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For my Mom, Bea Greenberg, who never missed a game, and my Dad, Ted Greenberg, who taught me how to play. 






And for my wife, Andrea, and my daughters, Allie and Samantha, who were there from the beginning and who rooted for me every day.








Introduction

Football wasn’t always a game dominated by strong-armed quarterbacks flinging the ball sixty yards downfield. In its beginnings football was mostly a messy affair in which brave men with altogether insufficient protective equipment would carry the melon-shaped ball into an angry thicket of defenders and scratch and plod and push for yardage. Rarely was football real estate acquired by way of the forward pass. The ball was so large that most players couldn’t grip and throw it; the best they could do was hold it in their palm and heave it. That’s why photographs of quarterbacks posing as if to pass in those early days evoked the image of a shot-putter in football pants.

Herman Maisin recalled those Neanderthal times. For more than seven decades, Maisin was the editor of the instructional magazine Scholastic Coach, a how-to bible for coaches and athletes filled with pictorial essays and articles featuring some of the sporting world’s great performers. He was ninety-four years old when I met him in his Manhattan apartment to talk about Benny Friedman. They had first met in Scholastic’s offices, where Benny had come to discuss doing a photo shoot on the art of the forward  pass. “When he introduced himself, I went crazy,” Maisin recalled enthusiastically, as if the meeting had taken place forty-five minutes rather than forty-five years ago. “He’d been a sort of idol of mine . . . a Jewish kid, the greatest quarterback that ever was, all that sort of stuff.”

Friedman did the photo shoot for Scholastic, throwing pass after pass to a group of high-school receivers until the camera had captured what it needed. Maisin recalled that every one of Benny’s passes was “on the button,” not especially remarkable for an experienced quarterback—until you consider that the quarterback was sixty years old at the time, forty years past his all-American days at the University of Michigan, and thirty-five years past a groundbreaking professional career during which he and Red Grange carried a fledgling enterprise called the National Football League on their backs.

Friedman and Maisin became good friends after that Scholastic photo shoot, often dining together and reminiscing about Benny’s glorious days at Michigan and with the New York Giants, with Friedman, never in short supply of ego, doing most of the reminiscing. One day, Maisin recalled, Benny stopped him in his tracks with a question.

“Herman,” Benny queried, “do you think anyone would want to write a book about me?”

Maisin’s initial reaction wasn’t what Benny had hoped for. Benny was without question a major star, a celebrity, in his heyday, but Maisin told him that too much time had passed since then, that, in essence, it was too late for a book.

On reflection, Herman’s response discomfited him. He realized that Friedman’s story was eminently worthy of a book, regardless of the passage of time. Indeed, in the case of a prominent, influential life that over time has, for whatever reason, been overlooked, that has fallen through history’s cracks, the passage of time compels the retelling. Benny Friedman’s life was such a life.

At Michigan, beginning in 1924, the uniquely talented Friedman startled defenses with his spectacular passes. At that time defenses stacked their players at the line of scrimmage to smother the run, all but ignoring the threat of a pass. But Friedman’s passes came on any down and from anywhere on the field. Then Benny went to the nascent NFL—where fan interest and press coverage were scant in the shadow of the sporting behemoth called college football—and stunned the pros. Coaches devised formations to thwart Benny’s passing attack; defenders were forced to play off the line and spread the field. “Benny Friedman was responsible for changing the entire concept of defense,” insisted the great Grange, Benny’s frequent rival.

Friedman’s talents thrilled fans, and NFL owners realized that the popularity and growth of their league depended on the exciting brand of football that a vibrant passing game would bring. They slimmed down the ball, making it easier to throw, and eliminated rules that had discouraged passing. Thus did Benny Friedman help launch football toward the passing-dominated modern era during which the NFL became an American obsession. He revolutionized his sport, much as Babe Ruth (Benny’s Roaring Twenties contemporary) revolutionized baseball with his towering home runs and Bobby Orr revolutionized hockey by popularizing the “offensive defenseman.”

Friedman emerged at a time of rising anti-Semitism, when Jews were struggling to become a part of the fabric of America. The handsome son of working-class Orthodox Russian immigrants was in his day as inspirational to American Jews as were the two most celebrated Jewish-American athletes, Hank Greenberg and Sandy Koufax. He was hugely popular in his prime and the highest-paid footballer of his day: the New York Giants paid him $10,000 a season when most players were lucky to make $150 a game.

But though Greenberg and Koufax are well-remembered, as are Grange and other football stars of Benny’s time, Benny has been largely forgotten. It is not entirely clear how that came to pass, but almost certainly Friedman’s personality had something to do with it. He had an ego nearly equal to his prodigious talent, and such a degree of self-appreciation is generally not one’s best friend. His efforts later in life to remind others of his greatness seemed only to hasten, and deepen, the fading of his star. In 1982, sick and anguished and feeling forgotten, he took his own life.

Benny Friedman was a complex man, blessed with otherworldly talent but also afflicted with human frailties. On the football field, however, he  was always at home. “Has Mike Ditka been tipped off to the fact that ever since Benny Friedman set the league on fire, you’ve got to be able to throw the ball to win?” Paul Zimmerman, the eminent football writer, asked in evaluating the Ditka-coached, passing-challenged New Orleans Saints. Zimmerman wrote those words in 1999, more than six decades after Friedman threw his last NFL pass.

Here is the story of the man who inspired Zimmerman’s jab at Mike Ditka, the man whom legendary sportswriter Paul Gallico called, at the peak of America’s Golden Age of Sport, “the greatest football player in the world.” As Benny himself would say, it’s a story worth telling.






ONE

The Kid from Glenville

Between 1880 and 1920, Cleveland, Ohio, like other American cities, became home to thousands of Russian Jewish immigrants desperate to flee the suffocating poverty of their homeland and the pogroms that periodically ripped through their lives. They came to Cleveland, primarily to the Woodland section, east of the Cuyahoga River, and became peddlers and bakers, shopkeepers and tailors, teachers and rabbis and homemakers. They wanted freedom from oppression. They yearned for that little bit of prosperity that was possible in America.

But they wanted just as badly to maintain their religious and cultural traditions that had been forged over so many centuries. And so their neighborhoods became insular ghettos, comfortable shelters from the American storm. They spoke mostly Yiddish, not English. Shuls dotted every corner. Butcher shops and tailor shops were everywhere. Bakeries and delicatessens served kosher foods that were as popular with non-Jewish Clevelanders as they were with the neighborhood residents.

The Yiddishe Velt told you what was happening in the world, if you could read and understand Yiddish. For entertainment there was the Yiddish  theater, where the patrons could retreat to their homeland for an hour or two without the fear of a soldier crashing through the door in the middle of the night. For those who liked to exercise their writing muscles and powers of persuasion, there were literary societies and debating societies.

And there was the Jewish Center, the fulcrum of Jewish life for immigrants in early-twentieth-century Cleveland, and, for that matter, in most urban Jewish communities of the day. Part synagogue, part lecture hall, and part gymnasium, the Jewish Center offered a smorgasbord of facilities that met a variety of religious, intellectual, and recreational needs. You could pray there on Shabbat. You could read in the library. You could hear prominent community members speak in the lecture hall. If you wanted to relax by shooting a few baskets, you could do that too. You could even go swimming at the Jewish Center, or, as it was known in the vernacular of the day, the “shul with a pool.”

Lewis Friedman was one of the many Orthodox immigrants who made his home in Woodland. He’d come from Russia in 1890 and, with his skill as a tailor, found a small place in Cleveland’s booming garment industry. Lewis also found a wife, Mayme Atlevonik, who had arrived in America with her Orthodox family in 1894 after fleeing the czar’s oppression and forsaking a prosperous life in Russia.

