
        
            
                
            
        


		
			ADVANCE PRAISE FOR 1ST AND FOREVER

			“Football is all American. It always has been and always will be. Yet, nobody has their heads in the sand, starting with Bob Casciola. His lessons learned on all levels provide a gateway to lessons to be learned in the future on all levels. 1st and Forever is both a feel good and feel enlightened read for football fans present and future.” 

			—Chris Berman, ESPN

			 

			“The current concussion crisis that is plaguing football is a concern by all who love and appreciate the game. Concerned that the issue could prevent many young people from benefiting from the gridiron experience, Bob Casciola, one of football’s greatest ambassadors, who played and served as a coach and an administrator, has skillfully penned for us 1st and Forever answering the question as to why football must be preserved. Thanks Bob! This needed to be done.”

			—Vince Dooley, College Football Hall of Fame coach

			 

			“The deep-rooted affection that Bob Casciola has for the game of football resonates through the pages of 1st and Forever. He reveals the inner satisfaction an individual can achieve while playing a sport as well as the gratification of being a part of a team that needs all performers acting in concert to accomplish success…. This book is not about blocking and tackling, it’s about developing character and how a young man can grow and be a viable contributor to our society. All parents who have a son should read this book. Your understanding of the game of football and what it can do for young people will give you insights worthy of a deeper dialogue with your family.”

			—Bill Raftery, CBS Sports

			 

			“Bob Casciola’s words resonate in these pages as football is under siege in this country. Great men have played this game, and if we’re not careful an entire generation of greatness may never see the gridiron. Understanding how to protect the game but also grow the game is critical and his genuine approach here is heartwarming and effective.”

			—Tim Brando, Fox Sports

			 

			“Football could have no more authentic voice than Bob Casciola. “Coach Cas” has devoted his life to the game he loves.  Now he has written a timely and important book on why football is so central to our culture. This is an important read for those engaged in the defense of America’s favorite sport!” 

			—Robert L. Ehrlich, former governor of Maryland

			 

			“1st and Forever is just what the doctor ordered for football. A story about winners both on the field and off, this book can make anyone fall in love with the game and make diehards love it even more. Like me, Bob Casciola has spent a lifetime around the gridiron and no one is more qualified to paint a picture that casts football in the proper light to counter the shadows that have fallen across the hash marks. Sterling in its approach, convincing in its arguments, and timely in its message, 1st and Forever etches a portrait of a game that has its best days still ahead of it.”

			—Grant Teaff, College Football Hall of Fame Coach and Executive Director Emeritus of the American Football Coaches Association

			 

			“Bob Casciola has captured football at its very core, what always has and continues to make this the most popular sport in America. I played the game, my brother played the game, and now both my sons play the game. So I’ve gotten to see the game through their eyes as well and I’m seeing the same thing, the same benefits and positive experiences, that I saw through my own. And, in that respect, what amazes me the most about football is the strategy of the game changes, the pace of the game changes, the Xs and Os of the game changes, but the experience of football never changes. What my sons are getting from the game is the same thing I got from it and, more than anything else, 1st and Forever wondrously captures that spirit.” 

			—George Pyne, former president of IMG and NASCAR

			 

			“Football teaches those involved life skills, the importance of hard work, and provides opportunities for the future. It unites people, teams, families, and towns. Football fans all come together from different walks of life to cheer for their team and a common purpose bigger then themselves. 1st and Forever is about the game of football and its importance to America.” 

			—Jack Lengyel, legendary coach of Marshall University & former Director of Athletics, U.S. Naval Academy

			 

			“Coach, teacher, promoter, and defender of the game of college football, Bob Casciola has a seasoned and wizened view of the game with which he has had a lifetime affiliation.   He loves football and has seen countless kids benefit from the college game.  He has a salient message that puts in measured perspective why we should all redouble our efforts to preserve and protect the game we love.  Listen up.” 

			—Loran Smith, University of Georgia Athletic Association

			 

			“Bob Casciola and Jon Land have done an exceptional job of portraying the many contributions that the game of football has made and will continue to make for the athletes who participate in the game. Bob’s many experiences, insights, and profound successes throughout his career should bring encouragement and excitement to one and all who question the value and success of the sport on an individual level. This book is not only a tribute to a great sport but to all those whose lives have been touched by their own experiences.  1st and Forever is a truly great read about football at its best!”

			—Larry Kentera, ASU defensive coordinator 1967–79 and former head coach of Northern Arizona University
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			“The thing about football—

			the important thing about football—

			is that it is not just about football.”

