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CHAPTER ONE


A NAME IN A RECORD BOOK


THEY CAME FROM NEAR AND FAR TO THE GLEAMING NEW ATHLETIC & Convocation Center at Notre Dame to honor the football coach they once called The Master.


The calendar said that Frank Leahy was sixty years old on that last night of January 1969. One look at Leahy would have labeled the calendar a fabulist. He still stood erect, five foot eleven, and his waistline barely had wavered from those postwar days when he strode the Fighting Irish sideline, an American celebrity at the peak of his command. But the crevasses in Leahy’s face, the ruddy cheeks, and the thinning gray hair indicated the ravages taken by time and leukemia.


Once he had radiated a fiery mettle fueled by his desperate need for success. In many ways, Leahy personified the American Dream narrative that served as the backbone of national culture for most of the twentieth century. He had come from nothing. He had worked hard, gone to church, used football to go to college, married the right girl, climbed the coaching ladder, all at a furious pace. He was a head coach at thirty, the Notre Dame head coach at thirty-two, a national champion as a player and a coach.


As a player, he took motivation from the doubts of a hometown friend who told Leahy that he would never make it at Notre Dame. As a coach, the more Leahy won, the more pressure he applied to himself to match public demand. Leahy drove his players hard, and in return they played so fiercely that his Fighting Irish teams lived with accusations of dirty play. They fought hard because Leahy demanded it. He tried so hard to live up to the Notre Dame legacy of success that losing devastated him. At the end, winning did, too.


When he played, his drive cost him his health. His body could not withstand what he put it through. Leahy won a job as a starting tackle in the preseason of his junior year, yet the number of games he actually started in his Notre Dame career could be counted on one hand. When he coached, his drive cost him his health again, which in turn cost him his coaching career at the age of forty-five, cost him the one job he ever really wanted.


Fifteen years to the day after Leahy and Notre Dame parted ways, he wore a red blazer, a crisp white shirt, and what in his later years had become his trademark bow tie. Leahy long ago had given up wearing a traditional necktie. So many times in a restaurant, a fan had interrupted Leahy’s meal. The coach, ever polite, would stand in greeting and drag the bottom of his necktie through his soup.


More than a thousand guests came to the dinner at twenty dollars a plate, back when that was a good portion of a daily wage in South Bend. A short story in The South Bend Tribune announcing the dinner elliptically explained that it would not be stag. “Inviting the ladies represents a policy departure from most affairs of this sort,” the newspaper said.


They came, men and women but mostly men, to honor Leahy and to benefit him (those blood transfusions weren’t cheap), to remind him and surely themselves of who he had been, what he had meant to them. And they wanted to remind others, namely the men who for more than a decade had refused to vote Leahy into the College Football Hall of Fame.


No coach in the last forty years had been more singularly identified with his university than Leahy had been with Notre Dame. He loved the campus, loved the statue of Our Lady (English translation of Notre Dame) atop the Golden Dome, loved it from the day he first laid eyes on it as an eighteen-year-old freshman in the winter of 1927. Like so many Catholic boys in small towns and big cities across America, Leahy, a shy innocent from the South Dakota prairie, had dreamed of playing for the great Knute Rockne. Unlike nearly all of those boys, not only did Leahy play for Rockne, but when a knee injury ended his career, he became his coach’s protégé. Rockne saw not only the hunger in Leahy but a keen mind for the game. The coach arranged for his protégé to become an assistant coach at Georgetown. Three months later, Rockne would be gone, perishing in a plane crash on a Kansas farm.


Leahy spent one season at Georgetown before moving to Michigan State and then to Fordham, where he attracted acclaim for developing the offensive front forever known as the Seven Blocks of Granite. One of those blocks, a squat Italian with a quick temper named Vince Lombardi, became a coach, too.


In the winter of 1939, at the age of thirty, Leahy became head coach at Boston College, where he took a commuter school that consisted of four buildings (none of them dorms) and in two seasons went 20-2, including an 11-0 record in 1940 that concluded with a 19–13 upset of mighty Tennessee in the Sugar Bowl.


