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INTRODUCTION



When he was not selected until the eighth round of the 1969 NFL draft, James Harris considered quitting football altogether. He loved playing the sport and knew he was good at it, capable of outplaying many of the white quarterbacks who had been drafted ahead of him. But if it was going to be this hard for him to earn respect and make it as a Black quarterback in the pros, Harris wondered whether he was just wasting his time.


He stood six feet four and weighed 210 pounds—the ideal size for a pro quarterback—and possessed a powerful right arm capable of whipping tight spirals across the field. Mature and poised at age twenty-one, he had already operated a complex offense and won championships at Grambling, a historically Black college in Louisiana known for its powerhouse football team.


White quarterbacks with his size and college statistics usually were drafted in the first few rounds. But 191 other players had been selected before Harris went to the Buffalo Bills in the eighth round. It was a slap in the face.


Disgusted, Harris went to the football field at Grambling and sat by himself in the empty bleachers. Grambling’s coach, Eddie Robinson, came and sat with him.


“Why bother?” Harris asked.1


Robinson, who had spent years grooming Harris to become the first Black quarterback to make it in the pros, answered carefully. “The decision is yours. But you’re good enough to make it,” Robinson said.2


Harris stared into the distance, listening.


“Don’t expect it to be fair,” Robinson said. “You’re going to have to be better than the other quarterbacks. You’re going to have to work harder, prepare more, throw more passes. Be the first one on the practice field and the last one to leave. You can’t miss a day.”


He paused for effect.


“But like I said,” he continued, “you’re good enough.”3


Harris bit his tongue. The previous fall, another Black quarterback, Marlin Briscoe, had demonstrated in five starts for the American Football League’s Denver Broncos that he was good enough to play in the pros; his scrambles and pinpoint passing electrified fans. But he was on the field only because the team’s other quarterbacks were injured, and the Broncos had no intention of ever giving him another chance to play the position.


Briscoe’s treatment in Denver discouraged Harris. There were still no Black quarterbacks in pro football. Nonetheless, after listening to Robinson, Harris decided to put aside his doubts, go to Buffalo, and try to make it with the Bills. His mother told him, “Just do your best,” as she had before every game he played.4 But she, too, prepared herself for disappointment.


Once in Buffalo, Harris experienced indignities that would have left almost anyone discouraged. During an introductory camp for rookies, the Bills put him up at a YMCA, in a room costing six dollars a night.5 Some of his teammates had better accommodations.


When Harris told the Bills he needed spending money while Robinson negotiated his contract, they gave him a job cleaning his teammates’ cleats.6 When Robinson asked for more money than the Bills initially offered, they threatened to move Harris to wide receiver. Black quarterbacks coming out of college and trying to make it in the pros typically were turned into wide receivers or defensive backs. What went unstated was the assumption that they simply were not smart enough to play quarterback, the most complicated position in the game.


Harris was one of eight quarterbacks in Buffalo’s training camp. The others included Jack Kemp, a veteran mainstay who had led the Bills to two championships, and Tom Flores, another veteran. Heeding Robinson’s advice, Harris studied and practiced hard, avoiding giving the coaches easy reasons to cut him. He prayed for windy days. The other quarterbacks’ passes fluttered in drills, but Harris’s arm was so strong that his balls zipped through the air on a line, undisturbed. He looked good in the wind and he knew it. It affirmed what Robinson had told him: You’re good enough.


The Bills saw enough in Harris to give him a roster spot and start him in their season opener against the New York Jets, pro football’s reigning champions. Few understood the extent of the miracle. The Associated Press buried it, reporting near the end of a story that Harris would break “a small barrier in sports by becoming the first Negro to open a season at quarterback in pro football history.”7


The indignities continued. Several of Harris’s white teammates complained to the coaches that they could not understand him when he called signals. When the coaches pulled him from the season-opening game before halftime, they explained that his diction was an issue.


After being pulled, Harris barely played again that season or ever again for the Bills. Pro football obviously is still not ready for a Black quarterback, Harris thought, just as he had told Robinson that day at Grambling. He took an office job in Washington, DC, and started getting on with the rest of his life. Then the Los Angeles Rams offered him a chance to try out for their practice squad. The job was on the fringes of the sport, but Harris sighed and gave it a shot, remembering once again what Robinson had told him: You’re good enough.


His determination paid off. He made the practice squad, worked his way onto the roster, and wound up starting thirty regular-season and playoff games for the Rams over four seasons. There were triumphs, both measurable and intangible. The Rams won all but eight of his starts. Harris made play after play, earned an invitation to the Pro Bowl, and led the Rams to two conference championship games, the doorstep of the Super Bowl. Best of all, he earned his teammates’ trust and respect. Yes, he was good enough to play quarterback in the NFL. All he had needed was a chance.


But his triumphs did not exempt him from being slighted and degraded. A white pro quarterback so successful was assured of a long leash of opportunity, but Harris was benched and traded, summarily rejected; in spite of his success, he failed to receive the support of team ownership. Harris retired at the relatively young age of thirty-two, frustrated by the NFL’s outright racism and enduring disrespect for Black quarterbacks. He knew he would have played more, and probably won more, if he were white.


Pro football teams simply did not like giving Black quarterbacks a chance. This was an odious but indisputable reality at the heart of America’s favorite sport. Starting in the 1930s, racist attitudes about Black inferiority were accepted among many team owners, coaches, scouts, and fans until professional football was purged of Black quarterbacks. Over time, the absence of Black players at the position became a conveniently circular excuse to continue blocking talented prospects, precluding Black pioneers and exemplars from arising to knock back the stereotypes, mentor the next generation, or inspire future prospects. And when Black quarterbacks finally did break down the walls, the progress was halting and painful. Baseball had one Jackie Robinson; pro football required many.


James Harris’s opportunity, however limited and grudging, was one such starting point. Combined with Briscoe’s performance during his brief stint in 1968, it demonstrated to other teams that they could play a Black quarterback and live to tell about it, even thrive. A trickle of others made it onto the field as a result, in the late 1970s and 1980s. Doug Williams, a first-round draft pick, took one team to the playoffs and won a Super Bowl for another. Randall Cunningham so stunned teammates, opponents, and fans with his ability to run as well as pass that Sports Illustrated labeled him “the ultimate weapon.”8 Warren Moon, cool and efficient as the league’s highest-paid player, began a long career that would culminate with his induction into the Pro Football Hall of Fame.


Their success helped normalize the idea of Black men playing quarterback in the NFL and thoroughly disproved the racist myths about them that had prevailed for decades—namely, that they could not think, lead, focus, work hard, perform under pressure, or throw well enough. But while some Black quarterbacks were evaluated more fairly starting in the 1990s and opportunities increased, any declaration of victory over institutional racism was woefully inappropriate. Many teams still preferred white quarterbacks who stood tall in the pocket and gave comfort, not concern, to the owner as a face of the franchise. During the 1990 season, only four of the fifty-one quarterbacks who started games across the league were Black.9 Heading into the 2000 season, more than a third of the teams, including some in existence for decades, still had never started a Black quarterback in a game.


In the early 2000s, Michael Vick broke stylistic ground, illustrating the advantages of having a quarterback who could frustrate opponents as a runner as well as a passer. But when Vick plummeted from being the league’s highest-paid player to a cell in federal prison, the result of his having overseen a dogfighting ring, it reinforced the qualms about Black quarterbacks that quietly endured in the sport’s all-white ownership ranks. Between 1999 and 2009, there was no increase in the number of Black starting quarterbacks across the league.


Not until the second decade of the 2000s did genuinely substantive change transpire. Doug Williams’s Super Bowl victory, by now decades old, had represented progress, as had Vick’s selection as the first overall draft pick. But this new example of change was more wide-ranging and irreversible. Colin Kaepernick, Russell Wilson, and Cam Newton continued to help redefine the position, taking their teams to Super Bowls with dazzling running, sharp passing, and breathtaking poise. Patrick Mahomes followed, earning immediate praise as one of the best pure passers ever. Lamar Jackson, brought to a fury by the opinion of some scouts that he was likelier to succeed as a wide receiver in the NFL, earned the league’s Most Valuable Player award in just his second season. In 2022, Black starting quarterbacks squared off in the Super Bowl for the first time when Mahomes, with the Kansas City Chiefs, faced Jalen Hurts, with the Philadelphia Eagles.


