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Keeping in touch

Kevin Nagel, Burlington Post sports editor
December 8, 2011

Frank Bolla, celebrating his 80th birthday
today, has outlived two wives.

His current wife, Eleanor, is afraid her husband
is going to get hurt playing touch football, an
activity second nature to him since he joined
what is now called the Golden Horseshoe Touch
Football Association 40 years ago.

*I told them,” he says, leaning forward and
looking serious, “If I pass out and die on the
field, run to my car, get the shovel, make sure
I'm face up, give me a football and cover me up
and...”

His last words are drowned out by laughter,
some questioning whether the league would '
ever be granted another field permit, especially Keeping in touch. NO URGE TO QUIT: If he's ever forced to hang

if the game was played on artificial turf. up the cleats, Frank Bolla, 80, (in action at Nelson Stadium last
month) says he'll just keep on playing without them. Michael vanin —
Bolla has played organizecd touch football in Burlington Post

Canada longer than any other person. The fact
that he set up the first organized touch football
league back in Lachine, Que., in 1961 — 50

years ago — pretty much guarantees he was the first. Still playing at 80 guarantees he has played the longest.

Football isn't even his favourite sport. In his early 20s Bolla was a boxer, good enough to win the Canadian Gold
Glove championship at the light heavyweight level when he was light enough to be a middleweight.

"I promised my first wife Dorothy that if I won the Golden Gloves, I would quit boxing,” says Bolla. I was
faithful to my word and after a year or two, she told me to go back. I was driving her crazy.”

He also enjoyed baseball, hockey, tackle football... while playing high school football, he remembers waking up
on the field.

"I went to tackle the ball carrier and the next thing I remember were all these heads looking down at me,” he
says. "They took me to the hospital and I had a hairline fracture (of my arm).”

Origins in a tavern
Organized touch football began innocently enough. Frank was tossing a ball around with a friend one afternoon

in Lachine, Que. and was joined by others. The group developed rudimentary rules of play and would often visit
a tavern after games.

A group of visiting baseball players happened to be at the same bar one weekend competing in a tournament,
and started conversing with the football players.

They showed interest in touch football and Frank suggested they put together some teams to compete.

A league was formed in 1951 and eventually the organized game expanded to Ottawa and Toronto when
members moved to those cities.

“When a friend moved to Ottawa, I told him, ‘Start a league, and our winner will play yours,” said Frank. “I said
the same thing to a guy moving to Toronto.”
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Touch football has grown to the point there are thousands of players across the country taking part.

There is no contact in Canadian ball, which varies from the American touch game in that blocking above the
waist is allowed. ’

Dave Nelson is proud to point out that it's the 50th anniversary of what started as the Burlington Men’s Touch
Football League. He and friend Rick Little and a few others have been involved in all but the first five years and
Nelson has been the GHTFA president for thee decades. Bolla joined a couple of years later when he moved here
from Quebec.

Bolla has not only lost two wives, but a son, too. Nelson, they both agree, is a surrogate son to Bolla.

When Nelson, 57, was facing serious surgery a few years ago, he was lying on a hospital bed as a nurse
approached.

"She said my father was here to see me,” Nelson says. "I said to myself, ‘This is going to be good. My father
died in the mid-70s. In walks Frank.”

“It's the only way I could get in,” he confesses. “Family members only.”

There’s an annual touch game played in the snow the day before each Super Bowl that was renamed the Bolla
Bowl about eight years ago.

He's the official league photographer and has dropped off boxes of league momentos at Nelson's house for
safekeeping.

At 80, the retired Stelco manager has slowed down a little, but Nelson maintains he’s still respected.

“There isn't anybody in touch football that doesn‘t know Frank,” says Nelson, a star quarterback in his day.
“He's a competitor. He’s not just a token player. If he’s open and doesn't get the ball, the quarterback is going
to hear about it.”

What impresses Nelson most about the six-foot, 180-pound Bolla, involves Nelson's 22-year-old son, Jamie.

"(Jamie) has been playing for six years and among his friends, there’s genuine respect and admiration for
Frank,” says Nelson. “A lot of them have grandparents in their 80s and Frank’s still running around in cleats.”

Which brings up the retirement question one more time.

“When are you going to hang up those cleats,” Nelson asks Bolla, who will celebrate his latest birthday with
friends at Gator Ted's tonight.

"I'll hang ‘em up whenever you want,” he replies. “but I'll just keep playing without them.”
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