			 

			—Terry Pratchett, 

			#1 New York Times bestselling author
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			FOREWORD

			BY ARCHIE MANNING

			“The Gold Medal is the highest and most prestigious award bestowed by the National Football Foundation. The award has been claimed by seven U.S. presidents, four U.S. generals, John Wayne, Jackie Robinson, John Glenn, and twenty-eight corporate CEOs. It has come to symbolize the game’s unique ability to build leadership and instill the will to compete in America’s young people which is critical to the future of our nation.”

			 

			—Mike Tirico, prior to the introduction of Archie Manning as the 2016 recipient 
of the National Football Foundation Gold Medal Award
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			I cannot adequately express my appreciation to the National Football Foundation for this honor, and I’m not just talking about tonight. I’m talking about the opportunity you’ve given me to contribute to the development of the sport that has become a part of the fabric of my life, the legacy of our family, and untold others across the nation and increasingly around the globe. 

			When I think about all the things about football that I appreciate, it’s the cherished friendships that top the list. More than gold or silver, football by any measure has enriched my life. It has truly been an honor to be part of this game. For all these years, I’ve lived by priorities that have also guided our household: faith, family, and football—in that order. Football is a game and despite what others say, it’s not even an approximation of war. In our home, discussion of the game is incomplete without family. Obviously, that includes the efforts of our sons, and this year our oldest son Cooper’s sixth grader, named Arch, will strap on a helmet and pads for the first time.

			But when there’s no DNA connection, no common ancestry, a football family is still made up of those people in your life who want you in theirs. Think of the offensive linemen who stand between the quarterback and being pounded to the turf, the trainer who ices a player down and wraps him up when all else seems to be falling apart. Think of the coaches, those dedicated, often underappreciated men, mostly guys who don’t coach for money; they do it for the love of developing young boys into men. Often that high school coach has a bigger impact on a young man’s life than anyone else in their lives. And the picture of family and football has to include a mother. Preparing a meal for her son before going out to play. I see her doling out sympathy after a defeat as naturally as a celebration hug. I see a snapshot of a jersey-wearing dad comforting a disappointed young man after missing a tackle, throwing an interception, or fumbling. I can hear the band, I can feel the rhythm of the cheerleaders’ chants. I smile at booster club pizza parties and Gatorade victory baths.

			You see, I grew up in a small town eighty miles from Oxford, Mississippi. I’d stroll down the street each autumn day catching leaves as they dropped from trees, imagining I was catching a football instead. I had no way to attend games, but I memorized the Ole Miss program, knowing every name, number, position, and hometown by heart. And Saturdays the radio immortalized the fortunes of my heroes like Jake Gibbs, Charlie Flowers, and others. Thousands of Mississippi kids dreamed of playing quarterback for Ole Miss and the legendary Johnny Vaught. And when all is said and done, my greatest thrill and honor in football was to be an Ole Miss quarterback.

			Faith. Yes, in this sport we have to have faith. Whether on the field or off, we tackle and learn to overcome obstacles with faith. Often times, our faith is our only avenue to a sense of peace. It defines how we come to believe in each and every member of the team, the people who have our backs and do their part to move the chains and light up the scoreboard. Football is a great game. Yes, people get hurt, and it clearly challenges one’s physical and mental courage. But in the process, it builds something that at every level teeters on the remarkable. It can be found in the determination of a third-string tackle aching for that chance, or kids choosing up on the playground or in a neighbor’s backyard.

			I understand that everything evolves, even our game. And like the changing seasons, everything goes in cycles, including how young people celebrate, how they want to dress different, be different. But it’s still a game of blocking, tackling, competing, and getting up after you’ve fallen down and doing it all over again. That’s called resilience. And no one can question the value of resilience in the ever-changing world around us. I’m a bit old-fashioned, but that’s okay. I admire when opponents show respect for each other, including that well-deserved postgame handshake.

			I’ve been chairman of the National Football Foundation for the past nine years. At times, I’ve been disheartened listening to the squawk of dissent and a growing chorus of harsh critics. I’ve been challenged, along with my counterparts, to help broker new bridges of understanding to grow the sport, bolster the disenchanted, and apply salve to the sport’s bruised reputation. But I’ve also been encouraged by the monumental strides we’ve made to make this a safer game.

			I can’t say it any more clearly than this: football matters. Sometimes we apply the word “pressure” to football. I get it. Last-second decisions have to be made as 300-pound linemen begin their charge, refs stand whistle in mouth, TV cameras zoom in for millions of fans who expect each move as the clock ticks down. However, it didn’t take much each week for me to remind my sons, and now my grandson, to focus on the fun. Celebrate the joy of playing, the camaraderie of team, knowing that every effort and everyone on that team matters. Now, at the end of the season, you hug your teammates and coaches goodbye and even put miles between you, but they’re never far from your mind, always in your heart, and forever a connection to home.