The preeminence of these and other Black quarterbacks, including Dak Prescott and Kyler Murray, makes it clear that, as Mahomes said, “We should’ve been playing the whole time.”10 But still, any declaration of triumph is premature, as indicated by the doubts Jackson faced as his career began. In the NFL’s generally towering history, by now a century old, the treatment of Black quarterbacks is a deplorable and enduring chapter. More than a half-century after his groundbreaking career began, James Harris considered the current circumstances in 2022 and said, “For so long, the question has been asked, ‘Can a Black play quarterback?’ It continues on; continues to be an issue.”11 
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CHAPTER 1


On October 7, 1923, in a public park in Hammond, Indiana, near Chicago, the Hammond Pros and Dayton Triangles met in an NFL game seemingly destined to disappear into the mists of history. Neither team was a title contender; both would go out of business within a few years. A thousand or so fans watched on splintery bleachers, including some who just happened onto the scene while out for a Sunday stroll. But it just so happened to be the first NFL game in which a Black player started at quarterback.


Pro football was just getting started. Disorganized and obscure, with few fans and no traditions to speak of, it lived in the shadows of more popular sports such as baseball, horse racing, and boxing. Americans enjoyed watching high school and college football, but the pros had a dubious future. Franchises and leagues came and went. Players jumped from team to team. The men who ran the NFL, then four years old, had a single, modest goal: avoid extinction.


The Pros and Triangles sported dusky team sweaters, leather helmets, and thin pads over their shoulders and legs. It was hard to distinguish a Triangle from a Pro. Typical of the NFL’s early years, the game was an indecipherable muddle, with most plays consisting of a back carrying the plump ball into a tangle of bodies at the line of scrimmage. There was a punt every few minutes, few passes, fewer points. The only score in the Pros’ 7–0 victory came on a fumble return.


At the time, the events that took place in Hammond that afternoon were entirely forgettable. No one gave a thought to the fact that twenty-nine-year-old Frederick Douglass “Fritz” Pollard manned the quarterback position for the Pros. The presence of a Black player on the field was not newsworthy. Major league baseball was still for white players only, and NFL team owners would quietly enforce a color line between 1934 and 1945, but before that whitewashing of rosters, the league permitted Black players on its fields. A sprinkling had NFL careers in the early 1920s, including Duke Slater, a tackle, and ends Inky Williams, Bobby Marshall, and Paul Robeson—yes, the one destined for fame as an actor and activist. Pollard was the brightest backfield star, but the fact that he played quarterback for the Pros that day was not newsworthy at the time, either. With offensive strategy still in what amounted to a prehistoric age, the position was several decades away from becoming football’s most pivotal and glamorous, deemed so complex and intellectually challenging that many in the NFL believed only white men could handle it.


Like most teams at every level of football in the 1920s, the Pros lined up in the single-wing formation on offense. Four players were positioned on one side of the backfield, creating a “wing” of potential ball carriers and blockers that included a tailback, a fullback, a halfback, and a quarterback. The tailback was the central figure; the offense ran through him as it would through the quarterback later. He lined up the farthest behind the line, received snaps in what would become known as the shotgun formation, and either ran with the ball, handed the ball to another back, or, occasionally, heaved a pass. The fullback and halfback touched the ball the most besides the tailback. The quarterback, so called because he lined up just a quarter of the way back to the tailback, was a blocker on many plays.


Playing quarterback that day in Hammond was, if anything, a comedown for Pollard. In an era when achieving good field position was regarded as more important than completing passes, the punter ranked ahead of the quarterback in the pecking order of positions that determined games. Three years earlier, as a darting single-wing tailback, Pollard had helped another team, the Akron Pros, win the league title; an award honoring the most valuable player in the league did not exist in 1920, but if it had, Pollard would have won it. Playing for Hammond in 1923, though, he occupied a lesser role.


Only later, beginning in the 1960s, would his start at quarterback for the long-forgotten Pros earn historical significance. Pro football had become infinitely more popular. Teams played games before stadiums packed with roaring fans and tens of millions of television viewers. Quarterbacks were at the forefront of the show, operating complex offenses that blended passing and running. Most talent evaluators in the NFL only wanted white players manning the position, fearing Blacks lacked the necessary mental acuity. Black quarterback prospects faced grim options. If they wanted to play in the NFL, they had to move to defensive back, wide receiver, or running back—positions deemed more suitable for them because less thinking supposedly was required. If they wanted to continue playing quarterback, they had to flee the country entirely for Canada, where pro football teams were more open-minded about what Black players could handle and achieve. When a challenge to the NFL’s all-white quarterback bastion began to arise, Pollard’s start for the Pros in 1923 was identified as a historical footnote. Though it was not an example of a Black player leading an offense, it literally illustrated that, yes, they could play quarterback.


None of the few newspaper reporters on hand in Hammond that day referenced Pollard’s position in their articles. Only in an agate-type box score, which accompanied the game story in some papers, were lineups printed that indicated his position.1


He did not perform well, missing two field goal attempts and contributing no long runs as a ball carrier. “It is rumored there will be changes in the backfield” before the Pros’ next game, reported the Lake County Times of Hammond, Indiana.2 Inky Williams, Pollard’s teammate, scooped up a fumble and raced to the end zone in the fourth quarter for the game’s only score.


The Lake County Times praised the play of the Pros’ linemen and suggested Hammond would have “a world beating club” with a better backfield.3 Thus began the story of a century of Black quarterbacks in the NFL: fittingly, it was christened with an insult.
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Some social pioneers fall into it; others are born to it. Named for a famous abolitionist and born into a family that challenged perceived notions, Pollard was a natural.


His parents were the first Black homeowners in Rogers Park, Illinois, a prosperous suburban enclave near Chicago. John and Amanda Pollard arrived in 1886, knowing they were in for trouble but determined to see that their children received a quality education. According to family legend, Amanda never answered a knock at the door without a pistol tucked in her apron.


Born in 1895, Fritz would recall being taunted at a local beach and denied service at a drugstore counter. He and his eight siblings walked the fine line between seeking acceptance in the “white world” because of the advantages it afforded while supporting other Blacks who faced relentless oppression. Their parents taught them to interact respectfully with whites but also to stand up for themselves when necessary. Standout students and star athletes, they busted many racial barriers. Among the girls, Artemisia was Illinois’s first Black registered nurse and Naomi was Northwestern University’s first Black female graduate. The oldest of the boys, Luther, was a star high school athlete who worked in insurance and advertising before becoming a pioneering Black film producer; he launched the Ebony Film Corporation, a Chicago-based producer of movie shorts with all-Black casts. Among the other boys, Leslie played football at Dartmouth and became a New York sportswriter, and Hughes led a jazz combo that toured the world before he died at thirty-five from injuries resulting from a mustard gas attack during World War I.4


Fritz was the second youngest of the nine and became the best known because of football. Aside from being the NFL’s first Black quarterback, he was the first Black player to participate in the game that became known as the Rose Bowl, the first Black back selected to a prestigious college All-America team, and the first Black head coach in the NFL. Decades later, he was among the first Black inductees in the College Football Hall of Fame.


None of that seemed possible when he was a high school sophomore standing four feet eleven and weighing eighty-nine pounds. He made the varsity football team only because an older brother demanded it, but he kept growing, picked up speed, and became a playmaking ball carrier who could dodge tacklers and speed downfield for gains.


In 1915, as a college freshman at Brown, in Rhode Island, he was one of two Black students on campus. A football teammate from the Deep South cursed him with racial slurs until he started breaking long runs, which prompted the teammate to reverse course and encourage the coaches to give Pollard the ball. Brown won five games, lost three, and tied one that season with Pollard enduring constant derision from opposing fans. Yale’s crowd chanted, “Bye-bye, Blackbird” when he carried the ball, a sound that would haunt him.5


The team’s winning season prompted an invitation from the Tournament of Roses, an organization in Pasadena, California, that staged a New Year’s Day celebration that included a parade and a college football game. Pollard and his teammates traveled across the country by train and lost to Washington State on a rainy afternoon as Pollard took a pounding from WSU’s larger defenders.


His renown was sealed a year later when he was selected to the backfield of Walter Camp’s All-America team. Camp had coached at Yale and Stanford in the late 1800s and was widely regarded as the father of the sport. On his All-America team, he had previously recognized Black players who blocked and tackled, but not any that carried the ball.