But Notre Dame came calling, literally the same day that Leahy signed a five-year extension with the Eagles. Eleven days later, Leahy left Boston College and that new contract behind. This was Notre Dame, his school, the school that had taken in a poor boy and made him a man.


Rockne, by dint of his success and a personality born for marketing, had put Notre Dame on the American cultural map. Rockne fomented the image of a small Catholic university in a remote Midwestern town as the premier college football program in the nation. It is easy now, with the benefit of hindsight, to see Notre Dame as a monolithic power in college football for most of the twentieth century. But in January 1941, you could make the case that Notre Dame’s success during Rockne’s thirteen seasons belonged to the coach, not the school. In the ten seasons after Rockne’s death, Notre Dame neither went undefeated nor won a national championship. Two head coaches tried and failed to maintain the Fighting Irish at the level to which Rockne had taken them.


If Notre Dame had not hired Leahy—and the decision didn’t happen until Santa Clara head coach Buck Shaw took himself out of consideration; his wife, Marge, said that she would rather live in a tent in California than a castle in Indiana—who can say Rockne’s greatness would have been handed down? California dominated the years before Rockne peaked, Minnesota the years after his death, and both have rarely been heard from again. A school changes. The sport changes.


But Leahy returned to his alma mater, bristling with energy, and made Notre Dame Notre Dame again, not only restoring Fighting Irish football to its pedestal but transferring the imprimatur of winning from Rockne to the university. Only two years into his tenure, a fellow coach declared that Leahy belonged in the same breath as Rockne.


Pittsburgh coach Clark Shaughnessy came to South Bend to speak in 1943, days after Leahy won his first national championship. “I was a contemporary of Knute Rockne and was proud of my friendship with him,” Shaughnessy said. “There never was a man like Rock for his all-around influence on football. Now I’m going to close by saying that Frank Leahy is his old coach’s peer, and future events will bear me out.”


They did. When Leahy retired from Notre Dame after the 1953 season, he had the second-best record in the history of the game (107-13-9, .864), second only to Rockne.


Rockne went undefeated five times in thirteen seasons at Notre Dame.


Leahy did so six times in only eleven seasons.


In the seventy-one seasons since Leahy’s retirement, the Irish have finished the regular season undefeated only five more times.


Leahy also won four Associated Press national championships (an award that the AP didn’t give in Rockne’s time).


Red Grange, the Galloping Ghost who became an American icon during the Roaring Twenties as an All-American back at Illinois, became an analyst in the early days of college football telecasts, which also happened to be the prime of Leahy’s championship run at Notre Dame. In that era Grange called Leahy “the greatest college football coach who ever lived. He’s greater than Knute Rockne ever thought of being and I’m not knocking old Rock… They complain and say that he [Leahy] teaches dirty football and all that silly talk. The reason they complain is that Leahy is superior and he wins. They steer clear of Notre Dame for one reason: Frank Leahy. They don’t want to get beat.”


As Leahy made the Irish dominant again, he made himself into an American colossus, one of the best-known sports figures in a postwar nation craving a return to normalcy. In the years after World War II, major American sports consisted of Major League Baseball and college football. The New York Yankees and Notre Dame became synonymous with greatness, interchangeable icons, loved by their faithful and hated by every other fan in America. From 1946 through 1953, the Yankees won six World Series and Notre Dame won three national championships. The Fighting Irish didn’t lose a game from 1946 to 1949, then handed the baton to the Yankees, who didn’t lose a World Series from 1949 to 1953.


Daring to compare one to the other, one New York columnist described the Fighting Irish’s annual game against Army in Yankee Stadium as “the top annual sports event in the country’s greatest city.” Again, this is in an era when the Yankees made the World Series almost every October. During this postwar run, Leahy made the cover of Time magazine, celebrity real estate typically reserved for political leaders and authors. “In the old culture,” essayist Lance Morrow wrote, appearing on the cover of Time served as “a secular version of being beatified by the Catholic Church.” If you read the pages of Time and of Life, the picture-laden newsweekly also published by Time, Inc., you would have thought that Notre Dame was the only American university with a football team.