			So whether you stand on the sidelines, cheer from the stands, interact on a smartphone, or gather round the television for the national championship, football is America’s game. It’s up to us to be realistic, but by no means timid, as we imagine and build its future.

			 

			—From Archie Manning’s acceptance speech upon receiving the National Football Foundation’s Gold Medal Award at the Waldorf Astoria on December 6, 2016.

		


		
			
			INTRODUCTION:

			THE GOOD IN THE GAME

			My lifelong love affair with the game of football began thanks to a combination of a bicycle and a radio. I must’ve been eight or nine years old, maybe even younger. I was riding a bike around the sidewalk in front of my house. It was right after the end of World War II, and the radio was blaring from the front porch while I made tracks over the pavement. My four brothers were listening to a football game with their friends, hooting and hollering as if they were in the stands. All of them were older than me, the nearest in age, Al, still eleven years my senior, so I was used to being solitary. Then again, I really wasn’t alone, because there was the sound of the radio to keep me company. 

			I grew up in New Hyde Park on Long Island in New York. A working-class neighborhood where basketball hoops dotted the driveways and neighbors called each other by their first names, always ready with a smile or a helping hand. Back then, Notre Dame was the only college football team to have its games broadcast by a national radio network; in this case Mutual Radio, which meant the school’s games could be heard all over the country. And as I was pedaling about, mostly in circles, I heard the play-by-play man blare the name of Notre Dame’s famed quarterback, Angelo Bertelli, as he raced into the end zone for a touchdown.

			Angelo Bertelli?

			I didn’t know anything about football in those days. But I was old enough to recognize an Italian name when I heard it, and that was enough to make me stop pedaling about and listen, enraptured and close enough to the radio to hear the occasional crackle of static. I’d found a hero in a fellow Italian whose name could be heard from coast to coast, thanks to the fact that he was a football player.

			And if he could be a football player, I knew I could be a football player. I started out by playing catch and running routes with my brothers, especially Al. That prepared me for sandlot-style football, since we didn’t have anything like Pop Warner in those days. I attended a Catholic grade school at the time, a pretty big kid for my age, though chubby. Every Saturday all the kids would gather at, ironically enough, Notre Dame Church because there was a field behind it that was perfect for football. And every Saturday the kids from my school would play the kids from the public school, and the one thing both teams had in common was that everybody wanted to play quarterback, just like Angelo Bertelli. On those Saturdays, playing in an ad hoc league that was anything but organized, I fell in love up close with the game I’d first fallen in love with through the radio.

			Of course, back then I never imagined I’d be sharing my experiences with you in order to make a case for the future of football, why the sport matters now as much as it ever did, and why it needs to be saved. 

			Look, the game is in trouble. There’s a lot of pressure extending all the way down to youth football, and a lot of parents don’t want their kids to get involved in the sport. They see the risk of injury, especially concussions, to be too great. Who can blame them? There’s been so much negative publicity about the long and even short-term effects of playing the game that kids are either not picking up a helmet or turning theirs in.

			“Will marketers continue to want their brands associated with the game?” Marian Salzman wrote in the Huffington Post in March of 2015. “For now, many do—those audience numbers are hard to ignore—but a strong backlash is definitely brewing. To have a future, football will have to change. The game isn’t inherently awful (full disclosure: I loved entertaining clients at the Arizona-Nevada college football game in the fall, so I might be a hypocrite as well as a skeptic). And I know that there are far more good people involved with the sport than there are bad. But American football needs a reinvention—of its brand, its transparency, and its standards for behavior and, most of all, safety.”

			And Terry O’Neill, founder and CEO of Practice Like Pros, a nonprofit for player safety that opposes full-contact practices during the off-season or at any time before high school, told U.S. News and World Report almost a year later to the day that, “if the [National Football] league stands behind this statement—understanding the correlation that’s been established between head trauma and CTE, which is indisputable at this point—then there’s only two conclusions: contact youth football must stop immediately and high school football has to cut off as much full contact as we can.”

			That article was entitled “Does Football Have a Future?”

			I say it most definitely does, even though it has obstacles to overcome, confronting the sport with its greatest challenge since President Teddy Roosevelt threatened to ban football in the early 1900s unless changes were made.

			“An intercollegiate conference, which would become the forerunner of the NCAA, approved radical rule changes for the 1906 season,” the History Channel has reported on the subject. “They legalized the forward pass, abolished the dangerous mass formations, created a neutral zone between offense and defense, and doubled the first-down distance to ten yards, to be gained in three downs. The rule changes didn’t eliminate football’s dangers, but fatalities declined—to eleven per year in both 1906 and 1907—while injuries fell sharply. A spike in fatalities in 1909 led to another round of reforms that further eased restrictions on the forward pass and formed the foundation of the modern sport.” 

