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THE HISTORY OF NFL


The NFL was founded as the American Professional Football Association or APFA in 1920. The Association consisted of ten regional league teams from four participating states. It was not until 1922 that the name was changed to the National Football League after which it went on to be the first league to gain nationwide team participation success. While the Green Bay Packers can boast the title of the oldest franchised team in the NFL that has had the same home field since inception. They are not the oldest remaining team still playing in the league to date having only joined in 1921. The Arizona Cardinals once the Chicago Cardinals along with the Chicago Bears once Decatur Staley’s share the title as the only remaining founding teams still active in the league.


As the league continued to grow it became a more formal organization as its league memberships started to stabilize from the 1920s through the 1930s. In 1933 the first official NFL Championship game was played. This game would go down as the best game of the year, but it would also be noted for its lack of black players after the NFL unofficially stopped signing them.


The end of World War Two saw some major changes to the league’s internal governing body structure. The league president was exalted to a more prominent seat of power as the league Commissioner. The position aligned with the offices of various other major sporting league structures such as Major League Baseball. In 1946 the NFL started to once again sign black players. By 1950 the leagues toughest competitor the All-America Football Conference had folded and most of their teams were integrated into the NFL.


The 1958 NFL’s season championship game became one of the most remembered football games to have been played in history. It was dubbed as “The Greatest Game Ever Played” boosting the NFL to become one of America’s most popular sports leagues.


In 1960 a new rival for the NFL’s sports league success was formed. The American Football League which proved to be a major success throughout the country. The AFL ran in direct competition to the NFL for six years before a merger was agreed upon by the two leagues in 1966. This culminated in the creation of one of America’s biggest annual sporting events the Super Bowl. Super Bowl I was played on the 15th January 1967 on the heels of the 1966 regular football seasons finally for both the AFL and NFL. Initially, the Super Bowl was intended as a playoff between the NFL and AFL champion teams until the finalization of the merger in 1970. Today the Super Bowl is all but considered as an unofficial national holiday in America by its staunch supporters. Super Bowl Sunday has gone on to frequently top the most watched sporting event each year in America. The Green Bay Packers (NFL) took home the first-ever Super Bowl title beating the Kansas City Chiefs (AFL) 35-10 (right).
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Today the league has expanded to a size of thirty-two teams and remains one of the most profitable football leagues due to various television contracts. Its well-devised labor agreements in the 1990s have assured no regularly scheduled game losses due to work stoppages.


The Beginnings of Professional Football


Known as gridiron football because of the fields vertical yard lines that are similar to that of the English sports of football and rugby. The game of American football as it is known today got it starts as a game played by universities in the United States.


Professional football was first started when the Allegheny Athletic Association (of Western Pennsylvania Senior Independent Football conference) offered two football players, namely Ben Donnelly and William Heffelfinger, each a hefty paycheck to play for the Association. The late nineteenth century through to the early part of the twentieth century had most football games being played regionally with very few games played against another state. It was not for a lack of trying to get a national league started such as the first NFL which has no affiliation with the current NFL. The First attempt at the NFL was started in 1902 and was backed by an association that would become Major League Baseball. The league managed to have two World Series of Pro Football tournaments before they were disbanded. There seemed to be no fan base interest in any of the attempts made to create new football circuits or combine the already established ones. The attempts at national leagues were up against heavily organized regional football circuits with their strong loyal supporting fan base. These leagues included the extremely well-organized New York Pro Championship League and the Ohio League that was home to the legendary Native American player and athlete Jim Thorpe.


In 1917 two of New York States teams, the Buffalo All-Stars and the Rochester Jefferson’s traveled to Ohio for a barnstorming tour. It was here that Leo Lyons, who at the time owned the Rochester Jefferson’s, got the idea of forming a league that would rival if not outdo the popularity of baseball. Baseball dominated the professional sporting circuits in the early 1900s in America. After the Jefferson’s lost to the Canton Bulldogs of which Jim Thorpe (right) both played and coached Lyons suggested the formation of a national league to him.