Leahy succeeded just as the GI Bill poured billions into American higher education, and just as postwar anti-Catholicism surged. Catholics across the country clung to the Fighting Irish as a ticket to assimilation. Nuns lit candles for football success. As a significant portion of American life centered on universities, Leahy cemented Notre Dame’s stature as not only the most prominent Catholic university but a symbol of athletic greatness. Author Mark S. Massa pegged the high-water mark of American Catholic self-confidence, cultural influence, and optimism to the decade after World War II, when Bishop Fulton J. Sheen captivated television viewers and Notre Dame football captivated everyone else.


Leahy’s successes bolstered the university so that it could take advantage of its football renown to transform into the premier Catholic institution of American higher learning. In theory, it’s not impossible for football dominance to exist on the same campus as academic prowess. In reality, when Notre Dame football toppled off its pedestal in 1950, losing eight games over three seasons, no one had to look far to find the culprit. Father Theodore Hesburgh, then the university vice president, was as confident as he was dynamic. Hesburgh wanted to shift Notre Dame’s focus toward academia. “Father Ted” capitalized on Leahy’s football success even as he stunted it. He used the spotlight that shone on the university because of football even as he reined in Leahy. Hesburgh wanted to illustrate to the coach (and the world at large) which was the dog and which was the tail.


The friction between two ambitious men who envisioned Notre Dame from opposite poles put neither man in a favorable light. Leahy, as his team tumbled from four consecutive undefeated seasons to a 4-4-1 record in 1950, never fully trusted Hesburgh again. Hesburgh, as driven in his dream as Leahy had been in his, became as successful in making Notre Dame a world-class university as Leahy had been in restoring Notre Dame football to greatness. Hesburgh ascended to the presidency of Notre Dame in 1952, a job he would hold for thirty-five years. In later life Hesburgh felt remorse about his relationship with Leahy. He would give voice to that remorse at the dinner honoring the former coach at the new Athletic & Convocation Center.


“You battled a lot of odds,” the priest, looking down the dais, said to Leahy, “including me.”


That dinner took place three weeks after the College Football Hall of Fame announced its newest coach. No one could quibble with the choice of former Oklahoma head coach Bud Wilkinson, who won three national championships and lost only twenty-nine games in seventeen seasons with the Sooners. Yet even Wilkinson went 0-2 against Leahy, who, in failing health, again would have to wait for one more January.


Year after year, the Honors Court, the committee made up largely of former coaches entrusted with selecting former players and coaches for the Hall, met to consider Leahy and passed him over. It wasn’t just that the Honors Court selected men with poorer coaching records—after all, the only better record belonged to Rockne. It was that the Honors Court selected coaches who barely won more than they lost, and in one case (Tuss McLaughry, 1962) lost more than he won. They selected coaches whom Leahy defeated regularly until they refused to play Notre Dame any longer. The American Football Coaches Association never gave Leahy its highest honor, the Amos Alonzo Stagg Award.


The fact was, in case it needs to be spelled out, Leahy didn’t have many friends in what is referred to as the coaching fraternity. “He lost only 11 games in 11 years against competition Rockne never dreamed of,” wrote Jim Murray, the iconic columnist at the Los Angeles Times. “He did it in such a charming way there wasn’t a football coach in the country who wouldn’t have cheerfully bought him a drink—of arsenic.” Leahy’s celebrity did not alter the introvert inside, and when he spoke, he did so with an off-putting formality. His diction was the envy of every high school speech teacher, and he used vocabulary as if getting paid by the syllable. Leahy came off as unctuous, especially when he professed a public pessimism that sounded more like condescension. Any coach who scouted Notre Dame understood the level of talent that Leahy recruited. Yet he would predict three losses a season (or, before one undefeated season, seven), and often he believed his own pessimism.