A stint in the army ended Pollard’s college playing career before he could earn his degree. In 1918, he took a job as the head coach at Lincoln University, a historically Black institution near Philadelphia. The job did not pay much, and he took dentistry classes at Penn in his spare time. He was trying to figure out how to make a living. While at Brown, he had run a dry-cleaning business out of his dorm room and done tailoring work for summer tourists at Narragansett Pier. Pollard initially did not think pro football’s ragtag franchises could pay him enough to make playing the game after college worth his while. But in 1919, Frank Nied, owner of the Akron Indians, a team in the Ohio League, offered him a salary too big to turn down.


Pollard arrived to find a city simmering with racial hostility. “Akron was a lot like Mississippi in those days,” he said later.6 At first, some of his teammates would not speak to him and he dressed for games in Nied’s cigar store rather than in the locker room because Nied feared fans or players on other teams would try to injure him.


But Pollard’s parents and siblings had taught him how to persevere. He made it through the season unscathed beyond the usual bruises and returned to Akron a year later, in the fall of 1920. Nied had given the team a new nickname (Pros) and joined a new league, the American Professional Football League, which would change its name to the NFL in 1922.


As a single-wing tailback, Pollard dominated with his running, passing, and kicking. The Pros won eight games and tied two heading into a December showdown with the Decatur Staleys, run by player-coach George Halas, one of the new league’s primary organizers. The Staleys had a winning record and Halas saw the Pros as a competitor for the league title. (The title was determined not by playoff games, but by a vote of team owners at a league meeting after the season.)


Emotions ran high. Pollard and Halas had competed against each other as high school stars in Chicago. The game was played in the Windy City, at the home of baseball’s Cubs, and drew twelve thousand fans. (The Staleys would relocate to Chicago after the season and become the Bears.) Flaunting league rules, Halas brought in a star player from another team for the one game; he did not want Pollard getting the best of him.


The Staleys’ defense kept Pollard corralled and the game ended in a scoreless tie, but months later, the Pros were awarded the championship, embittering Halas, who would always believe his team had been denied a title it deserved.


Pollard returned to Akron in 1921 with added duties, sharing the job of coaching the team. He was at his peak as a player. White fans in Akron and other cities gladly paid to watch the speedy Black star they had read about in the paper. Pollard seldom disappointed. He carried the ball, caught and threw passes, and returned punts. Defenders bearing down on him lunged to tackle him but grasped only air as Pollard swiveled his hips and sped by.


But opponents were out to get him. They twisted his ankles in piles, kicked him, scratched him. His injuries mounted and he played sparingly late in the season as the Pros faded from title contention. His time in Akron was up.


He settled in Chicago and looked beyond football to make a living. Having given up on dentistry, he opened one of the nation’s first Black-owned investment firms. The Roaring Twenties were in full bloom, the stock market booming, and more Blacks needed to make the most of that, Pollard thought.


In 1922, he returned to the NFL, signing a contract to coach and play for a new team in Milwaukee. The owner also signed Robeson and Slater, hoping fans would pay to see the curious spectacle of so many Black players on one team. The Milwaukee Badgers started the season well, but problems arose when the owner and some players did not like taking orders from a Black man. Pollard left the team before the season ended with a new reputation as a troublemaker, a common label hung on the era’s Black athletes.


As the 1923 season approached, Pollard’s NFL playing career was now a lesser priority. He had an investment firm to run. He took a job coaching a high school team in Chicago. He signed to play for the Gilberton Catamounts, a minor-league team in northeastern Pennsylvania’s hardscrabble coal-mining region. Pollard’s paydays with the Catamounts were substantial enough to convince him to take weekend train trips between Illinois and Pennsylvania and play before many fans who had never seen a Black man, much less cheered for one. At one game, he was greeted with a hail of rocks and sticks.


It seemed Pollard had no time to coach or play in the NFL in the fall of 1923. But then he received an offer from Alva “Doc” Young, owner of the Hammond Pros, based near Chicago, where Pollard lived. The NFL was still so unorganized that teams set their own schedules, and Hammond only played a few games, so the time commitment was reasonable.


Pollard appreciated the chance to play for Young, a respected physician with a progressive attitude about race. Young had played semipro baseball as a teenager, and now, at age forty-two, he owned racehorses and promoted boxing and wrestling matches. He had provided medical services for Hammond’s football team before buying the club in 1920 just as the league now known as the NFL launched. He was on hand for the league’s birth at an organizational meeting in an auto showroom in Canton, Ohio, on September 17, 1920. Years later, Pollard told an interviewer that the idea of excluding Black players from the league was discussed at the meeting, but when Young and Akron’s Frank Nied argued against it, the idea was tabled.


The Pros were not a franchise with serious designs on success. The only suitable field in Hammond was a reconfigured baseball park. Young settled for scheduling most of the team’s games on the road, where league rules guaranteed him 25 percent of the proceeds from ticket sales. But even with that cash, he could not afford much bona fide talent. His players had other careers and busy workweeks, limiting their ability to practice. The Pros were overmatched against stronger squads such as the Canton Bulldogs.


With so few of their games in Hammond, the Pros could not develop a lasting following. A local semipro team drew bigger crowds. The fact that the Pros had Black players did not help. The Indiana countryside outside of Chicago was a notorious hotbed of intolerance; the state would have a quarter-million Ku Klux Klan members at one point in the 1920s. Doc Young was in the minority with his open-mindedness.


But that did not change how he ran his team. Of the more than three dozen franchises that competed in the NFL between 1920 and 1926, none suited up more Black players than Hammond. Pollard, Inky Williams, a back named Sol Butler, and a fullback named John Shelburne all played for the Pros during those years.


Pollard had good intentions when he joined the team in 1923. The Pros’ head coach was Wally Hess, a versatile back who was from Hammond and had played at Indiana University. In the season opener, Hess played quarterback and Pollard played halfback in a 17–0 loss to Canton. They swapped positions a week later in the October 7 win over Dayton. It is not known what prompted the move.


Regardless, as the press predicted, there were changes in the backfield in the next game. Hess was back at quarterback. Pollard did not suit up at all. In fact, Pollard did not play again for Hammond in 1923. He made more money with the Gilberton Catamounts. Some of his finest performances as a pro came as Gilberton’s single-wing tailback in 1923 and 1924.


When a Pennsylvania coal strike threatened Gilberton’s season in 1925, Doc Young asked Pollard to rejoin the Pros as their head coach and also a player. Pollard mostly coached, playing little, as Hammond began the season with a 14–0 loss to the Green Bay Packers.


After that game, Pollard received a call from Nied. He wanted Pollard to return to Akron, play for the team, and also help coach. Doc Young agreed to send him and several other players to Akron. Pollard’s return to the team he had led to the league title in 1920 rekindled his fortunes in the NFL. Playing halfback and quarterback that fall, he helped Akron to a record of four wins, two losses, and two ties, good for fourth place in the twenty-team league.


He returned to Akron in 1926, and on October 10 of that season, there was an NFL game in which both teams started a Black quarterback, according to a box score in the Akron Beacon Journal.7 Pollard manned the position for Akron. The Canton Bulldogs’ quarterback was twenty-seven-year-old Sol Butler, who, like Pollard, had previously played for Hammond under Doc Young. One of America’s finest all-around athletes, Butler had competed in the long jump at the Summer Olympics in 1920, pitched for three seasons in baseball’s Negro leagues, and started at quarterback for four years at the University of Dubuque, in Iowa. He had manned a role in Hammond’s backfield from 1923 through the start of the 1926 season.


Playing for Canton later in 1926, Butler shared a backfield with Jim Thorpe, the legendary Native American who was even more accomplished as an athlete. Though he was thirty-nine at the time, long past his prime, Thorpe had won Olympic gold medals, played major league baseball, and suited up for more than a half dozen NFL teams since the league’s inception.


Seeing Thorpe and Butler together in Canton’s backfield in 1926, a columnist for the Pittsburgh Courier, a Black newspaper, wrote that “we can’t fail to marvel” at the idea of two people of color “usurping the spotlight” in “a white man’s game.” He was referring to pro football.8


Pollard and Butler were friends. In fact, it was Pollard who had talked Butler into trying the NFL in 1923. Both were fast and elusive, capable of dominating a game, but when they competed as rival quarterbacks on that October afternoon in 1926, they did not move sportswriters to wax poetic. Butler fumbled three punts in a row. Pollard was benched. The game ended in a scoreless tie.