The Friedmans began raising a family in their small home on Scovill Avenue, a few blocks west of Woodland Cemetery and north of Woodland Avenue. They would have six children: daughters Betty and Florence and sons Harry, Jerry, Sydney, and their fourth child overall, Benjamin, “son of the right hand” in colloquial Hebrew, born on March 18, 1905.

It’s safe to say there was no toy football placed in the newborn child’s crib for him to swat around. Lewis and Mayme knew almost nothing about football, and the hardworking tailor and equally hardworking young homemaker, like their fellow immigrants, had neither the time nor the inclination to learn. What they did know about football was that it was violent. The seemingly random slamming of bodies into the ground or into one another didn’t resonate with their notions of appropriate leisure-time pursuits. Sometimes—too many times—the violence of the sport would  take a life. Eighteen men died from football-related injuries the year Benjamin was born. Benny’s parents and their contemporaries were in no rush to embrace such mayhem.

The same couldn’t be said for the children of these immigrants. Cleveland’s youngest Jews weren’t set in the ways of the Russian shtetl as their parents were. They lacked their elders’ built-in resistance to cultural change. In large part due to their enrollment in Cleveland’s public schools, they gradually became exposed to a more secular world than their parents had ever known, and they wanted a place in it.

The growing popularity of football in turn-of-the-century Cleveland coincided with the explosive growth of the city’s Jewish population. Local press coverage of the football-crazed Ivy League helped the sport gain traction in the city by the lake. Cleveland high schools began fielding teams. Cleveland schoolboys began reading about the teams’ exploits in the sports sections of local papers. If you were a kid at East High or East Tech or Central High or the University School or other high schools comprising the Athletic Senate, a league organized by Cleveland school administrators, playing football had become a very cool thing to do.

For Jewish boys in Cleveland and other cities, football had an added element of cool. Playing football was a great way to fit in. It was also a perfect antidote to the anti-Semitism and vulgar stereotypes that accompanied the influx of European Jews into American cities. Jews were “the polar opposites of our pioneer breed,” wrote E. A. Ross, a noted sociologist of the day. “Not only are they undersized and weak-muscled, but they also shun bodily activity and are extremely sensitive to pain.” What better way to debunk such venomous stereotypes than to embrace the physicality and violence that football offered? No matter that the violence of the game was precisely what the parents of these boys found most offensive. Shooting a few baskets or taking a casual swim at the Jewish Center was fine as far as it went, but these boys needed more.

The football genie began to woo young Benjamin Friedman while he was in grammar school, just another neighborhood runt with grandiose dreams of all-American glory. For him and other inner city boys, because fields and  parks weren’t always available, the road to the all-American team sometimes began, quite literally, on a road. On narrow side streets, in the cold mist blowing in off Lake Erie just a mile or so uptown, the boys practiced the moves they imagined had been used by such college football legends as the University of Chicago’s Walter Eckersall and Michigan Wolverine Willie Heston. Depending on the particular street, sometimes the best interference, or blocking, for these future stars was a tree trunk sitting on a lawn on the side of the road.

Poor facilities weren’t the only obstacles these young Jewish kids had to deal with. Unlike their gentile counterparts who were more or less free to grab a football the moment school let out, Jewish boys spent the better part of their afternoons in Hebrew school—cheder in Yiddish. Hebrew school provided the kids, who were quickly adapting to secular culture, with a little religious balance. But many of them, Benny included, weren’t particularly interested in that, as he recalled years later: “I couldn’t wait to get over [Hebrew school] so that I could be free and play with the rest of the kids.” What active adolescent boy wouldn’t prefer pickup football to cramming into a small, unventilated room to learn Hebrew from a rabbi who tended to discipline misbehaving students with the business end of a stick?

Benny’s Hebrew school crucible ended mercifully, if somewhat painfully, when he was twelve, thanks to a fellow student’s prank. One day, as the class stood up to recite prayers, a loud thud interrupted the proceedings. The kid next to Benny had knocked his prayer book out of his hand. A moment later there was the sound of another thud. It wasn’t another book. It was the sound of the teacher’s stick smashing into Benny’s back.

“Pick it up,” the teacher barked at Benny.

“I didn’t knock it down,” Benny said.

Benny’s reply didn’t mollify the old rabbi. Once again his stick crashed against the boy’s back. “Pick it up,” he again commanded.

Benny wouldn’t give in, despite the two painful blows and the promise of more to come.

“I won’t pick it up,” the boy cried. The old man rained down his stick on Benny’s back a third time.

The rabbi’s brutality didn’t persuade Benny to pick up the book. But the three welts that Lewis and Mayme saw on their son’s back when he came home persuaded them to remove him from the Hebrew school.

If Benny had known that the rabbi’s corporal punishment would have prematurely ended his formal religious education, he gladly would have taken another three cracks to the back. Now he had more time for after-school football.

He also had more time to pursue his other passion—bodybuilding. Becoming the next Jim Thorpe, the Olympic track and field champion and superstar footballer, wasn’t enough of a dream for young Friedman. He also wanted to become the world’s strongest man. The boy was a fanatic. He read magazines on bodybuilding techniques. He attended traveling strongman shows. He entered and won local strongman tournaments.

Mostly, though, Benny exercised indefatigably, crafting a unique regimen that included but went far beyond the usual barbells and dumbbells and medicine balls. “We had an iron brick that weighed forty-nine pounds and it was a trick to be able to pick that up by the side and turn it over and hang onto it and muscle it up,” Benny said later. The other part of the “we” was a big Irishman named Sweeney, a janitor in Benny’s grammar school. Sweeney worked with Benny in the school’s cellar and taught Benny the trick.

Benny also learned to lift a heavy chair by the tip of a leg and toss the chair from hand to hand. Sometimes he’d lift a heavy broom from the tip of the handle. One particularly unorthodox move in Benny’s repertoire involved his right hand and a one-armed desk. “I’d stretch my hand and stretch my hand till I could get it all the way across [the desk] so that I was able to make a 180-degree spread between my thumb and my little finger and have this big spread between my first finger and my thumb,” Benny said later.

Benny liked these unusual exercises not only because they began to produce a strongman’s power and muscles, but also because—maybe more so because—there was an intellectual component to them. He was a smart kid and liked figuring out the “tricks” involved, in thinking through the  leverage and angles that were as necessary to the performance of the maneuvers as was brute strength.

When Benny entered Fairmount Junior High, he received some formal football instruction for the first time. There was no football team at Fairmount, but there was Howard Gehrke, a gym teacher who was happy to teach the boys certain fundamentals that in later years he’d display as a Harvard fullback. Gehrke gave Benny and his classmates their first lessons on how to fall on the football, how to tackle, and other fine points they’d given little or no thought to while playing in the street. (Less than a decade later, another Fairmount student named Jesse Owens would catch the eye of a Fairmount coach and receive his first instruction in his chosen sport.)

Gehrke’s emphasis on fundamentals literally and figuratively took the game off of the street for Benny. The gym teacher gave Benny his first glimpse at the technique and strategy of the game. The boy began to understand that football, as violent and physical as it is, was also a thinking man’s game, and he liked that. The game was far more intellectually stimulating than the challenges involved in becoming a strongman, which, aside from a creative exercise here and there, were limited to endless chin-ups and the repetitive hoisting of heavy weights. As high school beckoned, Benny abandoned his strongman ambitions to devote himself to football. He entered the ninth grade at East Tech High, and he entered a new world when he came out for coach Sam Willaman’s football team.

Willaman’s football pedigree was impressive. He’d been a star fullback for the mighty Ohio State Buckeyes. Now, as East Tech’s coach, he played professionally in his spare time with the Canton Bulldogs alongside none other than Jim Thorpe. “Sad” Sam Willaman (so known for the naturally dour expression branded on his face) had built East Tech into the scourge of the Senate, and he had multiple championship trophies sitting in his office to prove it. And his 1919 group had enough talent to field two all-star teams.