			In other words, we’ve been here before. And then, just as now, steps were taken to preserve both the integrity and the spirit of the game. Football not only survived, it prospered from the changes basically forced upon it in 1906, emerging ultimately stronger than ever.

			It has been said, in fact, that football is a measure of how far we have come as a country. At every level of competition, you see young men of varying backgrounds working together as a team, sharing a determination towards reaching a common goal. And in the process of reaching that goal having success, knowing failure, but most importantly having the opportunity to positively contribute.

			We need to promote what I call “the good in the game,” because there’s so much of it; too much to squander and rob people of the experience that has helped build so many lives and usher so many young people on to great futures and careers. I’m not saying that everyone should play the game, but I feel they should have the opportunity, the chance, to do so.

			I learned about all “the good in the game” because I was lucky enough to come into contact with the likes of men like Dutch Hafner, Bruce Gehrke, and Tom Cahill, along with Hall of Fame Princeton coaches Charlie Caldwell, Dick Colman, Dartmouth’s Bob Blackman, and Connecticut’s John Toner, who became far more than just coaches to me in my most formative years. They were men who understood that playing football wasn’t about the next four years of your life, it was about the next forty plus.

			And that’s why I decided to write this book, to promote all the good in this great game so other kids are given the same opportunities that I was. All sports can provide comparably great experiences, but football is different because there are so many people involved by nature. A college football team might boast a hundred players or more today, almost 10 times the size of a basketball squad or five times that of a soccer team. The result is exposure to more peers, more adults in the form of alums, fans, and coaches, and more opportunities to form the kind of life-changing experiences this book details as an example, again, of all the good that can come out of the game.

			“The game has a wake-up effect,” a terrific writer named Mark Edmundson chronicles of his experience playing football in his 2014 book Why Football Matters. “You find out fast that no matter who you are, you get rewarded for hard work.... When a boy is trying to grow up, football can be a force of education that works when no others can. The boy will listen to his coach and his teammates when he won’t listen to anyone else. What he’ll develop is what I began to develop on the rock-hard football practice field behind the stands at Hormel Stadium. He’ll start to have an identity. He’ll start to have character.”

			I think back to all the kids I recruited in Pennsylvania during my twenty plus years coaching, many of whose dads were coal miners and steel workers, and would be looking at a career in those mines or mills, too, if not for football. Some of them who you will meet in these pages have gone on to truly great things. I think back to the immigrants I coached for whom football became the essence of America, the very nature of the American Dream as their playing experience spring-boarded them to opportunities that never would’ve been there otherwise. You’re going to get to know some of them in these pages, too. And, I suspect, their stories will leave quite an impression on you, in large part because of the impression football made on them.

			In these pages, you’re going to meet a cross section of people who run the gamut of the American tapestry itself, coming to exemplify what’s best not just about the game, but also the country.

			 

			
					
•	Tom Cahill, the old-school coach who took over the storied Army program and ended up paving the way for a future two-time Super Bowl–winning coach’s career.

					
•	Staś Maliszewski, a Polish refugee who escaped Soviet domination to become one of the great defensive players in collegiate football.

					
•	Cosmo Iacavazzi, who blazed a path from the coal mines of eastern Pennsylvania to become a record-setting College Football Hall of Fame running back.

					
•	Charlie and Pete Gogolak, Hungarian refugees who ended up changing the game of football forever only because their upstate New York high school didn’t have a soccer program.

					
•	Grant Teaff, the coach of coaches who took the American Football Coaches Association to a whole new level toward the betterment of the game.

					
•	Jack Lengyel, who took over the Marshall football program in the wake of a devastating tragedy and restored hope to an entire school, town, and nation.

					
•	Frank Cignetti, an offensive genius whose lifetime in the game brought him home again, where he earned his ticket to the Hall of Fame.

					
•	Bob Hall, who recovered from a near-crippling injury while playing for Brown University to be drafted by the Minnesota Vikings.

					
•	Paul Savidge, a player nearly paralyzed on the football field whose injury inspired a long and distinguished career in medicine.

					
•	Murry Bowden, a Texas cowboy who rode the ranges of Dartmouth College to football greatness, a Hall of Famer who later lent his skills to the construction of the College Football Hall of Fame in Atlanta.

					
•	Steve Jordan, an All-American and six-time NFL All-Pro tight end who went on to parlay his greatest feats on the football field to even greater things off it.

					
•	Reggie Williams, the linebacker many consider to be the finest in the storied history of the Cincinnati Bengals who was a finalist for the job of NFL commissioner after nearly losing his leg.

					
•	Mark Whipple, a football lifer who has succeeded at every level, including a Super Bowl victory with the Pittsburgh Steelers, where he coached Ben Roethlisberger.