Both Black quarterbacks were nearing the end of their time in the NFL. Within weeks, Nied cut Pollard for having “failed to play up to the form expected of him.”9 It was the final indignity Pollard had to endure in pro football, and around the same time Butler also experienced an event that helped him realize he was in the wrong place at the wrong time as a Black quarterback in the NFL.


It happened when the Bulldogs traveled to New York in November to play the Giants, then in their second season. Still on unsure footing in a city that cared far more about its baseball teams, the Giants were delighted when Thorpe’s presence on Canton’s roster helped draw thirty thousand fans to the Polo Grounds.


Butler was all set to play quarterback for the visitors, but the Giants had several players from the Deep South on their roster, which precipitated a revolt. It is not clear whether the Southerners refused to participate in a game with a Black player or Giants management feared the big crowd might witness a racial incident if the Southerners did play, but regardless, the Giants asked the Bulldogs to pull Butler from the game. Shortly before kickoff, Butler told his teammates to play without him rather than make a fuss and upset the fans.


The New York Times published a story about the game, which ended in a 7–7 tie, without mentioning Butler’s absence. But later accounts in the Black press revealed the events that led to it, identifying the Southern players as the problem.10


Butler was back for the Bulldogs’ next game and played out the season with the team, but he wanted no part of the NFL after that. He settled in Chicago, worked as a probation officer, wrote about sports for a Black newspaper, and added another sport to his repertoire when he joined Gilkerson’s Colored Giants, an all-Black basketball team that toured through the Midwest.


With Pollard and Butler out of the league, NFL backfields were on the way to becoming all-white enclaves, destined to remain so for years. In fact, the league’s entire playing population was white for a dozen years beginning in 1934, and by the time the tiniest trickle of Black players resurfaced after World War II, quarterback had evolved into football’s most glamorous and complex position, deemed so important and challenging that owners and coaches would not dare trust a Black man with it.


Pollard continued to closely follow the NFL after his playing career ended. He succeeded in an array of business ventures, publishing a Black newspaper and becoming a prosperous tax consultant, but he seethed as he watched NFL talent evaluators dismiss Black players as potential quarterbacks after the war. If anything, Pollard, as a younger man, had demonstrated that Black players could think just as well as whites, and that it was racist, pure and simple, to put limits on them. But his darting runs and clever playmaking were just distant memories by then. Pollard had done as much as he could to open minds and doors, but it was not nearly enough.
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CHAPTER 2


When the league that became the NFL launched in 1920, it did so with Jim Thorpe as its chief executive, holding the title of league president. The team owners gave him the job with the hope that his name would generate publicity, which they sorely needed. They disregarded the fact that he had zero management experience.


Thorpe was not cut out for the job. He kept playing for Canton while theoretically running the league, devoting little time, if any, to rules, paperwork, and the settling of disputes, duties that were central to keeping the nascent league intact. After a year, the owners replaced him with one of their own: Joe Carr, a former sportswriter from Columbus, Ohio. Not only had Carr run one of baseball’s minor leagues, he owned and operated a football team of his own, the Columbus Panhandles—so nicknamed because many of the team’s players worked for a division of the Pennsylvania Railroad known as the Panhandle.


Methodical and meticulous, Carr was partial to dark suits with high collars, wide-brim hats, and wire-rim spectacles, giving him a doctrinal air. The owners put their faith in his experience to organize and unify their haphazard start-up.


Football was a young sport and the NFL an even younger league, so Carr first set out to spread the word of pro football’s existence. During those initial years, Carr was open to taking on any prospective team owner willing to join the NFL. By 1926, he had assembled a roster of twenty-two teams representing cities as large as New York, Chicago, and Detroit, and as small as Duluth, Minnesota; Racine, Wisconsin; and Pottsville, Pennsylvania.


It was a sprawling, messy brotherhood. When Carr stepped back and took stock in 1926, he recognized problems and confusion on multiple fronts. Teams handled their own scheduling with no guidelines from the league, so they could play however much, or little, they wanted. The Frankford (Pennsylvania) Yellow Jackets played seventeen games in 1926 while the Louisville Colonels played four. Screwy as that was, even stranger was the fact that the league title was not even decided on the field, but by a vote of the owners after the season.


Most troubling was the fact that the league was awash in red ink—even more so when a rival league arose in 1926, creating bidding wars for players and driving up salaries. If payrolls continued to rise, the only teams that could remain solvent would be those capable of selling more tickets and bringing in more money. Franchises in smaller cities would struggle to generate sufficient income playing in tiny stadiums before sparse crowds.


Given those circumstances, Carr reasoned that the NFL needed to become more of a big-city venture to have any chance of surviving and blossoming. It should establish roots in metropolitan areas with larger stadiums, more powerful media outlets, and more fans, while cutting ties with the smaller operations.


Moving boldly, Carr reshaped the league by kicking out a dozen franchises at an owners’ meeting following the 1926 season. The Hammond Pros, Akron Indians, and Canton Bulldogs were among those shown the exit. But while doing so, Carr and the remaining owners appeared to give little, if any, thought to what this contraction meant for Black players.


The league did not have either a formal or a de facto policy of exclusion, as evidenced by the presence of Pollard, Butler, and several other Black players on the field. But none of the owners of the larger teams were interested in them. Between 1920 and 1926, every Black player but one suited up for Hammond, Akron, Canton, or the Rock Island (Illinois) Independents. Now those teams were gone, leaving Black players with nearly no one on their side.


In 1927, the newly streamlined NFL had twelve teams and a single Black player—Duke Slater, a lineman for the Chicago Cardinals. He had been Pollard’s teammate in Milwaukee in 1922 before joining Rock Island, where he earned a reputation as a fierce blocker. With Rock Island no longer an option, Slater had joined the Cardinals, who needed help as they competed with George Halas’s more popular Bears for the favor of fans in Chicago.


Slater was an impressive figure, and not just on the field. While still playing with the Cardinals, he attended law school and became a practicing attorney, later becoming an assistant district attorney in Chicago, and finally, one of the city’s first Black judges. His off-field career fully exposed the absurdity of the cruel lie that a Black man could not think or lead. On the field, Slater played without a helmet and loved to hit; he was with the Cardinals through 1931 and was the NFL’s only Black player for most of that time. Only three others made appearances—guard Hal Bradley played in two games for the Cardinals in 1928, end Phil Scott played in eight games for the Orange (New Jersey) Tornadoes in 1929, and guard Dave Myers played for the Staten Island Stapletons in 1930 and the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1931. (Hoping to take advantage of baseball’s popularity in the 1920s and 1930s, the Dodgers and several other NFL teams shared a nickname and home field with the major league baseball team in their market.) Myers’s brief pro career was emblematic of the challenges Black quarterbacks would face in the coming years.


A New York native, Myers had been a backfield star on a Stuyvesant High School team that won the Manhattan-Bronx championship. His talent was impossible to miss. At NYU, he set records tossing the javelin for the track team and was described by reporters watching football practice as the fastest man on the roster. NYU’s head coach, Chick Meehan, put his speed to work on defense, stationing him in the backfield and letting him return punts. But white players had always manned the offensive backfield at NYU, and Meehan, it seemed, was in no hurry to break with that tradition, so on offense Myers lined up at guard and blocked for others.


Myers’s switch to quarterback came in his senior season. Meehan “experimented” with putting him at halfback at a preseason training camp, where the New York Times reported that he showed “real aptitude.”1 But he remained a guard until he replaced the white quarterback at a midweek practice in October. Three days later, he led NYU over Penn State before thirty thousand fans at Yankee Stadium, giving the offense “the punch it has lacked all season,” the Times wrote.2 He was a “star negro quarterback,” and not the single-wing version.3 Myers took snaps, ran with the ball, and threw passes, previewing what the job of a quarterback would entail several decades later, after changes in rules and general offensive philosophy made the position far more central.


But controversy soon overshadowed Myers’s talent. Meehan had scheduled a home game against Georgia and initially told reporters Myers would not play because he “understood the feeling of Southern colleges in regard to playing against Negroes.”4 There was immediate blowback from the media. The Brooklyn Daily Eagle published an editorial cartoon with Myers depicted standing behind a “new Mason-Dixon line,” located in New York.5


Meehan responded that Myers could not play anyway because he had an injured shoulder that might knock him out for the rest of the season. A team doctor confirmed the injury and Myers did not play against Georgia. Whatever Myers thought of his coach’s lack of support, it was not enough for him to quit the team. He was back for the next game and played the rest of the season at quarterback.