It didn’t take Benny long to realize that the East Tech football scene wasn’t Mr. Gehrke’s gym class. The second coming of Walter Eckersall and Pudge Heffelfinger and Jim Thorpe and Willie Heston would have to wait. Friedman would need to watch and learn, and he’d have to grow, too,  because even with his strength he was still, as he would say, “just a little kid,” about five foot six and not even 150 pounds. So Benny spent his ninth and tenth grade seasons on the scrub team, watching East Tech’s talented varsity players, eagerly learning fundamentals, and building up his body.

With the wisdom of a dedicated apprentice and a bit more size and muscle, Benny, now a junior, reported for tryouts for East Tech’s 1921 team. He was developing into a fast and agile player, clever with the ball, and strong, much stronger and tougher than his modest frame suggested. He was also good, unusually good, at passing the big round watermelon they called a football in those days. All the weight training and chair tossing and hand stretching he’d done had unwittingly paid off: Benny could wrap his hand around the ball, cock it behind his ear, and throw it, accurately. He didn’t merely place the ball in his palm and heave it like most everyone else.

Unfortunately, Sam Willaman couldn’t see past Benny’s size, or, more to the point, lack of size. A year earlier, Willaman’s undefeated team had steamrolled its way to the Cleveland city championship and into a national championship game against Washington state’s Everett High School. The boys from Washington were bigger than the invaders from Ohio by about twenty pounds per player, and they asserted that advantage to bang out a bruising 16-7 victory. Willaman was determined to “get bigger” for the following season. The still-undersized Friedman wasn’t what the coach had in mind.

“You’re too small to play for us,” he told Friedman. “You should transfer to Glenville High if you want to play football.”

Willaman might have thought he was doing the youngster a favor by steering the young Jewish player to Glenville, a far weaker team than East Tech with a roster liberally sprinkled with Jewish players.

Sad Sam Willaman didn’t realize he’d also just made the biggest mistake of his coaching life. Many years later, a high-school basketball coach in North Carolina would make a similar mistake, cutting a sophomore who was “too small” to play. The boy’s name was Michael Jordan.

As 1920 approached, Woodland’s Jews crept eastward, out of their increasingly dilapidated neighborhood and into the newer neighborhoods of Glenville and Mount Pleasant/Kinsman.

Kinsman, slightly south of Woodland, was an ethnically mixed area that grew into a center for working-class Jewish families. Glenville, almost exclusively Jewish, was literally and figuratively further uptown. Located just north and west of the prestigious schools and hospitals of the University Circle area, Glenville became home to a burgeoning Cleveland Jewish middle class. The Friedmans joined the exodus, moving “uptown” into the lower half of a two-family house on Ostend Avenue, just off 105th Street, Glenville’s main thoroughfare and home to Glenville’s massive Jewish Center.

A short cable-car ride up 105th Street from the Jewish Center, at the corner of Parkwood and Everton, were the ivy-swathed brick walls of Glenville High School. The school with a predominantly Jewish student body had a reputation for academic excellence and for training future artists and writers and musicians and Nobel Prize winners.

The school’s football team also had a reputation, and it wasn’t for excellence. The Glenville High Tarblooders weren’t nearly as imposing as their bold black-and-red uniforms suggested. East Tech and Central High and the other powers of the Senate had routinely thrashed the Glenville boys in the years before Benny’s arrival. With all-stars in the classroom and also-rans on the football field, Glenville was an ideal example for those looking to perpetuate the stereotype that Jews were talented academically but lacked heart athletically.

Benny was hopeful that his fortunes would improve with a change of scenery and Erling Theller, his new coach. Theller didn’t quite have Sam Willaman’s football pedigree. He’d played in college for tiny Oberlin, and he didn’t spend his spare time playing pro ball with Jim Thorpe. But the man was plenty tough—he had displayed his grit in the trenches during World War I.

Benny got off to a good start with Theller; he made the varsity and started Glenville’s first game in 1921. Maybe Glenville, less selective about  its players than powerful East Tech, was Benny’s best bet after all. But Theller benched Benny after the first game. Had Sam Willaman gotten to him? The coaches had run into each other at a dinner, and Willaman didn’t mince words about Benny. “Bet you a dinner for all the high school coaches in Cleveland you will never make a football player out of Benny Friedman,” Willaman told Theller.

It didn’t look like Theller was going to try very hard to prove Willaman wrong. Benny’s demotion didn’t stop at the varsity bench; he soon was sent down to the scrub team. Not cutting it at East Tech, with its tradition of excellence, was one thing. Demotion in your junior year to the scrub team of a losing program was quite another. Benny needed something good to happen, quickly.

Then Theller took a leave of absence from the team with four games left to play. It seems the coach needed time off to attend to lingering effects from exposure to gas suffered during the war.

Theller’s assistant took over and immediately installed Benny as halfback for the game at Wadsworth High, about twenty-five miles south of Cleveland. Benny almost single-handedly administered a 35-0 thrashing to the suburban school, which just couldn’t cope with his passes or his tough, speedy running. Benny would later describe his coming-out party succinctly and with no hint of false modesty: “I had a field day; I ran all over the field scoring touchdowns.”

Friedman did much the same in the next three games. Theller returned to coach the season finale and apologized to Benny for dropping him, explaining that his poor health had clouded his judgment. The coach was now so enthralled with Benny that he would have moved him to quarterback had it not been the Glenville senior quarterback’s final high-school game, which the Tarbloodders won handily.

The 1921 Cleveland high-school football season ended with East Tech at the top of the Senate for the sixth straight year. But Benny’s emergence and Glenville’s season-ending streak gave the Tarblooders great hope for the 1922 season. Their optimism wasn’t hurt any by the news that Sam  Willaman was leaving East Tech to become the head coach at Iowa State University. East Tech’s loss of their longtime coach had to make every school in the Senate feel better about its chances in 1922.

By this time Benny had developed into an outstanding all-around athlete, starring for Glenville’s baseball and basketball teams. If his election as captain of the football team was a foregone conclusion, his election as basketball captain was further testament to the young man’s leadership skills. And if his outstanding academic record wasn’t unique at Glenville, his striking physical appearance was another story. A shock of black hair framing the dark Semitic features of his face and a chiseled jaw set him apart. The popular Friedman was elected 1922 class president.

If Gilbert Patten had had a Jew in mind when he created Frank Merriwell, it could have been Benny.

 



 



Which school was going to evict East Tech from the Senate penthouse in 1922? It wasn’t expected to be Glenville. The Tarblooders were impressive in the second half of the 1921 season, but a few strong games weren’t enough to overcome the perception created by their legacy of mediocrity. Their reputation didn’t change much even after they won their first three games in 1922, with Friedman now starring at quarterback and his good friend, Saul Mielziner, anchoring the lines. After all, they still hadn’t beaten the best of the Senate.

Their fourth game, against East Tech, would give them that chance. Considering East Tech’s upset loss the previous week to a Lincoln team that Glenville had trounced 31-0, a Glenville victory over the defending champs wouldn’t have been a shock. But the 31-0 slaughter that Benny orchestrated was.

It was only too bad for Benny that Sam Willaman wasn’t on the East Tech sideline to witness the payback that oozed from the still-open wound Willaman had inflicted. Friedman humbled his old team with passes, embarrassed it with trick plays, and buried it with four touchdown runs that  included jaunts of forty-two and thirty-five yards. The long scoring runs dazzled East Tech, but for pure devastation there was his shortest touchdown, a one-yard exclamation point to a ninety-nine-yard drive that saw the Tarblooders bully the six-time Senate champs from goal line to goal line. It was the drive that signified a change in the balance of power in Cleveland high-school football, a drive that just a year earlier would have been unthinkable. But Benny Friedman wasn’t running the Glenville show a year earlier.

