice and the body just isn’t going
to do it that day.” — Julius Peppers
Added defensive line coach
Mike Phair: “A guy like that steps
up and it gets the juices going for
the other guys.”

The voice
Still, it’s very feasible — given
the stats, the salary, the age — that
Peppers’ days in Chicago are
numbered. He’s intelligent
enough to understand as much.
But with that inevitable finality
comes a heightened sense for how
precious each game is and the
urgency needed across the board
to succeed.
That’s why Peppers was furious
after the defense’s second play last
weekend, when the Raven’s Ray
Rice ran through a massive hole
on the left side for 47 yards.
Peppers demanded that guys
sharpen their focus, fill their gaps
and fight off blocks.
“With those plays that pop,”
rookie David Bass said, “he just
emphasized no excuses. No ‘My
faults.’ No ‘I got it.’ Next time, we
don’t need none of that. We need

the performance and the production now.”
Peppers spoke up again during
the nearly two-hour weather delay that confined the Bears to their
locker room facing a 10-0 firstquarter deficit. And he remained
vocal until game’s end.
Peppers can’t quite explain his
energy, just that he sensed it was a
meaningful moment that needed
to be attacked.
“I can tell you this. Every team
has a playoff game within their
season,” Peppers said. “You just have
to recognize it when it comes.”
Phair, Peppers’ line coach since
2011, has heard Peppers rally
teammates plenty of times before.
But now, he admits, there’s a new
audience within an overhauled
defense that used five rookies plus
three first-year Bears last week.
“With a new group, with new
faces, maybe that message carries
a little more,” Phair said.
Added Peppers: “Part of my role
on this team now is trying to
communicate that to these younger guys, that the time is precious. I

‘I still have the fire’
If last week’s production provides promise, it’s shadowed
closely by the reminders of an
October slump in which Peppers
played 102 snaps against the Saints
and Giants without making a tackle.
Peppers’ play suddenly seemed
far more lethargic than it ever had.
Sure, he has had to adapt to a
constantly changing lineup that
has seen five opening-day starters
and two key reserves miss a
combined 26 games to injury.
Chemistry and continuity have
been slow to click. At times, it
seems, Peppers also has been
asked to stunt more than in the
past.
Peppers, however, rejects any
convenient excuses.
“Different things challenge you
in different ways every season,” he
said. “The main thing for me is
zeroing in on the improvement
part of it.”
If any self-doubt had started to
block that path, Peppers gave it
the same treatment he offered
Ravens left tackle Eugene Monroe
during his second-quarter sack
last weekend. He simply fired off
the edge and used his energy and
will to power past.
In a blur, he was in the clear.
So ask Peppers again how much
is left in the tank.
Again he will shrug. He just
can’t provide a definitive answer.
“It’s still there,” Peppers said.
“It’s still there. This becomes a
thing of desire. How long do you
want to do it? I still have that. I still
have the fire to do it. And I still can
play at a high level. I know that.
“But at this point, you take it
one day, one week at a time.”
dwiederer@tribune.com
Twitter @danwiederer

SCHEDULE

home games shaded

Sept. 8

Sept. 15

Sept. 22

Sept. 29

Oct. 6

Oct. 10

Oct. 20

Oct. 27

Nov. 4

Nov. 10

Nov. 17

Sunday

Dec. 1

Dec. 9

Dec. 15

Dec. 22

Dec. 29

CIN
Won
24-21
(1-0)

MIN
Won
31-30
(2-0)

@PIT
Won
40-23
(3-0)

@DET
Lost
40-32
(3-1)

N.O.
Lost
26-18
(3-2)

NYG
Won
27-21
(4-2)

@WAS
Lost
45-41
(4-3)

OPEN
DATE

@GB
Won
27-20
(5-3)

DET
Lost
21-19
(5-4)

BAL
Won
23-20 OT
(6-4)

@STL
Noon
WFLDCh. 32

@MIN
Noon
WFLDCh. 32

DAL
7:40
Ch. 7
ESPN

@CLE
Noon
WFLDCh. 32

@PHI
Noon
WFLDCh. 32

GB
Noon
WFLDCh. 32