In 1930, Myers signed with the Stapletons as the harsh realities of the Great Depression set in. The NFL was down to eleven teams and would soon shrink to eight. With roster spots becoming rarer, team owners did not want to take jobs away from white players. But Myers was too talented to pass up.


Joining the Stapletons, he hoped to earn a job in the backfield but was not given a chance to try out and ended up back where he started at NYU, playing in the line and blocking for others. There simply was no room for Myers in the backfield. Staten Island’s tailback, Ken Strong, was a star, just beginning a long career that would include four All-Pro selections in the 1930s, and the team’s player-coach, Doug Wycoff, took up another backfield spot as the fullback. Myers would play just one season with the Stapletons before moving on.


He suited up for the Dodgers in 1931, but even though their backfield was not as set, he still wound up at guard. Although he made second-team All-Pro, no easy feat for a player on a team that won just two games and lost twelve, it was becoming clear that an NFL career was a long-odds proposition for any Black player. The 1931 season was Myers’s last.


Myers was a trailblazer, for better and for worse. Several decades later, it would become customary for Black college quarterbacks to have to switch positions in the pros. Myers was just the first of many.
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In the first half of a game between the Chicago Cardinals and Pittsburgh Pirates at Forbes Field in Pittsburgh on September 27, 1933, the Cardinals’ single-wing tailback was easily the best player on the field. One of just two Black players in the NFL that season, Joe Lillard was big-shouldered and agile, nicknamed “the Midnight Express” by white reporters because he was so dark and fast.6 He could do almost anything the game demanded, it seemed. In the first half in Pittsburgh, Lillard took snaps in what would become known as the shotgun formation, threw a touchdown pass, and repeatedly slashed through the Pirates’ defense for gains. He also kicked an extra point, punted, and made tackles for the Cardinals’ defense from his position in the secondary.


At halftime, with the Cardinals ahead, 13–0, both teams headed to their locker rooms to rest and adjust their strategy. Forrest “Jap” Douds, an offensive tackle for the Pirates who was also the team’s head coach, stood before his players with a blunt prescription for getting back in the game. “We’ve got to get that damn nigger the hell out of there!” he said.7


None of the Pirates spoke up—it was the NFL in 1933, after all. But one player, Ray Kemp, a rookie tackle for the Pirates, was taken aback. He was the NFL’s only other Black player besides Lillard.


Several minutes later, Douds pulled Kemp aside as the Pirates prepared to return to the field. “Ray, you know I didn’t mean you,” Douds said.8


Kemp was not one to make a fuss. A taciturn western Pennsylvanian, he had been the only Black player on his teams at Duquesne. He loved football and had ruefully accepted that he had to tolerate racial epithets if he wanted to play.


Lillard was different, more confrontational by nature. “An angry young man,” Kemp would call him, and indeed, he had a lot to be angry about—his life had been filled with obstacles.9 An Oklahoma native, he had been orphaned by age ten and sent to live with relatives in Iowa. A standout high school football player, he accepted a scholarship from the University of Minnesota only to see the coach leave for the University of Oregon. Lillard followed the coach to Oregon, but his career ended prematurely, and in controversy, when he was accused of having played for a semipro baseball team. Lillard claimed he had been paid only to drive the bus.


When he first played for the Cardinals in 1932, he performed well, but his playing time dwindled when the coaches and some white teammates claimed he had repeatedly skipped practices and meetings. Reporters for Black newspapers dismissed the allegations, attributing his benching purely to racism.


He was talented, though, and the Cardinals knew it. His 1933 season was already off to a great start through the first half in Pittsburgh. But when the second half began at Forbes Field, the Pirates would not rest until they had him kicked out of the game. “The players on other teams knew what would set Joe off,” Kemp said later.10 The Pirates taunted him and twisted his ankles when they tackled him. Finally, their fullback, Tony Holm, a Southerner who had played at the University of Alabama, irritated Lillard enough that a fight broke out.


Both players were ejected, which was fine with the Pirates. They rallied to win, 14–13, as the Cardinals sagged without their best player. Douds’s strategy had worked. Sportswriters noted that a missed extra point attempt by Lillard in the first half wound up being the difference in the score.


A week later, against the Portsmouth Spartans in Ohio, Lillard threw a touchdown pass but missed another extra point while fans taunted him mercilessly. In the next game, he kicked the winning field goal against the Cincinnati Reds but was again ejected for fighting.


When the Cardinals faced their more popular crosstown rivals, the Bears, on an October Sunday at Wrigley Field, Lillard gave them an early lead on a breathtaking play. He fielded a punt near midfield, juked around several tacklers, and sped to the end zone while hugging the sideline. The Cardinals took a 9–0 lead, but the Bears overtook them and won, 12–9.


The Cardinals finished the season with just one win in eleven games, but what little hope they engineered along the way came courtesy of Lillard. He was their season leader in rushing yardage and passing completions and yardage, and was involved in over half of their touchdowns.


But he also was a source of friction with his penchant for getting into fights. Some teammates became frustrated with Lillard’s volatile nature and did not always block their hardest for him. The coach elected not to play him in the season finale. The Cardinals had seen enough. They did not bring him back in 1934.


Kemp experienced a similar fate when he was cut from the Pirates shortly after the September game against the Cardinals. Kemp believed it was because he played the same position as Douds. “He had a lot of cronies on the team and I think it was just a combination of things,” Kemp said. He complained to the Pirates’ owner, Art Rooney, a cigar-smoking horseplayer who was known for supporting Black players. This time, however, Rooney refused to step in.


“He told me, ‘Ray, I feel you’re as good a player as we have on the club, but I’m not going over the head of the coach,’” Kemp recalled.11


Thinking he was through with the NFL, Kemp took a job in a steel mill. Then, to his surprise, the Pirates asked him to play in their season finale against the Giants in December 1933. Kemp traveled with the team to New York and played the entire game before twelve thousand fans at the Polo Grounds. It would be the last time until after World War II that a Black player was seen on an NFL field.
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When George Preston Marshall agreed to start a new NFL franchise in 1932, he wanted to put it in Washington, DC, the city where he lived in a luxury hotel, rode around in a limousine, and owned a successful laundry business. Descended from Confederate officers, he was a proud son of Dixie who relished his hometown’s segregated environment.


Joe Carr talked him into putting the team in a more northern home base, Boston, believing it would make for a better football market. As it turned out, Carr was mistaken. Marshall would endure five years of indifference from fans in Boston before he moved his team, the Redskins, to Washington, where they immediately took off, winning championships in a sold-out stadium.


But in 1932, his first year in the league, Marshall still hoped his team would succeed in Boston. He was encouraged to see a sizable and enthusiastic crowd attend a game against the Cardinals on October 3. His optimism quickly faded, though. The Cardinals beat his team easily, with Joe Lillard dominating the field. “Negro Star of the Chicago Eleven Thrills 18,000 by Dazzling Runs as Cardinals Down Boston,” read the headline in the Boston Globe.12 It was Marshall’s worst nightmare. But he would exact his version of revenge soon enough. In a form of twisted logic, Lillard’s superb performance in Boston that night in 1932 helped delay by decades the ascendance of Black players into offensive centerpieces in the NFL.


Blue-eyed and bombastic, Marshall came from a theater background that gave him ideas about how to make pro football a livelier sport. And though he was new to the NFL, he was unafraid to voice his opinions at meetings. The other owners liked his enthusiasm and vision, and they adopted many of his ideas, which included a postseason championship game and relaxing certain rules to make passing a larger part of offensive play. But Marshall is also widely credited with leading the owners into the most reprehensible epoch in the league’s history. There is no official record of him speaking up at a meeting and formally suggesting that teams adopt a strict policy of segregation. Yet his attitude toward the exclusion of Black players was well known. However it happened, within two years of his arrival, the NFL was entirely white.


The league had never been welcoming to Black players—just thirteen had played between 1920 and 1933. But it is hard not to see Marshall’s fingerprints on the decision to draw a hard line. Even after other teams broke the color line following World War II, the Redskins played on without Black players until 1961.


Marshall could not create an entirely white league alone, though. In 1934, the NFL’s ownership ranks included Pittsburgh’s Art Rooney, the Bears’ George Halas, the Giants’ Tim Mara, and the Philadelphia Eagles’ Bert Bell. They would become towering presences in pro football history and fiercely denied that the whitewashing of rosters was intentional. Yet none of them—nor any other NFL owner—gave a Black player a uniform for more than a decade starting in 1934.