Benny’s performance once and for all debunked Sam Willaman’s gloomy forecast of his football future. It also erased any lingering doubts about the Tarblooders’ bona fides. They were for real, undefeated and nearly unscored upon, and in first place in the Senate.

Powerful East High, Glenville’s next foe, was cruising on a streak of five shutout victories following a disappointing opening game tie. Glenville hadn’t defeated East High in fifteen contests dating back to 1908. And while they’d been a pushover for most teams during those years, the Tarblooders saved their worst form for East High—in those fifteen losses, they’d managed to score the grand total of nine points. First place in the Senate, as important as that was, seemed almost secondary to the opportunity for Glenville to purge this streak of futility.

Benny had, once and for all, knocked East Tech from its championship perch. Now his coreligionists in Glenville and football fanatics and the press throughout the Cleveland area would see if he could outplay East High.

The anticipation produced a stadium packed at kickoff with fifteen thousand fans. No other local football contest had ever attracted as large an audience. A healthy number of the spectators were Glenville residents, brimming with pride in their young quarterback who was proving that Jews could be lithe and agile and strong physically as well as intellectually. And if you were just a plain old Cleveland area sports fan on November 3, 1922, and you were at Dunn Field, you were where you were supposed to be.

Offense was in short supply as the game unfolded, no real surprise for two teams with a ream of shutouts on their resumes. The East High defense  squelched Benny’s running and passing forays most of the day and, as the fourth quarter began, Benny brought his mates to the line at the Glenville 34, needing something special to crack the scoreless stalemate. He found it, not in any single spectacular play, but in his steady, consistent running and his self-assured leadership that sent the message to everyone—to the fans, to his Glenville mates, and, most significantly, to the East High defense—that East High would be the first to give way. When Benny crossed the goal line on a one-yard smash, East High’s shutout streak was finished. When he scampered forty yards for a second touchdown and a 13-0 Glenville lead with only minutes to play, East High’s undefeated season, its supremacy over Glenville, and its shot at the Senate title were finished too.

Glenville coasted to victory in its final two regular season games, scoring ninety-one points with Benny driving them, and the transformation was complete. In one season Friedman had changed the school in the heart of the Jewish ghetto from Senate schlep to Senate shtarker (a “big shot” in Yiddish). Undefeated, untied, and nearly unscored upon, Benny and the Tarblooders also captured the overall city championship of Cleveland. Next for the kid who was too small to play for East Tech would be a game against longtime Illinois power Oak Park for the mythical national high-school championship.

Actually, several of these “national championship” games were played each year. They weren’t officially sanctioned as such by any football governing body or association. The games evolved from a desire on the part of the best from given areas of the country to test themselves against the best from other areas. The teams themselves arranged the games. But even if somewhat informally organized, these contests were serious business. Red Grange, the sensational Illinois halfback, would readily attest to that. In his senior year at Wheaton (Illinois) High in 1921, he led his undefeated team into one of these games against legendary Toledo Scott High. “We went into the game scared to death,” Grange wrote. It showed. Grange was knocked unconscious as he and his mates received a 38-0 trouncing.

Glenville faced a similar challenge against Oak Park. In the century’s first decade, coach Bob Zuppke had built the suburban Chicago school into a football beast. Zuppke was now the head coach at the University of Illinois, having left Oak Park in 1913. But despite the loss of Zuppke’s services, Oak Park was still a national force. Glenville was new to such rarified air and had every reason to be skittish. But they didn’t play that way. Oak Park had won several of these championship games, but this day they weren’t going to add Glenville to their list of the vanquished. The scoreboard at the end of the hard-fought game read Glenville 13, Oak Park 7. Benny had done what the great Red Grange of Wheaton couldn’t do. The upstart school from the Jewish ghetto was a national champion.






TWO

Michigan

In the first decade of the twentieth century, intercollegiate football wasn’t much more than a half-step up from intramurals. Teams had part-time coaches and played part-time schedules, sometimes no more than four or five games a season. By the early 1920s, though, most schools had become more committed to football as an important part of the overall college experience. Schedules were expanded to ten or eleven games per season. Schools hired, on a full-time basis, colorful, innovative coaches who knew not only how to coach the game but also how to promote it with the fans and the press. Some of these mentors—such as Bob Zuppke at Illinois, Knute Rockne at Notre Dame, and Fielding Yost at Michigan—were in the process of crafting what would ultimately become legendary careers. Rivalries captivated the public in all parts of the country—Michigan-Illinois in the Western Conference, Harvard-Yale in the East, Vanderbilt-Tennessee in the South, and the intersectional battles between Notre Dame and Army, to name a few. Tension between proponents of eastern football, which generally featured strictly conservative offensive play, and western football, which offered a bit more offensive flare and, on rare occasion, a  forward pass or two, stimulated debate as to which brand of football was superior and kept columnists’ typewriters humming.

And college football had nothing to fear from its professional counterpart. The National Football League that Joe Carr and a few of his friends created in an automobile showroom in 1921 hadn’t yet learned to crawl, let alone walk. Some former college players and even an occasional active college player would now and then submit to the lure of a quick fifty bucks or so and play in a pro game. But professional football was still largely a refuge for “just good-sized, rough customers” from wherever a given game happened to be played. Looking in the newspaper for the story of a pro game was a little like driving through a one-stoplight town—if you blinked while turning the pages, you’d miss the story, which was usually a blurb that contained not much more than the names of the teams and the final score. Meanwhile, most papers devoted multiple pages to the college game, and not just in postgame coverage. Stories and columns abounded all week leading up to any given Saturday—pieces about star players, coaches, a team’s progress in practice that week, and just about anything else connected to the upcoming weekend action.

And so 1923 was a great time to be a college football player, or, like Benny Friedman, a high-school star about to become a college football player. But the sport hadn’t reached that place without having endured some difficulty that threatened its vitality.

Around the turn of the century and into the first few years of the 1900s, ringers—professionals masquerading as students—populated many college football rosters. And some players who were actually enrolled as students had no qualifications for college beyond the ability to block and tackle. The absence of any recruiting or academic guidelines to speak of, or a regulatory body with jurisdiction over the sport, made it easy for coaches to enlist such players, and it was an open secret that even such prominent coaches as Fielding Yost, Amos Alonzo Stagg, and Walter Camp played along.

An even bigger problem had been the unmitigated brutality of the game. Originally loosely modeled after rugby, the sport was, in its worst  light, not much different than legalized assault. The rules permitted, if not encouraged, multiple defenders to pile on a ball carrier, not merely to smash him to the ground but, once there, to grind him into it. Crippling injuries were practically routine, and deaths weren’t unexpected.

Eventually, the frequency of the deaths and serious injuries to young men was such that even the president of the United States took notice. Teddy Roosevelt, the old Spanish-American War veteran and noted out-doorsman, was certainly no pantywaist, but when eighteen players died on America’s football fields in 1905, he had had enough. The president bludgeoned the coaches and administrators of Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and many other leading schools into rule changes designed to eliminate the barbarism from the gridiron. Gang-tackling was banished. Also banned were mass offensive formations such as the flying wedge, where multiple offensive players linked together and overran opposing players like a tsunami while possessing, at most, an incidental interest in gaining yardage.

The rule change that had the potential to dilute football’s ferocity most dramatically was the legalization of the forward pass.