When Leahy went to coaching clinics and conventions, he didn’t close the hotel bar with the other coaches. He rarely had more than a social drink (save for one desperately unhappy period after coaching) and didn’t smoke. And it wasn’t just that Leahy beat the other coaches every fall. It was the way he did it. The saying was that Rockne beat you and after the game threw his arm across your shoulder and made you laugh and, gee, what a great guy. Even when Leahy lifted his foot off the accelerator, his teams still dominated. “They not only beat you,” said a coach of the day, Pappy Waldorf, “but ruin your team for the next weekend.”


Waldorf went 0-4 against Leahy. He was elected to the Hall of Fame in 1966.


Leahy had a few champions. The ABC broadcaster Chris Schenkel, an Indiana native, pushed for his election. The testimonial dinner had been the brainchild of Bob McBride, who returned from a German POW camp to resume his playing career for Leahy, and then became his most devoted assistant. McBride would recall how every single invitee to the dinner, no matter his celebrity, insisted on paying his own way. Some 150 former players returned to campus that night to pay tribute, men in middle age who loved Leahy for the reasons they once hated him. As demanding as he had been, Leahy was never a dictator, just haunted by perfection.


The coach’s four Heisman Trophy winners—five if you count Paul Hornung, whom Leahy signed but never coached on the varsity—lined up alongside him on the dais for a photo. Players from his two seasons at Boston College came, too, including George Kerr, who graduated from the interior line to the priesthood.


The Massachusetts House of Representatives, in awarding Leahy an official citation presented at the dinner, proclaimed: “[I]n recognition of his masterful coaching ability and supreme contribution to the youth of America, Coach Leahy richly deserves to be enrolled in Football’s Hall of Fame.”


Telegrams poured in from Leahy’s friends, men whose fame he had once matched, from former President Dwight Eisenhower (less than two months before his death) to Governor Ronald Reagan of California to Supreme Court Associate Justice Byron White, from entertainer Bing Crosby to Cardinal Richard Cushing of Boston to Chicago Mayor Richard J. Daley. Wintry weather limited retired Army coach Earl “Red” Blaik, Leahy’s greatest rival in the 1940s, to a wire. In five games against Notre Dame, Blaik’s Black Knights scored a total of seven points, that touchdown coming in the third quarter of the fifth game, when Army trailed, 20–0.


“The reason Red didn’t show up,” Johnny Lujack, the 1947 Heisman winner and Leahy’s greatest player, said in his remarks, “was he thought he’d be shut out again tonight.”


There were jokes, of course, but many more tributes. “It was not only a privilege to play for you,” Lujack said to Leahy, “but also a great thrill just to have known you.”


Sid Luckman, the former Chicago Bears quarterback whom coach George Halas dispatched to South Bend in 1942 to teach Leahy the T formation, recalled the twenty-hour days the two of them put in together. Leahy, Luckman said, flipped the relationship. “From the bottom of my heart I say that I never learned as much football as I did from Coach Leahy during that time. He exacted the best and last ounce from his men. In turn he gave his best.”


Ara Parseghian, then the current Notre Dame head coach who had restored the Irish to the greatness they had not known since Leahy’s departure, said, “My offseason duties take me into every part of this country on speaking engagements and at every gathering I address, after current and routine topics are disposed of, there always surfaces the recitation and discussions of the great deeds of Frank Leahy.”


Former Georgia coach Wally Butts, Leahy’s closest friend in the game, called him “the greatest of them all. And he belongs in the Hall of Fame.” Yet that endorsement paled before the one that came from the Notre Dame president, the official who had ushered Leahy out the door those fifteen years earlier.


Hesburgh recalled to Leahy how he coached with “chin out and a glint in your eye, instilled dedication, drive, discipline, and character in your players so that while they may have groused some at the time, there developed in them a great pride that will remain in them forever.”


Hesburgh, who knew how to deliver a homily, said, “If Leahy isn’t named to the Hall, the whole idea seems to be useless… Frank Leahy, you are long overdue in Football’s Hall of Fame!”


The cheer that arose from the floor and bounced off the walls of the Convocation Center woke up the echoes of cheers for Leahy’s teams long before.