The excuses they made were unconvincing, to say the least. Halas claimed it was the result of a lack of quality Black prospects coming out of college football. In fact, teams in the Big Ten and on the West Coast, where integrated rosters were becoming common, featured outstanding Black stars in the 1930s. The best known among them were backs who, like Lillard, could have become dominant tailbacks in the single-wing offenses that prevailed in the NFL. That would have positioned them to join the first generation of star quarterbacks.


Iowa’s Oze Simmons was “the best I’ve ever seen,” said a coach for Northwestern who had seen Red Grange and Fritz Pollard.13 Dubbed “The Wizard of Oze” and “The Ebony Eel” by sportswriters, he set records as a rusher and kick returner, but he also threw touchdown passes—he had played quarterback in high school in Texas—and there is little doubt he could have confounded NFL defenses with his passing as well as his running, as Lillard did before being denied a place in the league. But Simmons never received so much as a tryout offer from an NFL team. After college, he played two years for the Paterson (New Jersey) Panthers of the American Association, a minor league, before giving up on football.


Kenny Washington projected as an even bigger NFL star than Lillard or Simmons. As a single-wing tailback for UCLA, he led the nation in total offense as a senior in 1939 and was described as “the greatest long passer ever” by his college football and baseball teammate, Jackie Robinson—yes, the one destined to make history by breaking the color line in major league baseball when he debuted with the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947.14


Washington attained as much glory as Robinson, if not more, while at UCLA. He was such a difference-maker in football that Halas seriously contemplated signing him in 1940. It is fascinating to consider what might have happened had Washington received an opportunity. But he was never signed, presumably because Halas’s fellow NFL owners discouraged it. “Amid the exclusion of all Black players from the NFL, the cause of Black quarterbacks certainly was set back with the likes of Kenny Washington never getting a shot,” said Jack Silverstein, a Chicago sports historian who has researched the history of Black quarterbacks in pro football and published comprehensive findings in 2020.15


After being denied by the NFL in 1940, Washington joined the Los Angeles Police Department and, like Simmons, turned to minor-league football, playing for the Pacific Coast League’s Hollywood Bears during World War II. When the NFL reintegrated in 1946, after the war had ended, he was the first Black player to sign a contract—the Los Angeles Rams took him on. But by then, knee injuries had robbed him of the playmaking skills that could have made him a major star. He gave the Rams three decent seasons in a hybrid role as a rusher, passer, and receiver, then retired and resumed his police career.


In time, Washington would be recalled as a racial barrier-buster, and thus, an important historical figure. But in a different time and under different circumstances, he also could have been the NFL’s first great Black quarterback.









15 














CHAPTER 3


The rise of the star NFL quarterback can be traced to a league meeting in Pittsburgh in February 1933. Joe Carr brought the owners there mostly because he wanted them to meet potential local investors—he wanted to put a new franchise in Pittsburgh. (Art Rooney’s Pirates would debut that fall.) That possibility made news in western Pennsylvania, but nationally, the biggest headlines from the meeting involved rule changes.


Until that point, the NFL had used the college rulebook, the whole thing, cover to cover, instead of devising its own regulations. But with Marshall and Halas leading the way, the owners broke from the college game in fundamental ways during the two-day session in Pittsburgh. Their league was down to eight teams. Something had to change or pro football’s days might be numbered.


According to the rules of college football, a player could not attempt a pass unless he was at least five yards behind the line of scrimmage. That resulted in more punting than scoring in many games. Hoping to inject more action into the pro game, the owners agreed to throw out the five-yard rule, hoping it would encourage more passing. From now on, a player could attempt a pass from anywhere behind the line.


Quarterbacks had almost always been complementary players, overshadowed by others, in the single-wing offenses most NFL teams employed. But they began their move to the spotlight with the rule change enacted in Pittsburgh.


The owners broke from the college rulebook in other ways during the meeting. Plays would now start nearer the middle of the field, instead of near the sidelines, giving offenses more room to maneuver. Goal posts would be stationed at the back of the end zone, instead of on the goal line, hopefully resulting in fewer field goals and more touchdowns. All the changes were aimed at enlivening the pro game and saving the NFL from shrinking any further.


But it was the opening of the passing game that set in motion a revolution in offensive strategy. Once it was easier to pass, teams opted to throw the ball more and move downfield faster. Offenses began gobbling up whopping chunks of territory on individual plays instead of just a few yards at a time on single-wing runs.


Pro games immediately became faster, higher scoring, and more dramatic. In 1932, the last season before the NFL dropped the five-yard rule, teams combined to score an average of 16.4 points per game. A year later, with players passing from anywhere behind the line, the teams in the inaugural championship game combined for forty-nine points.


A new kind of game required players with new skills. Two years after the rule change, the Green Bay Packers signed Don Hutson, a speedy end from Alabama who had run wild in the Rose Bowl. When the Packers played the Bears for the first time with Hutson, he lined up on the first play and raced downfield. The Bears’ defenders let him go, thinking he had outrun the throwing range of any of Green Bay’s backs, who shared the passing duties. But Arnie Herber, the tailback, launched a towering spiral that hit Hutson in stride and he sped to the end zone to complete an eighty-three-yard scoring play. The Bears were stunned. Green Bay wound up winning.


Pro football had never witnessed a weapon like Hutson, who would lead the Packers to two league titles and a run of winning seasons in his first five years. His rise further emphasized the importance of having an accurate and prolific passer; Hutson was nothing without one. Passing was becoming a skill too important just to leave to the tailback or halfback with the best arm.


Two years after Hutson entered the league, Marshall’s Redskins drafted Sammy Baugh, a rangy single-wing tailback from Texas Christian University. He was a purposeful ball carrier, but his defining feature was a powerful and accurate throwing arm.


The NFL had never seen a passer with such confidence. When a receiver went out for a pass at Baugh’s first pro practice, Ray Flaherty, the Redskins’ head coach, challenged the rookie. “Let’s see you hit that receiver in the eye,” Flaherty said.


“Which eye?” Baugh replied.1


The Redskins would win their first NFL title that season with Baugh leading the league in passing as a single-wing tailback. But creative football minds had already begun scheming to move beyond the single-wing, which suddenly seemed old and slow. Halas and a coaching ally, Clark Shaughnessy, devised an offense that ran out of the “T formation,” with the quarterback lined up directly behind the center, two backs behind him, and an end split wide as the primary receiving target. There had been a version of the T decades earlier, so Halas called his the “modern T.” It put the quarterback at the center of the attack, with much more responsibility. He ran the huddle, called the plays, took every snap, handed the ball to backs, faked handoffs on some plays, and most importantly, threw all the passes.


The days of single-wing tailbacks throwing more than quarterbacks were about over.


In the late 1930s, Halas went searching for the right player to run the “modern T” for the Bears. He found Sid Luckman playing quarterback on losing teams at Columbia University in New York. Luckman was big and smart, a deft ball handler with a strong arm. Halas traded up to get him with the second overall pick in the 1939 NFL draft.


Luckman played halfback as a rookie with the Bears in 1939 while an older player, Bernie Masterson, played quarterback and threw more passes. But after the Packers won another title with Hutson leading the way that season, Halas had seen enough. In 1940, he committed to using the modern T with Luckman at quarterback. The Bears won a division title and faced the Redskins, and Baugh, in the league championship game. The matchup offered a stark contrast in offensive philosophies. The Redskins still used the single-wing even though Baugh was the NFL’s top passer.


The game was played in Washington before a sellout crowd on a sunny Sunday afternoon in December. The Redskins had beaten the Bears during the season and were favored to claim the title. But the Bears scored on the second play of the game and went on to demolish Washington, 73–0. Although Luckman only attempted four passes due to the contest becoming so lopsided, the rout illustrated what could happen with a gifted quarterback at the helm of the T.


The NFL’s move to the T became inexorable, and with that, quarterbacks became the central figure in offenses. Four years after they lost the championship game by seventy-three points, the Redskins finally adopted the T and put Baugh at quarterback. One of the finest passers ever, destined for the Pro Football Hall of Fame, he had spent the first seven years of his career at halfback, sharing the passing load. That would never happen again. By the end of World War II, the first generation of passing quarterbacks was dominating the pro game. The Bears had Luckman. The Redskins had Baugh. The Rams had Bob Waterfield, who threw two touchdown passes in a victory over the Redskins in the 1945 championship game.