John Heisman—he of the Heisman trophy—had been advocating the forward pass since the 1890s, arguing that it would open up the game and thus relieve it of some of its gratuitous violence. The prospect of a team gaining large chunks of yardage upon the mere fling of the ball down the field would also appeal to the fan looking for some relief from the hypnosis that a slogging running game could induce. Heisman’s pleas had been viewed by Walter Camp, Glenn “Pop” Warner, and other stewards of the game as nothing short of heresy. These men weren’t thrilled with crippling injuries and fatalities on the football field, but their philosophy was that football is a violent game and, well, stuff happens. There was no need to sissify the game with the forward pass. Such traditionalist thinking had warded off the change for years, but with Roosevelt getting involved, the time for change had finally arrived. The forward pass was legalized in 1906.

However, being legal and actually being used to any significant degree were two different things. Most teams approached the pass with the timidity  of a child wading into a swimming pool for the first time without a float. Aside from an instinctive aversion to change, the apprehension was in large part due to the draconian conditions the football lawmakers had attached to the use of the pass. A passer had to be at least five yards behind the line of scrimmage when throwing the pass. This rule severely compromised a passer’s ability to improvise. When a ballcarrier was knocked out of bounds, the ball was placed one step inside the sideline for the next play, eliminating an entire side of the field for passing. An incomplete pass resulted in an immediate change of possession. A receiver was not permitted to catch the ball while standing in the end zone; if he did, the play was a touchback rather than a touchdown. And then there was the ball itself, round and heavy and next to impossible to throw more than a few yards downfield with much accuracy.

There were a few adventurers, though. The first was Eddie Cochems, the coach of the St. Louis University eleven. Cochems had his boys work on pass plays in practice before the 1906 season, and the work paid dividends in an early season tussle with Carroll College. Mired in a scoreless tie and impatient with a running game that was running nowhere, Cochems ordered a player named Bradbury Robinson to attempt what has come to be acknowledged as football’s first forward pass in competition. Walter Camp would have been pleased at the result had he seen the play—the pass fell incomplete, and Carroll College took possession. But Cochems didn’t give up. He had Bradbury pass again the next time St. Louis had possession, and this time, his receiver, Jack Schneider, caught the ball and waltzed into the end zone untouched by Carroll players who, needless to say, hadn’t practiced much pass defense. For the rest of the game, Bradbury kept passing, the receivers kept catching, and St. Louis had a 22-0 victory and a new offensive game plan.

Other coaches around the country, especially in the Midwest, gradually began experimenting with the forward pass. Fielding Yost at Michigan, Amos Alonzo Stagg at Chicago, and Bob Zuppke of Illinois were among the first to do so. Mostly they used it to keep opponents honest; Eddie  Cochems and his St. Louis eleven aside, rarely during the early part of the century’s second decade did a team try to dominate a game through the air.

That it could be done, though, was illustrated on a November 1, 1913, afternoon in West Point, New York, when the University of Notre Dame’s football team took the field against a bigger, stronger Army squad. Not that Notre Dame was any easy touch; the Irish came into the game undefeated, with recent wins over some of western college football’s elite teams. Never before, though, had the Irish challenged an eastern power on its home turf. The dope on the game said the Cadets would push Notre Dame around with their powerful running attack and win going away.

The pundits got it half-right; the game was a one-sided affair. But they had the winner and loser all wrong. The Irish shocked the Army, 35-13, and the real story wasn’t the score so much as it was the way the Irish had pulled off the upset. They hadn’t pounded out a victory with the running game. Instead, they’d surprised the Cadets with the passes of quarterback Gus Dorais, who repeatedly found a skinny Notre Dame end named Knute Rockne downfield for huge chunks of yardage that ripped the heart out of the powerful Army machine.

The Notre Dame explosion didn’t engender an immediate conversion of football’s traditionalists. The running game continued its domination of team playbooks as the second decade of the twentieth century wore on and gave way to the 1920s. But resistance to the notion that the forward pass could play more than a token role in a team’s offense was ever so slowly ebbing, particularly with western schools, which weren’t quite as steeped in the traditions of the game as schools like Harvard, Yale, and Pennsylvania.

While college football rosters weren’t flooded with Jewish players, the prospects for Jewish high-school footballers looking to play in college were fairly bright. There had already been more than ample precedent. In 1893 and 1894, the star of the Princeton University football team was a Jew by the name of Phil King. In 1903 and 1904, the University of Minnesota football team was led by Sigmund “Sig” Harris, a five-foot-five-inch dynamo who, when he wasn’t punting, returning punts, and playing defensive safety, was earning two-time all-American honors while quarterbacking the  Gophers to a 27-0-1 record and a Big Ten title. Eastern power Syracuse University was anchored by Joseph Alexander, an all-American in 1917, 1918, and 1919. John Alexander, no relation to Joseph, was a mountain of a man whose roving defensive style at Rutgers was regarded as the template for the latter-day outside linebacker position. Brothers Ralph and Arnold Horween were all-Americans at Harvard, and Arnold was the Crimson’s first Jewish captain.

The presence, if not prevalence, of star Jewish players at a variety of schools, particularly such blue-blood schools as Harvard and Princeton, was a reflection of the growing importance in college life of a strong football program. In the world at large, the world outside the gridiron, the spectre of anti-Semitism was growing ever more visible. The massive Jewish migration from Eastern Europe was creating resentment, and that resentment was increasingly manifesting itself in the form of well-worn anti-Semitic stereotypes. But within the cocoon of college football, that gilded place where heroes were made on Saturday afternoons and worshipped every other day of the week, a player’s religion didn’t seem to matter too much. College administrators, coaches, players, and fans wanted—needed—a thriving football program. If you were good enough, you could play, even if your name was Alexander or Horween or Saul Mielziner—or Benjamin Friedman.

Was Benny Friedman good enough? A number of college football coaches and scouts had seen him perform gridiron heroics for Glenville High. But because of his relatively modest size, his outstanding play didn’t arouse the widespread interest it otherwise might have. Glenn Killinger, who’d just completed an all-American football career at Penn State, scouted Benny for his alma mater and liked what he saw. But Killinger ultimately passed on Friedman, declaring him too small to play. Ohio State, just a few hours from Benny’s home in Cleveland, also passed on Benny.

The school that seemed to show the most interest in Friedman was Dartmouth. Several people at Glenville with New England connections helped arrange for Benny to receive a scholarship from the New Hampshire  school—an academic scholarship. Dartmouth offered Benny three hundred dollars per year, conditioned upon his receiving straight-A grades. Should Benny receive lower grades, the amount of scholarship money would decrease proportionately. Recognizing that the scholarship alone wouldn’t enable Benny to pay for tuition, the school also promised Friedman a job waiting tables in the campus dining hall. Playing football for the Big Green wasn’t even part of the deal—that would be entirely up to Benny.

Friedman wasn’t keen on attending school in the East, far from home. But Dartmouth appealed to his studious side, he needed the financial help the school was offering, and he didn’t have many attractive alternatives—until, just before he committed to Dartmouth, one possibility materialized. “The Michigan alumni in Cleveland decided that maybe I was some kind of material,” Benny said later. “They asked if I’d like to go up to Ann Arbor to see the school, and I said yes, and so I went up to Ann Arbor and I met Coach Yost.”

Benny liked what he saw in Ann Arbor. A few of his friends from home were already students there. The school was much closer to home than Dartmouth. The football program was one of the best anywhere. And in a workout with four other prospects, he showed Fielding Yost that he was good enough to become a part of that program. Dartmouth couldn’t measure up to a chance for Benny to play where Michigan greats of the past had played and, just maybe, to secure his own hallowed spot in Wolverine lore.

The catch for Benny, with his precarious financial position, was that Michigan didn’t offer him a scholarship. They didn’t even guarantee him a job, though they promised to help him find one. Benny was probably going to need to dip into his own very limited resources if he wanted to attend Michigan, and even that wouldn’t be enough if he couldn’t find work. It was a big risk for the young quarterback.

Benny decided to take it. He wanted to play football for Fielding Harris Yost.