Soon the guest of honor stood to speak. That very day, the Associated Press reported, some five hundred North Vietnamese troops attacked an American base forty-three miles northwest of the South Vietnamese capital of Saigon. Leahy, as he often did in his paid speaking gigs, railed against the Communist menace to American society. But soon he turned to the reason that the Convocation Center had filled on this twenty-nine-degree night. Leahy paraphrased Apollo 8 astronaut Jim Lovell, who had just become one of the first three men to orbit the moon and then spoken to a joint session of the US Congress. “Have I really been there? It’s so hard to believe,” Leahy said.i


He began to employ his trademark flowery language in his round, lyrical tone.


“My thoughts often go back to this place,” Leahy said, “to coming here to play for Rockne, to the day I was told I would be coming back to the campus to direct the gridiron forces of my alma mater.


“I never thought anything this nice would happen to me. But let me tell you this, with all the sincerity that I can command, that none of this would be possible if it weren’t for the truly wonderful players and assistant coaches that it was my great fortune to work with here on the campus of Our Lady.”


Leahy regularly exhorted his players to “pay the price.” He certainly did. The stress of meeting the standard of success of Notre Dame fans and of Leahy himself extracted a costly toll on his health and on his family. The married father of eight, who put his wife and family in a palatial home thirty minutes from campus, spent football seasons sleeping on a cot in the campus firehouse. He spent the other nine months of the year coaching and tending to the celebrity side of his life. Leahy traveled to numerous coaching clinics per year, more interested in learning than in teaching. He made speeches to Notre Dame clubs across America and to plenty of other clubs as well.


“Dad belonged to the world,” his son Fred once said, “and Mom had eight kids.”


Even in the 1950s, when the word “housewife” was a description and not an epithet, the marriage of Frank and Florence Leahy felt the strain of his absence, a strain manifested in her alcoholism and his stress-induced illnesses. Several times over the course of his adult life, Leahy suffered from what was labeled “nervous exhaustion” or a “nervous breakdown.” The American Dream had a dark side, the side that authors such as F. Scott Fitzgerald and Arthur Miller had revealed. Frank Leahy, who tried and succeeded more than millions of others to live his life in superlatives, paid a price for success. Turns out that Leahy was human.


By the 1953 season, Leahy’s health problems became so severe that he collapsed in the locker room at halftime of the Georgia Tech game. A campus priest summoned from the stands administered Leahy the last rites of the Catholic Church. He had suffered an attack of pancreatitis, exacerbated by stress. Leahy recovered well enough to finish out the season, coaching the Irish to a 9-0-1 record and No. 2 ranking. But he was cooked and he knew it.


Today, as intercollegiate athletics undergoes its most wrenching changes in generations, Notre Dame stands among a handful of schools—Stanford, Northwestern, Virginia, Duke—that continue to represent the beau ideal of universities that strive to achieve academic and athletic success. If Notre Dame sacrificed Leahy on the altar of academia, it’s way past time to recognize his success anew.


Amid all the hosannas he received from the writers who had covered his greatest successes, one columnist paused. Furman Bisher of The Atlanta Constitution would go on to become a legendary figure in sports journalism, a man who wrote for six decades. At that time, he was a thirty-five-year-old columnist just beginning to make a name for himself. “Any football coach who can survive 13 years with an average of one defeat per season is threatening immortality,” Bisher wrote. “Rockne was already an immortal, anyway, but the tragic way in which he died ballooned his stature.


“It may or may not come to Leahy. That may depend on how he conducts himself from here on out… [I]t seems incredible that he should be walking out on the biggest job in his field. But when the agony begins to kill, it’s time to go. It won’t be known for awhile yet if he has won the immortality he worked for so fiercely.”


Leahy lived for twenty years after retirement from Notre Dame, a period in which he found that the agony came from within, not from football. His battle with stress prevented him from accepting other coaching jobs. He made a lot of money and lost nearly as much, proving that as a businessman, he was nothing more than a former football coach. Leahy died in 1973, slipped away at age sixty-five, and the fame and celebrity that once dictated his life did not survive his demise.