Lyon’s idea for the formation of a new national football league came up against quite a few obstacles in the early stages of life. Such as another proposed football league that was once again to be backed by a baseball league. Then there was a flu epidemic outbreak in 1918 and his vision was further upended by America’s participation in World War I. Most of the Ohio league players were hampered by war drafts of their players or strict travel restrictions that were put in place due to the flu. As a result, Ohio was put in the difficult situation of having to suspend all operations as they lost valuable players.
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Despite all the restrictions and drafting’s a few teams in New York still remained playing to a much-reduced schedule but still managed to survive the suspension. Some of these remaining teams were the Detroit Heralds from Michigan and Dayton Ohio’s Dayton Triangles. These teams accommodated the absorption of as many of the star football players from suspended teams that remained on US soil as possible.


The Great Lakes Navy Bluejacket football team (right) consisting of some players that would become football hall of famers, played against college football teams for the 1919 Rose Bowl and won. Paddy Driscoll, Jimmy Conzelman and George Halas not only served together but lead the Bluejackets to win the 1919 Rose Bowl. This saw a clear shift in the spreading of talent across larger geographical areas. Throughout 1919 professional football started to become further organized and more teams took to barnstorming tours. This also saw the rise of an informal Eastern Seaboard and Midwestern region circuits. The Midwestern regions which included Indiana, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Illinois, and upstate New York would play on Sunday. The second circuit was the Eastern Seaboard which encompassed teams from New Jersey, Philadelphia and New York City played on a Saturday in order to adhere to the blue laws. The NFL as it is known today was founded by the teams from the Midwestern circuit.


It was in the face of yet some more bidding wars threatening to erupt that teams in Ohio opted to go along with the formation of a national league. Having had bidding wars already significantly cause teams in both Ohio and Pennsylvania a lot of damage. These bidding wares were also costly and there was no telling if the sport would survive another round. Drastic steps had to be taken in order to stop the poaching of team’s best players leaving them vulnerable. A league would ensure that top players were evenly distributed throughout the teams. Leveling out the playing fields and reducing costs per team as they would not be put in a position where they had to stretch their coffers to keep their star players.
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A new league is born


It was in Canton, Ohio at a Hupmobile dealership that the American Professional Football Conference was formed on the 20th August 1920. The initial league members consisted of most of the Ohio League teams with a few of Ohio’s teams choosing not to join. The league expanded to include Rochester and Buffalo (from the New York League), Hammond (Chicago Squad team) and Detroit. The recruiting of these teams coincided with the renaming of the league to the American Professional Football Association on the 17th September 1920. At this time the squad consisted of eleven teams with Jim Thorpe playing for the Bulldogs. He was elected the first president of the APFA. That same year the Akron Pros (right) were the first team to win the new championship and only four of the eleven original league teams actually finished the schedule for the year.


The Leagues membership continued to grow and by 1921 it had twenty-two participating teams which included more league teams from New York. The league had little national acclaim throughout the 1920s and still could not boast to being a major national sport. The league’s membership, although having increased substantially, was still not very stable. The New Hayden Building in Columbus, Ohio became the league’s headquarters and on June the 24th 1922, it once again undertook a name change to become the National Football League (NFL).


The NFL has seen many franchises over the years with two of the original founding member teams still in play today. The Chicago Bears who were originally the Decatur Stanleys and the Arizona Cardinals who were the Chicago Cardinals have been with the league since its inception in 1920. The Green Bay Packers who were founded as the Green Bay Acme Packers in 1919 only started playing with the league in 1921. They are the only team in the league to have never changed location. In 1925 the New York Football Giants (known as the New York Giants) became members of the NFL with the Portsmouth Spartans joining not long after in 1930. The Spartans since became the Lions after being relocated to Detroit in 1934. Some of the original NFL League teams from the Cleveland, Chicago, Detroit, and Buffalo regions that have since folded still hold representation from new franchises in the areas. Such as the Indianapolis Colts that started as the Baltimore Colts and have some of the roots in founding teams such as the Dayton Triangles.