Pro football had changed forever, become more modern, thrilling, and, soon enough, far more popular. It had previously been a slow-paced game of backs in leather helmets plunging into the line. Now, it was a game of dynamic quarterbacks.








[image: image]











When the Rams defeated the Redskins in the 1945 championship, the game concluded a twelfth straight season of entirely white NFL rosters. It seemed unlikely the league would reintegrate anytime soon. Major league baseball was segregated. America’s military was segregated. The NFL could coast in the shadow of those better-known entities, especially with so many local, state, and federal statutes effectively mandating segregation across the country.


Only later, in hindsight, would the whitewashing of the league become an embarrassing stain on its history. When the Bears celebrated their centennial by wearing “throwback” uniforms from 1936 in a 2019 game, Jack Silverstein, the local sports historian, noted in print that the Black players on the 2019 Bears would be the first Black players to don the uniform—an irrefutable fact that highlighted the NFL’s shameful epoch from decades earlier.2 George McCaskey, the Bears’ chairman and Halas’s grandson, did not try to skirt the issue. “Integration of the NFL and the Bears was too long in coming,” McCaskey said in a video produced by the team.3


In the middle of the NFL’s all-white era, Fritz Pollard, always interested in the greater good, fielded an all-star team of well-known Black players, including Joe Lillard, Ray Kemp, and Dave Myers. Pollard’s aim with his squad, which he called the Brown Bombers, was to play NFL teams in exhibition games and hopefully show NFL owners that Black players were just as talented as white players, and also that Black and white players could compete harmoniously, without fighting.


It was telling that Lillard and Myers, by now in their thirties, manned the marquee positions in the Bombers’ backfield. In the years when offensive strategy changed and T quarterbacks supplanted single-wing tailbacks as the focal point, there were no Black players in the NFL. Lacking a Black version of Luckman or Baugh, Pollard had no choice but to tap a prior generation’s stars for the Brown Bombers.


Predictably, NFL teams would not play the Brown Bombers, who settled for playing minor-league squads in front of sparse crowds, almost always winning, before folding after three years due to a lack of attendance and revenues.


Inevitably, as NFL team owners searched for their versions of Luckman or Baugh, the ideal they imagined was a white player. The idea of putting a Black player at quarterback probably never even occurred to them, even after the NFL reintegrated starting in 1946.


When the color line was broken that year, it was certainly not because those in charge experienced a change of heart. The return of Black players to the NFL was almost an accident, coming as a byproduct of another move that received far more attention: the move of the Rams from Cleveland to Los Angeles.


Los Angeles had loomed as an attractive market for an NFL franchise as its population exploded in the 1930s and 1940s. A handful of prospective ownership groups had eyed it, but the league had hesitated to put a team there, especially after the United States became involved in World War II. But with the war ending, the Rams’ owner, Dan Reeves, did not wait for league approval. He just said he was going.


Cleveland had never really warmed to the Rams, who began playing in 1937; with attendance a constant struggle, the franchise had lost money even while winning the title in 1945. Now, a rival pro league, the All-America Football Conference, was preparing to kick off in 1946 with a strong franchise in Cleveland called the Browns. Reeves wanted no part of a tough and costly fight for the hearts and minds of Cleveland’s fans. He feared he would lose.


The AAFC was also establishing a team in Los Angeles, so the Rams would have to fight for fans there, too, but Reeves felt better about his chances in that challenge. He envisioned a rosy future for the Rams in Southern California. A young and impetuous scion of a family that had made a fortune in the grocery business, he dared his fellow NFL owners to stop him. They did not, approving the move on January 12, 1946.


Three days later, the Rams’ general manager, Chile Walsh, appeared before a commission that oversaw the Los Angeles Coliseum, the city’s massive stadium, which the Rams intended to use for their home games. Walsh was seeking a lease arrangement.


The Coliseum was a public venue, built with taxpayer dollars as a centerpiece for the 1932 Olympics, which Los Angeles had hosted. A three-man commission, featuring one representative apiece from the city, county, and state governments, oversaw the stadium’s use. The commission meetings were public, and on the day the Rams asked for a lease, three sportswriters from Black newspapers were in the audience—Halley Harding from the Los Angeles Tribune, Herman Hill from the Pittsburgh Courier, and Abie Robinson from the California Eagle.


After Walsh announced the Rams wanted a lease, Harding asked to speak. Taking the floor, he gave the commissioners a tutorial on the NFL’s lamentable record on race, detailing the careers of Pollard, Lillard, and Sol Butler, and explaining that no Blacks had played in the league since 1934.


Harding, a former Negro leagues shortstop, told the commissioners it would be inappropriate to give a lease to a team in a segregated league—the taxes of both Black and white residents had built the Coliseum, he said. The commissioners agreed, and Walsh, turning pale, immediately stated that Kenny Washington, the former UCLA star from the 1930s, could try out for the Rams. Although now past his prime and playing on sore knees, he had a devoted following in Los Angeles. The Rams soon signed him to a three-year contract and also signed Woody Strode, another former UCLA star who was Black.


The signings of Washington and Strode were not received warmly around the NFL. “All hell broke loose,” said Bob Snyder, a backfield coach for the Rams.4 The other owners had no interest in following the Rams’ lead. Some still believed fans would not buy tickets to see Black players. Some still believed Black and white teammates could not coexist. Some still doubted whether Black players could help them win. Washington and Strode were the NFL’s only Black players in 1946. Washington was the only one in 1947.


But the owners were tacking against a rising tide of historic change. Jackie Robinson integrated baseball’s major leagues when he took the field for the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947. President Harry Truman signed an executive order integrating the United States military in 1948.


Teams in the AAFC were more open to integrating their rosters. The Cleveland Browns had signed two Black players, fullback Marion Motley and guard Bill Willis, as soon as they opened for business in 1946. Both were immediately major contributors, and the Browns added a third Black player, a punter and end named Horace Gillom, in 1947. The Los Angeles Dons had three Black players that year. The New York Yankees’ addition of Buddy Young, a crowd-pleasing Black halfback from the University of Illinois, showed NFL teams they were missing out on players who could help them win games and attract fans. Young had gone unselected in the NFL draft.


Ever so cautiously, other NFL teams began to sign Black players. In 1948, the Detroit Lions added Bob Mann, a wide receiver from the University of Michigan, and Melvin Groomes, a halfback from Indiana University. The Giants signed Emlen Tunnell, a single-wing tailback who had displayed a range of skills at the University of Iowa.


Tunnell had led his team in pass completions, pass receptions, and rushing yardage at different times but, like Buddy Young, had gone unselected in the NFL draft. Looking for a chance, he simply showed up at the Giants’ offices in midtown Manhattan on a hot afternoon in July 1948 and asked to speak to Steve Owen, the team’s head coach. Owen had never heard of him. The Giants’ general manager vaguely recalled hearing about him. Tunnell wound up speaking to Wellington Mara, the son of the team’s owner.


“I want a job,” Tunnell said.


“What kind of a job?” Mara asked.


“Playing football. I play football,” Tunnell replied.5


Impressed with Tunnell’s gumption, Mara signed him. What happened next was telling. Tunnell could throw the ball, but the Giants had acquired a quarterback, Charlie Conerly, who had led the nation in passing at Ole Miss and fit the developing prototype of an NFL quarterback. He was tall and had a good throwing arm and could command an offense. The Giants shifted Tunnell to defense—a switch that would become typical for Blacks who had played quarterback or at least thrown passes in college.


For Tunnell, it was a good fit. He made an immediate impact as a defensive back and punt returner and became an All-Pro performer. He was later voted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame. But the exodus of potential Black quarterbacks to other positions was underway.


In 1949, the Bears became the first NFL team to draft a Black player. They took George Taliaferro, a single-wing halfback from Indiana, in the thirteenth round. But he did not play for the Bears. Aware of the NFL’s record of discrimination, Taliaferro had assumed he would not get drafted even though he was one of college football’s top players, a three-time All-American. He had signed with the AAFC’s Los Angeles Dons before the NFL draft. 


By 1950 the AAFC was out of business. The NFL had annexed its best teams, the Browns and San Francisco 49ers, along with the Baltimore Colts. Those additions significantly increased the number of Black players in the league. The Browns still had Motley, Willis, and Gillom, and had added Len Ford, an end destined for the Pro Football Hall of Fame.