One day in 1901, four years before Benny Friedman was born, Fielding Yost arrived by train in Ann Arbor, Michigan, a state that wouldn’t have been considered friendly by Yost’s father, a Confederate army veteran, or by his uncle, who had the misfortune of being on the wrong side of Pickett’s charge at Gettysburg. Yost’s outlook was a bit different. He hadn’t come north to refight the Civil War. He’d come to coach football at the University of Michigan.

Yost was thirty years old the day he ambled off the train and greeted Michigan athletic director Charles Baird with his distinctive West Virginia drawl. Despite his relatively tender years, Yost had already compiled an impressive coaching record. Beginning in the Midwest at Ohio Wesleyan in 1897 and then moving on to Nebraska, Kansas, and Stanford, in that order, Yost compiled a record of 35-5-1. While Yost coached Stanford, he also found the time to coach the Stanford freshman team, San Jose Normal College, and two high-school teams to championships.

For all of Yost’s success on the West Coast, he couldn’t suppress his wanderlust. He wanted to return to midwestern football, and in 1899 he came east to interview for the head coaching job at the University of Illinois. Unfortunately, Illinois had already hired a coach, but Yost impressed the Illinois athletic director, who recommended him to Baird. The Michigan athletic director asked Yost to come back east to interview for the Wolverines job. Yost agreed, but before he got back on a train, he sent Baird a box of clippings and scrapbooks. The boy who grew up in a West Virginia log cabin wanted Baird to know just how good he was before he even set foot in Ann Arbor. Yost’s advance work made the interview a formality; Fielding Harris Yost was hired to lead the Michigan Wolverines into the twentieth century.

Michigan wasn’t new to football when Yost arrived; the Wolverines began playing a limited schedule in 1879 and had been playing a full schedule since 1890. And they’d been playing well—their record over the previous three seasons was 25-4-1. But one of those losses had been to bitter rival Chicago, a result that was unacceptable to Baird. In fact, Chicago  had won three of the four contests with Michigan over the previous five years. Baird needed someone who could restore order to this rivalry.

Yost was just as keen on reversing Michigan’s fortunes against Chicago, but his ambition was far greater than that. “Michigan isn’t going to lose a game,” the new coach proclaimed on the day he arrived in Ann Arbor, treating the locals to a preview of the Yost arrogance they would very shortly come to know, if not always love.

Fielding Yost had the colloquial manner and twang of a backwoodsman—“Michigan” wasn’t in his lexicon; it was “Meeshegan”—that belied a resolute approach to coaching and a consuming love for the game of football. He wasted no time seizing control of the program and of the players, who quickly realized that football practice was a serious business designed to make performance in games as automatic as the next day’s sunrise. “I remember Yost when he came to Michigan,” said a 1903 Michigan graduate who wrote for the school newspaper. “I can see him coming to football practice in his first year. On that first day, he wore his black Lafayette sweater and his black felt hat. The players didn’t know it, but it was a signal that the heat was on. Mr. Yost did not fool.”

Mr. Yost didn’t stop talking for very long, either, especially when the subject was football, which it usually was where he was concerned. Anyone foolish enough to try to cut his football musings short did so at their peril. “No, my father taught me never to interrupt,” said Yost’s friend and famed sportswriter Ring Lardner, when asked if he ever spoke to Yost. If the coach couldn’t sufficiently explain his most recently concocted play with words, he’d enlist whatever physical props might be at hand. Chairs or silverware or bushes or acorns would become players, maneuvered into place by Yost to illustrate the formation of the play and the genius of its conception.

Even ingenious plays need good players to execute them, a fact Yost grasped firmly from the beginning of his tenure at Ann Arbor. He began by stocking his team with players he’d coached in California. One of these players was Willie Heston, a back Yost had coached at San Jose Normal.

Describing Heston as a back is a little like calling Caruso an opera singer or Einstein a scientist. The description is accurate but woefully incomplete. All anyone needed to do to understand that was to ask Yost. “Willie Heston never had an equal,” the coach said. “I have seen thousands of players in all parts of the country, and with the exception of Ted Coy of Yale, I have seen all the players who stand out among the great of all time. Jim Thorpe is the second greatest player I ever saw.”

Heston was big for his day at six feet, 190 pounds, and he wasn’t bashful about running tacklers into the ground. His arsenal also included a shiftiness and balance uncommon for a relatively big man. The gift that really created the gulf between Heston and defenders who flailed after him, though, was his speed and his ability to reach top speed in a blur. Archie Hahn, a Michigan track star who won multiple Olympic sprinting medals, couldn’t stay with Heston at forty yards and needed every bit of his Olympic champion form to run him down beyond that distance. What chance, then, did a mere football defender have against such a burst?

Albion College was the first opponent to experience Yost and his meteor from the coast. In an apparently deliberately understated performance by Heston—one report noted that the player “did not attempt to star”—Michigan humbled Albion, 50-0.

Albion was no football juggernaut and the score logically could have been dismissed as an aberration. Surely, the true barometer for the new Wolverines’ coach and Heston would be upcoming contests against bruisers such as Iowa, Case, Ohio State, and Northwestern. Some of these teams did offer resistance, but by the end of the Wolverines’ undefeated season, the Albion score proved to be the template—Michigan defeated their eleven opponents, including Yost’s former Stanford team in a postseason game that would later be recognized as the first Rose Bowl, by a combined score of 550-0—an average margin of victory of 50-0!

In the Stanford game, Yost demonstrated that despite his reputation for sportsmanship, he wasn’t above stepping on an opponent’s throat when he had the chance. At halftime, the new Stanford coach nearly begged Yost to  call off the rest of the game to spare his badly outclassed team further embarrassment. “No sirree,” Yost said, laughing, “get on with it.”

No one on earth relished a Michigan romp as much as Yost, and over his first five years as the Wolverines’ coach—four of which featured the services of Heston—he did a lot of relishing. The Wolverines were an unfathomable 55-1-1 over that five-year stretch, compiling an even more unfathomable point differential of 2,821 to 42. Chicago was the victim in four of those victories, by a combined score of 93-12. Given the bludgeoning Yost and his Wolverines had administered to Chicago and everyone else for five years, Michigan supporters could forgive the coach for the lone blemish on Michigan’s complexion—a 2-0 loss to Chicago in a 1905 season-ending stunner.

Any coach producing such a staggering success would have found it difficult to refrain from at least some boastfulness. For Yost, false modesty was never a consideration. It wasn’t in his nature. He reveled in his success and in the success of his team. Part cheerleader, part public relations man, he’d often parade through the streets of Ann Arbor, in and out of stores and restaurants, lauding his players and Michigan football to anyone who’d listen, which was just about everyone. And for anyone with the temerity, or ignorance, to blaspheme that a particular opponent might, just might, actually defeat Michigan on the gridiron, the man from West Virginia offered a stock dismissal. “Who are they,” Yost would posit with a laugh, “that they should beat a Meeshegan team?” It’s unlikely that anyone ever answered the question, and if they did, Yost wouldn’t have hung around long enough to hear it.

Despite his arrogance and boastfulness, even boorishness, Yost was tolerated, indeed revered, in Ann Arbor. Winning fifty-five of fifty-seven games over a five-year period will tend to ingratiate a coach to his constituents.

But it was more than the winning. There was a purity about the man, manifested in a variety of ways, that overwhelmed the mischief, even rendered it appealing. Yost arrived on the coaching scene at a time when the normal physicality of the game was supplemented by hooligans disguised as players who had little regard for the rules or the safety of their opponents (or  themselves). Yost wouldn’t tolerate such mayhem from his charges. He encouraged—demanded—that his boys play hard but clean. Michigan’s record demonstrated that clean football was not an oxymoron for winning football, and it was no accident that the Wolverines avoided the tragic deaths and, for the most part, the serious injuries that were plaguing college football.