Today, Rockne remains a touchstone of the university campus. The outsized personality of Lou Holtz continues to hover over Notre Dame football a generation after his resignation as head coach. Leahy’s players, the men who tried to keep his legacy alive, are gone, too. Leahy, seven decades after his resignation and five decades after his death, has become a name in a record book. But if there had been no Leahy, there’s no guarantee there would be the Notre Dame football that college football fans continue to love—and hate. Leahy left an enormous impression on the Notre Dame campus. He came so far. He would not fail.


Footnote


i Lovell told that joint session of the US Congress, “I stepped out of the house a few days later and looked up at the moon and I could scarcely believe that I was there.”
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CHAPTER TWO


VOW ON THE SPOT


THE DETAILS OF FRANK LEAHY’S CHILDHOOD HAVE ONE FOOT IN AN earlier America, the Wild West of John Ford’s films, of Zane Grey’s fiction. Leahy grew up on the prairie, with enough cowboy in him that as an adolescent he drove horses and worked as a cowhand. But he also fell in love with sports, a love that would marry with his fierce drive to succeed. Given the life that would unfold before him, it’s easy to surmise that Leahy’s drive to succeed dominated that marriage, overwhelmed the football side of him, and brought him fame and wealth as it wrecked his health. Lost in that dark view is Leahy’s sincere desire to live a proper life according to the tenets of his Catholic Church and of society. Life is rarely black-and-white.


Francis William Leahy was born on August 27, 1908, in O’Neill, Nebraska, a first-generation American. It may be redundant to say that his ancestors endured great hardship to establish a life in the pioneer days of the nineteenth century. Life on the unsettled Canadian and American prairies did not allow much in the way of comfort.


Great-grandfather Patrick Leahy, a laborer from the southern coast of Ireland, came to Canada on the ship Fortitude in 1825. Land in Upper Canada was plentiful, and in the years after the War of 1812, it seemed like a good idea to the Brits to get more able-bodied subjects of King George IV over to Canada, just in case those upstart Americans got any ideas about crossing the border and starting another skirmish.


Patrick’s youngest son, Michael, immigrated south to Iowa farmland with his wife, Bridget, and their family in 1869. Francis Patrick, the fourth of what would eventually be ten children, was five years old. In 1883, the Leahy clan moved to another farm, 375 miles west, near Wisner, Nebraska. Francis, known as Frank, would marry Mary Kane, whose family had moved to Nebraska from Scranton, Pennsylvania, and they got a piece of farmland of their own.


Francis and Mary named their first two boys Eugene (Gene) and John (Jack). They didn’t name a son after Frank until Boy Number Three and even then gave him a different middle name. Francis William Leahy, the sixth of eight children, also would be known as Frank. His younger sister Margaret remembered the family calling him Bud as a child to differentiate him from his father (the nickname appears nowhere else in family memoirs or the volume of profiles written about Coach Frank Leahy). The different middle name didn’t cause the emotional gulf between father and son, but it certainly characterized it.


“I never got much in the way of academic or career achievement from my father,” Francis William said. “He was a huge giant of a man, perfectly constructed, and I’m convinced he had the mental potential of a genius. People used to come in his cream station and bet him that he couldn’t define a certain word in Webster’s Dictionary—a standing bet he had with everyone in town—and I never heard anyone stump him.”


In a world where men often settled disputes themselves, the elder Frank looked for disputes to settle. He became known for his wrestling. His best friend was the heavyweight champion wrestler Martin (Farmer) Burns. The elder Frank Leahy was one of the few, if not the only, men to defeat Burns in the stick-pull, which is about what it sounds like. Two competitors face each other on the floor, legs outstretched so that the soles of their shoes meet. They grab the same heavy stick, (say, a pick handle) and they commence pulling until one of them is off-balance or loses his grip.


“When I was sixteen,” Tom Leahy, the youngest of the four Leahy boys, said, “I thought I was a pretty good wrestler and I took on my father, who was sixty-eight. He threw me before I knew the match had started.”