On a Sunday afternoon in Cleveland in November 1951, the Browns thumped the Bears, whose roster was still entirely white. Watching Motley, Willis, Gillom, and Ford batter his team, Halas had seen enough. He drafted a Black running back, Eddie Macon, with a second-round pick in 1952. That fall, Macon became the Bears’ first Black player—thirty-two years after the franchise’s birth.


The Pittsburgh Steelers and Philadelphia Eagles also put Black players on the field for the first time in 1952. Ollie Matson, a Black halfback from the University of San Francisco, was the Chicago Cardinals’ first-round draft pick, the third overall selection, and the league’s Rookie of the Year in 1952.


Slowly, the number of Black players in the league rose, reaching nearly two dozen by 1955. It was an improvement, but the Black players still faced rampant discrimination. No team ever had more than three or four Black players in uniform at a time; it seemed there was still an unwritten agreement among the teams about not diving too deeply into this pool of talent.


There were also limitations on which positions Black players could play. It became clear that most teams wanted them at halfback, end, or defensive back, where, according to talent evaluators, success depended more on natural athleticism than on outthinking one’s opponents. Thus, there were no Black centers or middle linebackers—positions where the job entailed calling signals on the field. Quite simply, coaches did not want to give Black players that much responsibility.


The ultimate thinking position was quarterback. Luckman, Baugh, and Waterfield, the great passers of the 1940s, had given way to a glittering new generation at the position that featured the Lions’ Bobby Layne, the Browns’ Otto Graham, and the Colts’ Johnny Unitas. They all commanded their offenses with an army general’s confidence, running huddles, calling plays, completing passes all over the field, and showing no fear in close games, and they emerged just as television, in its first decade as a mainstream medium, began broadcasting NFL games into dens across America.


The nation fell in love with these daring quarterbacks who ruled the NFL. And every last one of them was white.
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CHAPTER 4


Paul Brown was pro football’s most forward-thinking coach in the years after World War II. While leading the Cleveland Browns to seven championships—four in the AAFC and three in the NFL—he introduced a slew of innovations that became hallmarks of the modern game. He developed complex game plans. He hired staffs of assistants that included offensive and defensive coordinators. He used game film to scout college prospects. He used radio signals to relay play calls to his quarterback. Brown’s advances helped make the pro game more sophisticated, fascinating, and popular.


He was also much quicker than most of his peers to move beyond the harsh discrimination that had prevailed in pro football. He put Black players in uniform as soon as his team was up and running, and he kept bringing in more. If there was an unwritten agreement among teams about limiting Blacks on their rosters, Brown did not adhere to it. Five Black players suited up for the Browns in 1952; other teams had far fewer.


But the great innovator only went so far; he balked when it came to actually playing a Black quarterback.


It initially seemed he was ahead of the curve. In 1951, the Browns became the first team to draft a Black quarterback, selecting Syracuse’s Bernie Custis with an eleventh-round pick. Custis had been the first Black starting quarterback for a major college program, and he seemingly had the skills the NFL was now looking for, having passed for more than a thousand yards in a season.


He signed with the Browns, assuming they wanted him for the potential he had shown as a quarterback. But when he arrived at training camp, he discovered otherwise.


“I want you to play safety, try out for that position,” Brown said.


Custis tried to hold his ground. “I want to try out at quarterback,” he said.


“You’re way ahead of your time,” Brown replied, according to Custis’s recollection of the conversation years later.1


It may not have been racism motivating Brown to move Custis. The Browns already had Otto Graham, a stellar quarterback in the prime of his career. Custis was not beating out Graham. But Brown likely thought Custis, savvy and talented, still could help the team at a different position.


Custis said later that he did not necessarily believe Brown bought the prevailing notion of Black quarterbacks in the NFL in the early 1950s—namely, that they were not smart enough to handle the position. “I respected Paul,” Custis said.2 But while negative stereotyping “was not something I ever zeroed in on,” he added, “I certainly felt it.”3


Unfortunately, as with his other inventions, Brown was laying down a footprint that other NFL teams would follow in the coming years: if they drafted a good college quarterback who was Black, they found another position for him.


Brown thought enough of Custis to propose a unique solution to their “situation.” Brown said he would allow Custis to take a shot at playing quarterback elsewhere, but only if Custis agreed not to sign with another NFL team.


“I’ll release you. But only to a Canadian team,” Brown said.4


Pro football in Canada was just beginning to emerge as a viable alternative. There was a scattering of teams in the western half of the country and a handful more in the east. Within a decade, the groups would merge and become the Canadian Football League, playing by rules that sounded outlandish to American fans. The field was 110 yards long, not 100. Teams only had three downs, not four, to move the ball ten yards and retain possession. And just as different was the prevailing attitude on race. Most teams in Canada did not mind putting Black players in important positions that required them to use their minds, analyze situations, and call signals. Canada, as a result, would become a haven in the coming years for Black quarterbacks who had excelled in American college football but were denied a chance to play in the pros.


According to Custis, Brown had no problem finding a job for Custis in 1951. “He had numerous calls for me from Canadian teams,” Custis said.5 The young quarterback signed with a team in Hamilton, Ontario, known as the Tiger-Cats. They initially wanted him to play running back, but after Custis performed well at quarterback in a preseason game, fans clamored for him to get a shot. “The Negro pivot player has passed and ran himself into the minds of the fans,” the Hamilton Spectator reported.6


On August 29, 1951, Custis stepped behind the center and took the snap on the first play of the Tiger-Cats’ season-opening game against Montreal. Hamilton won easily, 37–6, delighting a home crowd of fourteen thousand fans. It had been four years since Jackie Robinson integrated baseball’s major leagues and twenty-five years since a Black quarterback started a pro football game in North America. The last one before Custis was Sol Butler with the NFL’s long-gone Canton Bulldogs in 1926—before Custis was born.


He wound up starting for Hamilton all season, earned his teammates’ support, and seldom heard racist language from opponents, he said.7 He also experienced few problems off the field while living in Hamilton. “I didn’t find any real prejudice against me,” Custis said.8 “I think there was more a look of curiosity from the people. I sensed it, that people were looking, even when I was walking down the street. The Black population was just about nil.”


Although the caliber of Canadian pro football was nowhere close to that in the NFL, Custis demonstrated that he was capable of being a pro quarterback in 1951. He led the Tiger-Cats to a winning record and made an all-star team.


Custis had been forced to cross the border because American pro football simply was not ready for him, but eventually Canadian football proved to be not quite ready at that point, either. Despite his success in 1951, Custis was moved to running back in 1952 and a white quarterback replaced him. A year later, the Tiger-Cats won the Grey Cup, Canada’s championship game, with Custis as a running back. That was where he played until his career ended in 1956.


Still, even if his opportunity lasted only a single year, Custis had broken the color line and demonstrated that Canadian football was a viable alternative for Black quarterbacks shut out of the NFL. Many would follow his lead in the coming decades.


“I don’t think of myself as a pioneer,” Custis said later, “but there was a paving of the way.”9
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As he stalked the Bears’ sideline in the second half of a game against the San Francisco 49ers on a Sunday afternoon in Chicago in October 1953, George Halas was increasingly furious. His team had started fast, taking a 21–0 lead, but the 49ers scored one touchdown, then another, and finally took the lead early in the fourth quarter. When George Blanda, the Bears’ quarterback, lost a fumble while trying to turn things around, Halas spun toward the bench and barked at Willie Thrower, the Bears’ backup quarterback, telling him to warm up and go in when the Bears regained possession.


By the time that moment came, the 49ers had scored another touchdown. The Bears had allowed thirty-five straight points and trailed by fourteen. But when the fans saw Thrower lead Chicago’s offense onto the field, they stopped booing and cheered.


A rookie from Michigan State, Thrower was making his NFL debut. When he stepped under center and took a snap, he was just another young pro hoping to make a mark. But he made a mark just by taking that snap. He became the first Black quarterback to play in the NFL in twenty-seven years.


Another Black player, George Taliaferro, also had taken snaps from center and thrown passes in recent years. (After playing in the now-defunct AAFC as a professional rookie in 1949, he joined the NFL and played for the New York Yankees, Dallas Texans, and Baltimore Colts.) But Taliaferro was a halfback who only occasionally lined up at quarterback as a tactical surprise, in what later became known as the “wildcat” formation. Thrower was a pure quarterback, tasked with running the huddle and calling plays.
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