Just as Yost insisted that his boys play clean on the field, he demanded that they live clean away from the field. The coach didn’t drink or smoke or carouse, and neither did his players. “Some people can drink, and it doesn’t hurt them,” Yost once said. “But it doesn’t do them any good. And ye want to be good, don’t ye?” The same thinking could have been applied to swearing—there wasn’t any of that going on either, at least not within earshot of the coach.

And so, with a program that featured hard-hitting but clean players who stayed healthy and out of trouble on and off the field and who won nearly every game they played, Michigan supporters could endure Yost’s ego. And Yost, who came to Michigan with a one-year contract and no preconceived notions about making a career out of coaching the Wolverines, felt quite comfortable in Ann Arbor.

 



 



Michigan’s 12-1 season in 1905, the year after Willie Heston graduated, proved that Yost could win even without the great back. It also was the end of an era, the era of Yost’s “point-a-minute” teams, so called because their offensive output very nearly averaged one point for every minute played. Yost’s teams over the next seventeen seasons leading up to Benny Friedman’s arrival in Ann Arbor did not dominate at that level, but they did keep on winning. The Wolverines compiled a record of 88-26-9 over that span, during which they had but one losing season, a 3-4 campaign in 1919.

How did Yost do it? He wasn’t thought of as a master football tactician or a pioneering innovator in the mold of Rockne or Zuppke or Stagg or other contemporaries, though he knew the game as well as or better than all of those superb coaches. His prescription for success was simple: play for field position, wait for the opponent’s mistake, and capitalize on it  when it comes. “Cynics call our method the ‘punt, pass, and prayer system, ’ but we generally have the last laugh,” Yost said. It was a system that required a good punter, team discipline, and solid fundamentals—“No good blocker and tackler was ever kept off a football team,” Yost liked to say—that could be developed and honed only with slavish dedication to practice, where no matter how quick to the task his players were, they were never quick enough. “Ye think we got all day?” he’d bark at his players. “Hurry up! Hurry up! Hurry Up!” That command, issued far too many times to count, became Yost’s nickname.

 



 



When Benny arrived at Michigan, he and about two hundred other freshmen reported to Edwin Mather, the freshman coach. Frosh football at Michigan was informal, in the sense that the team didn’t play against other schools. Their season, consisting of workouts and occasional scrimmages against the varsity, was in essence an audition for an invitation to try out for the varsity as sophomores. Generally, only a select few received those invitations, and Benny’s impressive workout for Yost on his recruiting visit didn’t guarantee one. Like each and every other freshman with dreams of stardom, he was going to have to earn it.

Benny was also going to have to earn his tuition if he wanted to stay in school. He’d come to Ann Arbor with savings of $270, an amount that was immediately trimmed in half when he paid his $135 freshman year tuition. The football staff found him a job as a busboy in the student union cafeteria. After two days of handling dirty dishes, Benny chucked his apron and went looking for other employment. In short order he found not one but two jobs. For the princely sum of eight dollars per week, he became the new evening ticket-taker at an Ann Arbor movie theater; and for forty cents an hour, he worked in between classes at a local bookstore part-time.

Benny’s routine was set: classes, work, more classes, football practice, studying, work at night, study some more, a few hours sleep. The heavy load wore on him. His social life was all but nonexistent. Even with his two jobs, he was just barely managing financially. On the field, he had impressed Mather and by season’s end had inched toward the top of the freshman group. But he couldn’t be sure if he’d done enough to secure a varsity tryout invitation for his sophomore year. The big club had just completed an 8-0 season that included a share of the Big Ten title with Illinois. Competition for promotion to the varsity was sure to be fierce. Benny seriously wondered if Michigan had been the right choice for him.

Saul Mielziner, Benny’s Glenville teammate and closest high-school friend, was having a far easier time of it at Carnegie Tech in Pittsburgh. The big tackle was receiving room, board, and tuition—a full football scholarship. Carnegie was even throwing in seventy-five bucks a month for expenses. All Mielziner had to do was play football. No washing dishes, no taking tickets, no shelving books. Plenty of time to study and sleep. When Mielziner wired Benny, telling him he could get him the same deal if he transferred to Carnegie, Benny’s desire to become a Michigan football legend suddenly seemed less compelling.

Confused and conflicted, Benny approached Yost’s assistant coach, George Little, hoping to talk things out. He explained his difficulties and mentioned the arrangement that seemed to be available for him at Carnegie Tech. According to Friedman, if he was looking for some guidance and a sympathetic ear, he didn’t get it from his coach.

“Well, Friedman,” Little said, “if you think you’re getting a dirty deal, why don’t you leave?”

Benny was stunned. Little’s coarseness seemed intended to give him the final nudge toward the door out of Ann Arbor. Friedman wired his parents in Cleveland and Mielziner in Pittsburgh, telling them he’d be heading there looking to enroll at Carnegie. He thanked the people at the bookstore, told his landlady he was leaving, and went to work for one last night at the theater.

At the conclusion of that evening’s film, Little Old New York, Benny locked up and walked out onto State Street. George Little was waiting for him. “Do you mind if I walk with you?” the coach asked. The gruffness of their earlier conversation was gone. Little was all smiles as he invited Benny to join him for a waffle in the student union.

Coach and player sat down, munched on waffles, engaged in some small talk, and then Benny got down to the heart of the matter.

“All I want to do is talk to you about whether or not I should stay or leave because I could get this scholarship at Carnegie Tech,” he told the coach.

“You think you’d like an engineering degree?”

“I don’t know,” Benny replied.

Little explored Friedman’s equivocation. “Well, do you think you’re qualified for it? Is there a desire for it?”

“No, not really,” Benny said.

“Well then,” Little said, “what are you thinking about it for?”

The coach’s questions had revealed a dimension to Benny’s idea of transferring that he hadn’t thought through.

“You got any other trouble?” Little continued.

“You know, I’m one step ahead of the sheriff,” Benny said. “I need a hundred dollars.”

“Well, that’s not difficult,” Little said.

Just one day earlier, it seemed as if Little would have been happy to personally escort Friedman to the train station and pay for his ticket out of Ann Arbor. Benny found Little’s apparent change of heart bizarre. Maybe Fielding Yost had talked some sense into Little following the assistant coach’s earlier chat with Benny. In any case, with Little’s softer side on display, Benny was convinced to stay at Michigan, at least for the spring semester.

The $100 that Little arranged for Benny relieved some of the financial pressure, but otherwise the grind of the fall carried over into the spring. Benny worked, studied, worked, and studied some more. When football season ended, he didn’t get a break in his schedule because he couldn’t resist the lure of freshman basketball. A good night’s sleep was a luxury rarely enjoyed. As the spring semester drew to a close, he was more than ready to go home to Cleveland for the summer. Thanks to his discipline and diligence, he was able to take a slate of good grades home with him.

And Benny had one other item of interest in his pocket as he boarded the train for Cleveland—an invitation to try out in the fall for the University of Michigan’s varsity football team.






THREE

Grange Opens the Door

Bob Zuppke had Harold “Red” Grange on his team, and in 1924 that fact would have sent most football coaches home for the summer with nothing on their minds but their favorite off-season pursuit. There shouldn’t have been much football to worry about, not with the most spectacular ball carrier ever to streak down a sideline in your back pocket.

Zuppke, though, was a different breed. Twenty Red Granges wouldn’t have put the Illinois coach’s mind at ease that summer. For Zuppke, those lazy days of summer were just days to be endured until the arrival of October 18 and, with it, the arrival in Champaign of the Michigan Wolverines.