Most of the early championships winners were determined by the teams that had the best win-loss rate. This was not very fair when some teams got to play more games than other teams in the league did. The lack of a clearly organized structure within the then APFA became clear as some teams were scheduled to play games against non-league teams, collegiate or amateur teams. This resulted in the need of a tiebreaker in 1921, which was only the second regular APFA season. The structure had not changed much within the newly organized NFL which became clear in 1925 with a title dispute and a need for an impromptu playoff in 1932 that had to be scheduled in an indoor arena. Teams were being constantly added to and removed from the leagues yearly roster. Franchises were haphazardly bought and sold at the whim of a team owner in order to get the team’s star player folding the team once they got the rights to the player. The New York Giants took over the Wolverines in 1928 in order to gain the rights to Benny Friedman before folding the Wolverines. Owners of franchises in one city were known to trade for one in another city such as what happened to the Detroit Wolverines, Canton Bulldogs, and the Cleveland Bulldogs.
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Three new teams were admitted to the NFL in 1933 they were the Eagles, Pirates and the Cincinnati Reds. The NFL now consisted of ten league teams and through pressure from some of the league’s team owners it was decided to split the league into two divisions. The Western Division that would have the Chicago Bears, Chicago Cardinals, Cincinnati Reds, Green Bay Packers, and the Portsmouth Spartans. The Eastern Division which consisted of the New York Giants (right), The Pittsburgh Pirates, Boston Redskins, Brooklyn Dodgers and Philadelphia Eagles. George Halas and George Preston Marshall, the original driving forces between the split divisions, further convinced the league into forming an NFL Championship Game which would be a playoff between the two divisions season winners.


Most of the smaller town league teams with the exception of the Green Bay Packers had either been replaced by larger city teams or had their teams uprooted to a bigger city by 1934. With pressure on teams to gain more spectator support in order to keep the teams from folding or being swallowed by larger ones, even the Green Bay Packers started to play more home games in the larger Milwaukee Stadium. The corporate headquarters of the NFL itself was moved from Columbus, Ohio to Chicago in 1941.


Most of the early league teams took their names from other well-known major sporting league teams. In particular that of the Major Baseball League teams such as the Cincinnati Reds, Brooklyn Dodgers, New York Yankees, Buffalo Bison’s, Pittsburgh Pirates, Detroit Tigers, and Cleveland Indians.


The 1930s saw a few changes in the NFL with it holding its first ever annual college football player draft in 1936. The Dodgers won over the Eagles of 23-14 at Ebbets field on the 22 October 1939 became the first ever televised NFL game. The Boston Braves joined the NFL in 1932 bringing with them its owner George Preston Marshall. Marshall went on to be the instigated of many changes in the NFL including that of player segregation in 1933. In order to appease their Southern Supporters many an NFL team owner followed Marshalls whites-only policy with a result there were no black professional football players until the 1950s. Even after the policy was overturned Marshall refused to let any blacks into his team the Washington Redskins. His policy for his team was upheld until the team was forced to become integrated in 1962 during the Kennedy administration.
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George Preston Marshall for all his bigotry still managed to make some great contributions to the NFL such as championship games, better-fixed scheduling and separate conferences. It is for this reason that he is a charter member of the Pro Football Hall of Fame.


Professional football started to rival the more popular college football by the end of World War II. Fans were beginning to move towards supporting the professional games especially as rule changes in the games started to give way to a faster game with T-Formation innovations and games that gave higher scoring rates. By 1945 the league had expanded from just the Midwest with the transfer of the Cleveland Rams to Los Angeles the league got a foot in on the West Coast. In 1949 the All-American Football Conference folded, and the NFL took three of its teams the San Francisco 49ers, Baltimore Colts and the Cleveland Browns on board in 1950. It was during this year that the NFL once again changed its name to the National-American Football League. But the name only stuck for three months before it was changed back the National Football League.


The championship game that was dubbed the “Greatest Game Ever Played” in the NFL history was in 1958. It was the first ever nationally televised NFL game played between the New York Giants and the Baltimore Colts (right). The game was one that kept the spectators on their seats culminating in a spectacular ending. This was the game that put the NFL on the road to becoming one of the most popular sporting leagues in America and earning professional football its rightful place as a major sport.