					
•	Don McPherson, the legendary Hall of Fame Syracuse quarterback who has turned his passions to waging a war on violence against women.

					
•	Bob Ehrlich, who blazed a trail from the football fields of Gilman School and Princeton University to the Maryland governorship.

					
•	Chad Hennings, who won three Super Bowls over his nine years with the Dallas Cowboys, after serving as a U.S. Air Force fighter pilot during Operation Desert Storm.

					
•	Dr. Tom Catena, who went from the trenches playing for Brown University to being the only doctor for 400 square miles, and over 100,000 people, in the Sudan.

					
•	Dr. Augustus White, a groundbreaking physician, “the Jackie Robinson of orthopedics,” who overcame the racism of the deep South to become a football player, war hero, and orthopedist of historic renown.

					
•	Danny Wuerffel, a Heisman Trophy–winning quarterback who has given back far more than he ever took from the game.

					
•	Buff Donelli, a coach who helped turn veterans of World War II into teachers and coaches after they played for him at Boston University.

					
•	William Campbell, “the coach of Silicon Valley,” for whom the Campbell Trophy is named in recognition of the example he set both on the field and off.

					
•	Steve Hatchell, the president of the National Football Foundation who keeps the torch of the greatness that is football burning.

			

			 

			Their stories have one thing in common, the italicized word from Mark Edmundson’s quote above: character. These are people of exceptional character who became who they are in large part because of their experience in and exposure to the game. They come from different backgrounds, different worlds, even different countries; in that sense encompassing what our country itself is all about. Brought together in life and in these pages thanks, again, to the game to which they have given as much as they received. They serve as shining examples of all that is good, not just in football but also America.

			It’s a lot more than wins and losses, in other words. It’s the experience of the game itself that’s just too important to shun or shed aside. Yes, we have work to do, issues we need to work on, and we’ll address those in these pages, too.

			“Nearly every man who has played ball and grown from it,” Mark Edmundson wrote in his concluding chapter of Why Football Matters, “has, I’m sure, drawn on his former football-playing strength at one time or another. You got fired, you got divorced. Your child got sick and you have to stop your life as it is and begin living for the child. And when it happens (and it happens to almost everyone), you have no idea where you’ll find the strength you need. You go home and you just look into your hands and you call on God or Jesus or your patron saint. And maybe that helps. But in my experience, nothing helps you to fight a battle like having fought one before and come out OK. Bad luck befalls you and you never know how you’re going to deal with it, because it seems like nothing comparable has occurred before. But then you think back and you hear the old coaches and you remember what you achieved on the football field that maybe by rights you shouldn’t have been on. Earlier you didn’t know where you were going to get the strength, but now—now maybe you do.”

			So I’m writing this book to give back to football, because football has given so much to me. I’ve had no greater pleasure in my life than watching my grandson Will Twyman (pictured with me on the opening page of this chapter) play the game, earning first-team All-Ivy League, All-New England linebacker honors for Brown University both his junior and senior years. I want other grandfathers and grandsons to get that same opportunity, to experience not four years of a sport’s effects, but forty plus instead. Because as far as football is concerned, we’re at a kind of metaphorical first down in a game that deserves to last forever.

			 

			* * *

			 

			Remember how this introduction started with me riding around on my bicycle and hearing the name Angelo Bertelli over the Mutual Radio broadcast of Notre Dame football? When I got to Princeton to play football, our games were broadcast on radio out of Newark, New Jersey. One day, the new color man came down to the field to introduce himself to the players. I knew something was familiar about him even before he stuck out his hand and said, “Angelo Bertelli, nice to meet you.”

			The station had hired him to do the “color” for our games.
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			THE CIRCLE OF FOOTBALL

			“I obviously take a lot of pride in what I do on the football field, because that has the ability to influence a lot of people. That puts smiles on people’s faces. That gives people a pep in their step on Monday morning when they go back to work.”

			 

			—Drew Brees, National Football Foundation Scholar Athlete, 2000

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

			MY LIFE IN THE GAME—
“THIS KID HAS GOT SOME POSSIBILITIES”
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			I’d learn later that Angelo Bertelli had been recruited out of Springfield, Massachusetts. He’d become the first Notre Dame player to ever win the Heisman Trophy, even though Bertelli’s career was interrupted by a stint in the Marine Corps, where he distinguished himself as much as he did on the gridiron.

			When Bertelli entered Notre Dame in 1940, he was six feet, one inch tall and 173 pounds, a skinny but highly regarded tailback in the single-wing formation used by most college teams. When Coach Elmer Layden left to become commissioner of the National Football League, Notre Dame appointed Frank Leahy to replace him and Leahy immediately noticed Bertelli’s passing talents, something he’d missed in his original scouting assessment when he’d been head coach at Boston College. As a sophomore, Bertelli, still a single-wing tailback, led the nation with a 56.9 percent passing average, completing seventy of 123 attempts.