Zuppke had always taken any encounter with Michigan and Fielding Yost very personally. But this game promised to elevate the intensity of the rivalry to new heights. The Wolverines and the Illini had shared the 1923 Western Conference championship with identical 5-0 records. Neither team was pleased about being the other’s co-champion. The fact that they hadn’t played each other in ’23 added more spice to the upcoming collision.

So Bob Zuppke, an accomplished and passionate painter, didn’t go home to paint his summer away. He went home to worry about football.  He went home to worry about Michigan. And just to make sure his players spent their summers worrying, too, Zuppke inundated them with letters that all but threatened their future firstborn children if the Wolverines should defeat Illinois in October. Zup took particular care to highlight Yost’s forecasts of the coming annihilation of Grange, and the football lesson the Illini were about to receive.

Grange and his teammates might have been amused by the letters if they didn’t know their coach as well as they did. They knew his fervor was genuine. Whatever else was to happen in Western Conference football in 1924, Bob Zuppke was making sure of one thing—every one of his players would be ready for Michigan on October 18.

One thing Zuppke wouldn’t get a chance to do in 1924, at least not on the coaching level, would be to defeat Fielding Yost. When Yost walked off his beloved Ferry Field turf following the Wolverines’ 1923 season-ending 10-0 defeat of Minnesota, he carried the scars of nearly twenty-three years at the pinnacle of college football coaching. His doctors had told him he’d had enough, and to the great surprise of nearly everyone who knew the tough old man from the West Virginia hills, Yost relented. That win over Minnesota was to be Yost’s last. Yost would now focus on his duties as Michigan’s athletic director, a position he had held since 1921, and act in an “advisory capacity” to George Little, his former assistant who would guide Michigan’s football fortunes in 1924 as head coach.

Michigan had tried to include Grange in those fortunes. When Red was in high school, the Wolverines, appealing to his real passion, track and field, had sent former Wolverine track star Carl Johnson to Wheaton, Illinois to woo the redheaded sprinter. Johnson might have got him were it not for Red’s concern that he couldn’t afford to attend a school outside Illinois.

Enter Bob Zuppke. The University of Illinois coach met with Red in his senior year at Wheaton High while Red was competing in the Illinois state track championships, held, conveniently for Zuppke, in Champaign. Zuppke knew all about Red’s spectacular high-school football career. He told Red that if he decided to attend Illinois, he’d “stand a good chance of making our football team.” Coming from Zuppke, who rarely got carried  away over any player, this amounted to lavish praise. Grange appreciated the coach’s endorsement, but it was the affordable tuition offered by his home state university that most attracted Red to Illinois.

Getting Grange to Champaign was only the first half of the equation for Zuppke. Still remaining was the chore of persuading him to play football there. Red was a bit intimidated by the Illinois freshman hotshots from the big Chicago high schools, and he was concerned that his six-foot, 170-pound frame was too fragile to handle the punishment of Western Conference football. He figured the speed and moves that had confounded high-school defenders simply wouldn’t cut it with the big boys.

It took all of one freshman-varsity scrimmage at the start of the 1922 season for Red to see that he’d figured wrong. He took back a punt sixty-five yards for a touchdown, leaving Zuppke’s crack defenders strewn about the field in exhausted bewilderment. Red scored a second touchdown that day for good measure. The only bad news for Zuppke was that he would have to wait a year before he could spring the redhead on the Yosts of the world.

The University of Nebraska painfully discovered in the first game of the 1923 season that for Zuppke, it was worth the wait. Grange shredded the powerful Cornhusker defense for three touchdowns, one on a long punt return, to lead the Illini to victory. Nebraska may have derived some consolation in the weeks that followed, because Grange worked over the Big Ten’s best in similar fashion. Twelve touchdowns, a nation’s-best 1,260 yards, and an unbeaten Illinois season later, the spectacular sophomore was a first-team all-American—except in the mind of the Michigan Daily; the rivalry between Michigan and Illinois seemed to get the best of the Michigan student newspaper’s editors, who relegated Grange to their second team.

The accolades and the numbers, impressive as they were, weren’t the real story behind Grange. The real story was his style. It was the way he did it—a way that, frankly, hadn’t been seen before. Others had been fast. Others had been shifty. Others had the strength to plunge the line. No other—save for Willie Heston, if you were asking Fielding Yost—had ever combined all these things into one elegant, sinewy package. And no other  had ever made it look so easy. “Grange runs as Nurmi runs and Jack Dempsey moves, with almost no effort, as a shadow flits and drifts and darts,” famed sportswriter Grantland Rice wrote. Red had a unique crossover step that enabled him to suddenly change direction to avoid a hit. His uncanny ability to change speeds would first lull a defender to sleep, then leave the defender a bird’s-eye view of his heels after he’d turned on the jets. His most powerful tool, though, might have been his extraordinary vision.

Grange’s breathtaking ability and genuine modesty were an irresistible combination. At the dawn of the 1924 season, barely twenty-one years old, he was speeding toward folk-hero status. He was certainly the most famous player Zuppke had yet coached. Ernest Hemingway, who had played for Zuppke at Oak Park a decade earlier, and who in 1924 was a young man floundering around Europe, would one day match if not surpass Grange’s fame (though not as a footballer).

Thanks to the vagaries of the 1923 schedule, Michigan had avoided the Grange onslaught. The Wolverines plowed through their own schedule undefeated, earning a share of the Big Ten title with Illinois. What would have happened had the two teams played each other? Not surprisingly, Zuppke and Yost had a difference of opinion. Zup thought the Wolverines should have been offering daily thanks to the football gods for enabling them to avoid his explosive redhead. Yost thought Grange ought to have been thankful that he was spared a Wolverines throttling. Yost was only sorry that come October 18, 1924, he’d be sitting in the stands rather than prowling the Michigan sideline as his Wolverines went about dismantling Red Grange and Illinois.

 



 



Before they’d get their hands on each other, the 1923 co-champs had two games to play to start the 1924 season.

First up for Illinois was none other than Nebraska, the unwitting victims of Red Grange’s coming-out party a season earlier. This time the  Cornhuskers were ready and waiting for Red. The Illini should have known Nebraska would be aching for the rematch and should have been ready too. But Zup had dulled their senses with his incessant letters and obsession with Michigan. Nebraska repeatedly smothered Grange behind the line. Red rescued the Illini with a rare touchdown pass, and, with an Earl Britton field goal, the Illini barely managed a 9-6 victory. The unexpected struggle against Nebraska had to be disconcerting to the Illini, especially since the Wolverines were enjoying a 55-0 party at Miami’s expense in Ann Arbor that same afternoon.

Unfortunately for Benny, he didn’t have an invitation to that party. He had capitalized on his opportunity to try out for the varsity and had made the team, but for some reason, he was so far down on George Little’s depth chart that, as Benny would later say, the coach couldn’t see him with a telescope. Whatever good will Little had shown toward Benny the previous fall when he’d convinced Benny to stay at Michigan had evaporated. One day in practice, when line coach Tad Weiman had asked Little for two players to join the linemen in a blocking drill, Little motioned toward Benny and Henry Ferenz—both of whom were clearly within earshot—and told Weiman to “take those two dummies.” At first, the Wolverine linemen pounded the smaller and basically uninitiated Friedman and Ferenz. But before too long, Benny and Henry figured things out and the linemen were the ones taking the beating. By the end of Benny’s five-day stint with the linemen, they were happy to see him leave.

In fact, Benny was about to leave the team altogether. “I’m quitting,” Benny told Weiman. “The coach can’t see me for dust and there’s no point in my going on.” Weiman spoke to Benny about previous Michigan players who had endured time on the bench and then seized the opportunity to play when it arose. Benny calmed down and stayed on the team, returning to his reserved seat deep on George Little’s bench, from which he couldn’t escape even for a few minutes of playing time at the end of Michigan’s 55-0 rout of Miami.
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