The NFL and American Football League (AFL) Merger


The NFL struggled to regain its foothold in 1946 after World War II and the stress especially with the pressure of the AFL (was the American Association that renamed itself to the American Football League after WWII) the commissioner of the NFL, Elmer Layden stepped down. Bert Bell was elected as the commissioner thereafter accepting the position with the condition that the headquarters for the NFL was moved to Philadelphia. Bert Bell had a valuable impact on the NFL from the time he took over as commissioner until his untimely death at Franklin Field where he had a heart attack during the Steelers-Eagles game in 1959. Bell had transformed the NFL into a huge commercial success and had gained the league increased popularity. It was not too long after the death of Burt Bell that the NFL’s head offices were once again moved. This time they were moved to Manhattan where they still remain today.
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Throughout most of the 1950s, the NFL reigned as the most popular league for professional football. Even with the inception of new leagues threatening their popularity at least once a year the league kept its professional football status unchallenged. That was until a group of would-be football owners got fed up with being turned down on their efforts to buy into the NFL. The group that included some minority franchise owners in the NFL such as Ralph Wilson and Harry Wiseman along with Bud Adams and Lamar Hunt started a new AFL league in 1960. This league was in no means associated with any of the previous leagues known as the American Football League. Even though the group soon became known as the “Foolish Club” they were the fourth club that stood to challenge the NFL’s standing in the pro football scene. They also proved to be the most formidable challengers in the NFL’s history.


The AFL soon started to compete with the NFL for players and this included the annual college drafts. The war for players between the two leagues soon started to drive up players’ salaries and in 1965 the AFL scored one over the NFL when they signed quarterback Joe Namath (right) who passed over the St. Louis Cardinals (NFL) for the New York Jets (AFL). He signed with the AFL for record earnings of the era of $427,000. Competition between the leagues escalated until in 1966 the New York Giants (NFL) signed one of the Buffalo Bills (AFL) placekickers, Pete Gogolak. The Giants had broken what was a silent agreement between the leagues and pouched one of the AFL’s star players. The AFL retaliated as then Commissioner Al Davis went on a mission to sign up as many of the NFL top players as he could. He was especially interested in the star quarterbacks of the NFL’s best teams. As Davis embarked on his campaign against the NFL some of the NFL franchise owners were already deliberating on a way to end this rivalry against the leagues that was sorely threatening their teams.


Tex Schramm, who at the time was the General Manager of the Cowboys headed up the NFL committee that met with the AFL in order to negotiate a merger between the two leagues. The mergers agreement was brokered by Schramm and Hunt (the founder of the AFL) which was announced on the 8th June 1966. It was agreed that with the merger there would be some common ground such as a common annual draft and a World Championship game that would end the season and would be played between the two leagues. The World Championship Game became known as the Super Bowl I and proved to be an outstanding success. To date, the Superbowl remains one of the most watched sporting events in America with fans proclaiming Super Bowl Sunday as an unofficial holiday (right).
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New Orleans was given an NFL franchise from the efforts of the AFL and Louisiana federal Congressmen that managed to push for the passing of Public Law 89-900 ultimately allowing for the merger and exempting Anti-Trust restrictions. As a monopoly would be created with the merger it would need an act of Congress to legitimize it. The merger was cleared with the two leagues merging under the NFL’s name in 1970. The NFL was divided into two different conferences each conference would have an equal number of teams. Since the NFL had six more teams than the AFL three of its team were moved to the AFC (AFL Division of the NFL). The teams that were moved over were the Baltimore Colts, the Pittsburgh Steelers and the Cleveland Browns. There were two other teams that were added to the NFL as part of the merger deal, but they did not play in the league until 1976 due to their home stadiums not being able to accommodate the larger more well-known teams. Once the Tampa Bay Buccaneers and the Seattle Seahawks had successfully commissioned bigger more suitable stadiums, they each gained a franchise into the NFL along with a settlement figure of $18 million paid over 20 years to the AFL teams.


The AFL may have lost its identity to the NFL, but a lot of the league’s policies were taken on by the NFL. Such as the wide-open offensive rules, southern franchises, a game clock on the field, the player’s jerseys sporting their names, sharing the money made from television and gate sales and drafting from the smaller more predominantly black colleges.


The NFL may not have been able to do much about stopping players being drafted into World War I and World War II. But concerted efforts by both the NFL and AFL helped save many a football player from being sent to Vietnam during the war. This was done by the adoption of champagne units which kept their players from being deployed overseas instead they got to serve in lower risk duties or the National Guard inside the borders of the United States. Only one of the AFL’s players died in combat, Bob Kalsu of the Buffalo Bills who left the team to serve his country in the war. An NFL veteran, Don Steinbrunner, who had left pro football (played for the Cleveland Browns) for over ten years before the war in Vietnam also died over there in combat.
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Modern Day NFL


The 1970s saw the NFL become America’s number one spectator sport and was soon embedded into the America Culture. With the success of the Superbowl and the Monday Night Football series that became one of America’s top-rated TV-shows 1970 drastically turned things around for pro football. With the new clever mix of Television sports and entertainment as well as various football rule changes to ensure the game gave the fans lots of fast-paced action and passings American’s were soon glued to the sport.