			In 1942, Leahy switched to a modified T formation, in which Bertelli would play under the center and take every snap. As he told his budding star, “Bert, you’re the finest passer and the worst runner I’ve ever coached.” 

			That summer, preparing for his new role, Bertelli said he took “a thousand snaps...maybe a million.” Bertelli and the T formation were an immediate success. He passed for 1,039 yards and ten touchdowns. Celebrated sportswriter Grantland Rice referenced Bertelli as “the T formation magician.”

			During his senior year in 1943, the Marine Corps activated Bertelli after six games of Notre Dame’s 10-game season. In the six games Bertelli started in, he threw 36 passes, completing 25 with 10 touchdowns. Bertelli’s six-game 1943 performance was enough to win the Heisman Trophy, earning 648 votes. During Bertelli’s three seasons, Notre Dame lost only three games. In 1943, Notre Dame won by a score of 43–5 on average. Bertelli’s collegiate career earned him multiple awards. He was named to the 1942 and 1943 All-American teams. In the Heisman voting for America’s outstanding college football player, Bertelli finished second in 1941 and sixth in 1942 before capturing the trophy in 1943. Though on active duty with the Marine Corps, the Boston Yanks selected Bertelli as their number one draft choice in 1944. Bertelli would eventually be inducted into the College Football Hall of Fame in 1972.

			 

			* * *

			 

			Like Angelo Bertelli, all four of my older brothers served in World War II. While I was chugging along through grade school, my brother Al was a tanker who landed at Normandy. Proceeding on with the Eighth Army, he was knocked out of three tanks and was awarded the Purple Heart. Upon returning, he married a gal from Mineola, New York, and decided I was going to be the first member of the family to go to college. To give me the best shot at that, he wanted me to go to high school in Mineola instead of the local high school. We used the home address of his wife’s mother so I could enroll there in what was the closest thing I ever committed to a National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) rules violation.

			Mineola High was a fine school academically, but it also introduced me to organized football—a lot different, obviously, than the sandlot ball I was used to. I made the freshmen/junior varsity team, an accomplishment in itself. I didn’t play much, but Jim Brown, the assistant who coached the JV, saw enough to see something in me.

			“This kid has got some possibilities,” he told the school’s head coach and athletic director, Ken “Dutch” Hafner. “Give him a chance.”

			Hafner was a Springfield College graduate, going to school not far from where Angelo Bertelli had grown up. He listened to Coach Brown and put me in the starting lineup my sophomore year, where I remained for the next three seasons, never missing a game. During my senior season, he called me into his office and, in his gruff voice that sounded as if his words were strained through gravel, he asked me a question.

			“How’d you like to go to Princeton?”

			Hafner was born and raised in Lawrenceville, New Jersey, and had grown up in the shadows of Princeton University—just a few miles away. He’d fixated on finding a player who was right for the school through his entire coaching career up until that point, and he believed he’d finally found one in me. I was a good enough student and, he believed, a good enough football player for the school.

			See, I was very lucky to have people like Dutch Hafner around me who were more than coaches, including Hafner’s top assistant, Bruce Gehrke, a fellow Long Island guy from Floral Park. He’d been the last three-sport varsity athlete at Columbia and played in the famous game when Columbia upset Army in 1947. He was drafted by and played in the NFL for the New York Giants for a year. Eventually, Gehrke would go on to succeed Hafner as head coach. And in my time at Mineola High he had a great influence on me, not only on the field but also in the classroom. 

			I wasn’t the only player Hafner, Gehrke, and the entire staff took a real interest in, just the only one earmarked for Princeton. And the idea of being the first in my family to not only attend college, but a college on that level, was magical in the same way hearing Angelo Bertelli’s name over Mutual Radio had been, and just as impactful on my life.

			Princeton saw the same qualities and potential in me that Coach Hafner had. But I was only seventeen years old and the school felt that perhaps I wasn’t quite ready for either the academic or football rigors. So the Princeton coaches asked me if I’d consider going to prep school to hone my skills both in the classroom and on the field. So here I was, the first kid in my family to go to college, being asked to consider staying in high school an extra year.

			What sealed the deal for me was the opportunity to play at not just any prep school, but the Manlius School, then a famed feeder to West Point with a great football program under the leadership of an ex-army officer from the Syracuse area named Tom Cahill. My brother drove me up there to visit the school, where I met the headmaster, athletic director, and Coach Cahill himself. I took an entrance exam and 10 minutes later the headmaster came out of his office after reviewing the test.

			“You did very well,” he told me, “and we’re prepared to offer you a full scholarship.” 