The NFL has had a few challenges for dominance as the top sports league in America after the AFL the next threat to challenge them was the World Football League which was started in 1974 (right). Although due to financial difficulties it did not last very long it still managed to lure away some of the NFL’s top players. It also brought about the need for a few rules to be changed within the NFL. The WFL played for one whole season and could not financially sustain itself folding mid-way through its second season. Two of its team unsuccessfully tried to join the NFL after the WFL folded these teams were the Memphis Southmen and the Birmingham Vulcans.


The next major challenge to the NFL’s Dominance came in the form of the United States Football League founded in 1974. One of its founding members being Donald Trump. Although the well-funded USFL flaunted some of the big-name players and lucrative national TV deal the league made a grave error in trying to go up against the NFL in a head-to-head in the fall instead of keeping its spring niche. The USFL was already over-spent on the acquiring of its players and the USFL folded after giving the NFL a good run for its money for three consecutive seasons. In order to try and save the league, the USFL went on to sue the NFL for anti-trust damages. They failed to acquire the hundreds of million dollars they were suing for. With no funds, the league folded but it created a feud that has spanned three decades between Donald Trump and the NFL. In 2014 Donald Trumps failed attempt to purchase the Buffalo Bills franchise has only fueled his angst against the NFL even more. This hostility has bled into the Trump administration and his ire towards the 2016 national anthem protests.


Vince McMahon together with a disgruntled NBC that lost the NFL broadcast rights started another football league meant to challenge the NFL in 2001, XFL could not sustain itself financially and folded after only one season without any impact on the NFL. One thing the XFL did do was to relaunch the careers of former NFL players. It also brought about some innovative sports presentations breathing creativity into sports entertainment of which McMahon fully intend to use to his advantage when he attempts to relaunch XFL in 2020.
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In 2009 the United Football League has formed once again it was yet another league that was going to directly challenge the NFL’s status. The league never went forward with its plans to have teams in Los Angeles and New York offering salaries that were competitive with those of the NFL. Instead, it opted to cut salaries and took on a more complementary approach taking on teams in Omaha, Las Vegas and Sacramento. After sustaining huge financial losses the UFL folded. The NFL has been challenged by many leagues over the years, but none have yet to make a dent in the NFL’s popularity and some have not even made it to the first game.


The league made changes to its logo for the first time since 1980 in August 2007 which was used in the 2008 season. The changes showed that there were now only eight stars, one for each of the league’s division as opposed to the former twenty-five. The NFL lettering was changed from Italic to a straight serif font and that the football was shaped/positioned as the Vince Lombardi Trophy. The digitally designed logo was created for TV, media, clothing, and memorabilia although the shield logo dating back as far as the 1940s.


NFL International Expansion


In 1986 the NFL held some exhibition games outside of the United States in its venture into new international markets. This started with a series known as the American Bowl which ran which started in 1986. The American Bowl was held at various countries around the world before the league shut the games down in 2005. The NFL started the World League of American Football in 1991 which soon became known as NFL Europe and then NFL Europa. This league was a developmental one that had teams in countries such as Spain, Germany, the Netherlands, and Britain (opposite). The NFL Europa was ended by the NFL in 2007.


In 2005 the NFL took to playing one regular game of the season in Mexico City. This started was marketed as the Fútbol Americano game. This became the first regular season NFL game to be played outside the USA in the NFL’s history. The Miami Dolphins played the New York Giants for a regular season game in the Wembley Stadium (right) in London in 2008. This game sold over forty thousand tickets just minutes after the tickets went on sale. Gameday at Wembley Stadium saw an attendance of over 80000 fans. After that, the Tampa Bay Buccaneers played the New England Patriots in 2009 at Wembley and in 2010 the San Francisco 49ers played the Denver Broncos at the Wembley Stadium. The Buffalo Bills play an annual game in Toronto at the Rogers Center and it is called the “Bills Toronto Series” which started from the 2008/09 seasons. The Atlanta Falcons played the Detroit Lions as an away game of the 2014 series at Wembley Stadium. Estadio Azteca in Mexico was host to the 2016 season game between the Texans and the Raiders with the Raiders returning to this stadium in 2017 to play against the Patriots.
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