			I reported early to Manlius to take part in preseason football practice. There were 29 of us in all, many there in the hope of using Manlius as a springboard to a college football career. But early on I wasn’t sure how long I’d be able to last. We were thrown to the lions in the form of two-a-day practices in the blistering heat, and after about the third day, I called home and spoke to my mother following the morning practice.

			“Mom,” I said, choking back tears, “there’s no way I can make this team. They’re so good. I have to come home.”

			“Bobby,” she said, “you have to stay. You can’t come home. You have to stay. So go back there and do better. You can!”

			So back to practice I went and, sure enough, things started to fall in line, especially after the grueling two-a-day practices finally ended and we got into more football. All of us would be playing both ways, on offense as well as defense. But as a lineman on both sides of the ball, it was easy to get beat up each and every day.

			Our entire schedule, all seven games, was primarily against college freshman teams. Stiff competition, to say the least, that we’d be hard-pressed to match. But we beat every team we played, some of them handily. Our record was 6-0 when the final game of our season arrived.

			Against the plebes of West Point, Army’s freshman team. A tall order, to say the least!

			Our game was scheduled for Michie Stadium, cavernous and massive by any estimation, but especially to us Manlius kids. There was a road beyond the grandstand on our side of the field and a reservoir in view just beyond that. As we were warming up, the plebes made their dramatic entrance, over seventy of them, running single file down the Army sideline with a thunderous roar that sounded like a stampede, headed for the opposite end zone. An impressive sight for sure, but also an intimidating one.

			Suddenly we all heard Coach Cahill’s booming voice. “Look at the reservoir!” he shouted at us. “Look at the reservoir!”

			He didn’t want us any more intimidated than we already were by the spectacle of the Cadets’ powerful appearance.

			Minutes later, we gathered in an utterly silent locker room normally used by opponents of Army’s nationally-ranked varsity team, at which point Coach Cahill uttered his famous pregame remarks.

			“They got one thing in mind,” he started, referring to the Army plebes we were about to take on. “They’re primed and cocked to knock your jocks off. Gentlemen, the hay is in the barn. Let’s go get ’em!”

			So twenty-nine kids ran onto the field at Michie Stadium to take on the mighty Cadets. I can’t tell you exactly what Coach Cahill meant by his oft-repeated “the hay is in the barn” phrase, but it became part of his legendary coaching career, adding to the mystique surrounding him that remains to this day. As for that day, we dominated the Army plebes and beat them 14–0, solidifying our undefeated season that ranked us as the best team in the Manlius School’s storied history and sending me happily on my way to Princeton the following fall.

			 

			1953 UNDEFEATED MANLIUS SCHOOL FOOTBALL TEAM

			 

			John Andrusko

			Joe Bonifacio

			Bob Casciola

			Paul Cambo

			Dick Chester

			Don Chirlin

			Bill Creighton

			Bruce Church

			Don Clark

			Jim Diblee

			Bob Garn

			Gene Grabosky

			Steve Klein

			Mo Knudsen

			John Lawrence

			Bob Misere

			Neil McEachren

			Ray Morey

			Hal Northrup

			Al O’Neil

			Fred Pordum

			Ralph Redling

			Bob Renzi

			Steven Robinson

			Ed Ryan

			Paul Stoecker

			Bob Tallgren

			Al Wertheimer

			Dave Wheeler

			 

			* * *

			 

			I went straight from the Princeton playing field at Palmer Stadium to the sidelines in 1958. Dick Colman had been appointed Princeton’s interim head coach my senior year in 1957 after Charlie Caldwell took sick with what turned out to be stomach cancer. Replacing a Hall of Fame head coach who’d been named national Coach of the Year in 1951, when Princeton was ranked sixth in the nation, was no easy chore, but Colman handled it seamlessly and with the kind of class that typified his character. We went up to play Brown in Providence, Rhode Island, when he called us all together to tell us that Charlie had passed away. After the season, Colman had the “interim” removed from his title and was named head coach, proceeding by necessity to move around several coaches on the staff. I was going into the army in January of 1959 the following year, so Colman said, “Why don’t you coach for me in the fall before you go in?”

			So my coaching career wasn’t something I ever planned on; as a matter of fact, I’d been offered a job with a major bank in New York City. It just sort of happened, as a matter of convenience, but being back on the football field for the 1958 Princeton football season convinced me I never wanted to leave it. After I got out of the army, I called Coach Colman to see if my old job was still available and it was. He welcomed me back and, after three years coaching the freshmen, I moved up to the varsity level, where I coached the linebackers and defensive ends from 1961 through 1965.

			But I was already starting to get antsy. While I was coming to the conclusion that being a football coach was what I wanted to do, I also realized I wouldn’t be able to advance those ambitions coaching with a team that still relied on the old single-wing. I needed to learn, to master, the T formation to have a real opportunity to advance. I got the opportunity to do just that when the legendary Bob Blackman at Dartmouth called me regarding a spot that had opened up on his staff—coaching defensive ends and linebackers. Dartmouth had perfected the T under Blackman, who himself was a master of multiple formations that enabled him to win several Ivy League titles, including 1966, my first year there.

			Three years later, I got a call from John Toner, then head coach for the University of Connecticut Huskies, who asked me to make the drive down to Storrs to meet with him. Normally, it’s Dartmouth that’s associated with snow, but I ended up stuck for two days when a blizzard struck Connecticut, giving me even more time to talk with John about what was to become my next move up the coaching ladder.

			“Bob, they’re going to make me the athletic director here,” he told me. “I can’t do that and coach football. So if you’re willing to make the move, I’ll put you in charge of the defense and make you head coach within a year.”

			I spent four years at Connecticut, highlighted by winning a Yankee Conference title in 1971. Coaching at the University of Connecticut, a state university, was a unique and rewarding experience—especially working with kids from the inner city. Led by a quality administrator and coach in Toner, our staff was composed of people with varying football backgrounds from high school experiences all the way to the college level. Men like Nick Nicolau, Joe Giannelli, Bob Weiss, “Red” Kelin, Len Rivers, Tom Kopp, Andy Baylock, Tom Ryan, Joe Pascale, Roy Lawrence, Gary Blackney, and a young Chris Palmer, who went on to a successful career coaching in the NFL. All with personalities and talents that made them something special.

			I might have stayed at Connecticut longer if the head coaching job hadn’t opened up at Princeton after Dick Colman retired and his successor, Jake McCandless, stepped down. So I went home again in 1973, but I guess Thomas Wolfe was right in this case, since going home proved challenging at best. The school had let the program go a bit, at the same time Harvard, Yale, Penn, Dartmouth, and Brown had improved their teams considerably—Brown especially, because of a great friend of mine, John Anderson, with whom I’d run a football camp on Lake Winnipesaukee in New Hampshire for several years. We just couldn’t compete the way we used to or needed to. In the wake of five less than stellar seasons, Princeton decided to move in a different direction. I got out of coaching and went into banking and investments with the First National State Bank, the largest bank in New Jersey. I did well and rose to become a senior vice president.

			That’s when I got a call from the owners of the New Jersey Nets, five guys who were all business. They’d offered my good friend Dave Gavitt, head basketball coach of the Providence Friars (who he’d taken to the Final Four in 1973 before going on to establish the Big East), the job of executive vice president and chief operating officer.

			“Dave turned us down,” one of the owners said, “so we asked him if he could recommend someone else. He told us he knew this guy, not a basketball guy, but give him two years, Dave said, and he’ll know more than anybody.” 

			I took the job in 1987 and ran the Nets for five years, when I got a call from the head of the National Football Foundation and College Football Hall of Fame, Bill Pearce.

			“We’re looking for a new executive director,” Bill said. “You’ve been recommended to us, and we’d like very much to talk with you.” 

			“Who recommended me?” I asked him.

			“Jake Crouthamel.”

			Jake was a great player at Dartmouth who coached with me when I was in Hanover and took over as head coach after Bob Blackman left for Illinois. He then went on to be athletic director at Syracuse, rising to become one of the top ADs in the country.

			The National Football Foundation offered me the job to run the entire operation, and I accepted the opportunity to go back to football, my true love. Years later, I attended a dinner in Providence, Rhode Island, where Dave Gavitt was being honored, and he couldn’t resist turning the screws a bit.

			“Bob, will you stand up?” he called to me when his time came to speak. “Some of you may know Bob Casciola. I want to introduce him tonight because for twenty-five years I listened to his Princeton bull, and it took two Dartmouth guys to get him his last two jobs.”

			I stayed at the National Football Foundation for fourteen years, during which time we moved the College Hall of Fame from its original location in Kings Mill, Ohio to South Bend, Indiana, home of Notre Dame, where the great Angelo Bertelli had stoked my interest in the game all those years before. What a wonderful opportunity it was for me to join an organization that is looked upon by all of football as the model of all that is “good” about the game.

			An organization that today, under the leadership of its chairman, Archie Manning, and its president, Steve Hatchell, continues to grow the game with its 120 plus chapters across the country and its newly relocated and spectacular College Football Hall of Fame in Atlanta.

			 

			* * *

			 

			Over the years, by the way, I ended up becoming great friends with Angelo Bertelli of all people, and I remember this legendary Heisman Trophy winner telling me once, “Thank goodness Frank Leahy came along with the T formation. I could throw the damn ball, but I couldn’t run a lick.”
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