If the elder Leahy was itching for a fight, maybe it was to vent his frustration. Twice he washed out as a farmer. After the first time in Nebraska, he spent some time running a tavern. Then he moved to Roundup, Montana, and sent for Mary and the children. “How she ever made the trip with the six of us and retained her sanity will always be the eighth wonder of the world to me, for Frank was a baby in her arms,” recalled Gene, who was twelve at the time.


The elder Frank found that the Montana altitude didn’t agree with him. He entered a government lottery distributing prairie land in southwestern South Dakota and won the chance to homestead again. After a year in Montana, the family moved to the new town of Lamro, South Dakota, in the dead of winter. They found a foot of snow and a severe winter on the southwest South Dakota prairie. The Leahys spent that winter in a tent with a wooden floor and walls but a canvas roof.


The land in South Dakota proved to be more conducive to ranching than to farming. Gene recalled the winter weakening their cattle so badly that they couldn’t climb out of the creek on their own. He would help his dad back the wagon up to the creek, wrap a chain around an animal’s horns, and pull him out.


“One day, one of them was down near our barn,” Gene said, “and Frank, then but two years old, walked out to where the critter was and tried to get on its back, when we discovered it all and got him away from there. The critter was too weak to harm him or he might have been killed.”


As a toddler and a young boy, Frank Leahy fully engaged the curiosity God gives children. When Gene taught him how to hammer a nail, Frank proceeded to do so into everything in the house that didn’t move. One Sunday morning, when his parents went to church, Frank went into the family barn and found some matches. Wonder what happens when you light one?i He lit the hay on fire, and within minutes the fire consumed a team of mules, four sets of harnesses, the granary, some furniture, the barn, and nearly young Frank as well. The neighbors reported seeing him run out just before the roof collapsed. As the story was told and retold throughout Frank’s childhood, it never stopped embarrassing him. Finally, as his mother, Mary, told the tale again, from the next room Frank piped up.


“Mom, if you will forget about that barn, I’ll build you a new one someday.”


She never spoke of it within his earshot again.


THE LEAHYS MOVED UP THE ROAD FROM LAMRO TO THE NEXT TOWN over, also new, called Winner. By then the elder Frank Leahy had given up farming for good and began a freight business. He served the local taverns by delivering them full kegs of beer and hauling out the empty ones. He would barter with farmers along his route.


“My dad would buy cream and eggs and cowhides from the neighboring farmers, and in exchange would sell them such things as flour, wheat and grain. I well remember Dad rousing me out of bed at six o’clock in the morning to help lift flour sacks,” Frank said.


Young Frank got his first job on a neighbor’s farm at age six, making a dollar a day, and by the time he grew big enough to be effective, he made five dollars per day as a cowhand. As a boy, he often said his goal was to grow up to be a millionaire. Not that he didn’t enjoy what money could buy. Gene recalled giving Frank twenty-five cents to spend at a carnival that came to Winner. Frank disappeared into the crowd. When the Leahys decided to leave, Frank was nowhere to be seen. He had spent his entire quarter on tickets to ride the carousel, and there he stayed, in circular bliss, until Gene found him.


Frank showed his maturity early. As a ten-year-old, he saw one of his friends struggling to keep his head above water in a pond and coolly swam out to save him. About that time, Frankii and a friend got a job to take a dozen horses 150 miles west-northwest to Washabaugh County. The boys got about halfway there when they lost the horses. They found them in a local livery stable, where they reclaimed them, but not without having to confront the woman who had the horses put there after they tore up her garden. The woman insisted that the boys pay for the damages, which took every dollar they had. They had no money or food as they drove the horses for two more days to deliver them. Frank stayed in Washabaugh County for the rest of the summer, working jobs for a buck a day, before returning home awash in homesickness.


In his teens, he worked as a clerk for his dad, as a soda jerk at the Morosco sweet shop, and as a clerk at the Outlaw Trading Post in Winner that served the Rosebud reservation. He learned to speak enough Lakota to transact business with the Sioux in their language.


Frank proved to be a dutiful son but what looking after he got from a male in the family came from Gene. All the Leahy boys proved to be talented wrestlers and boxers; Gene proved to be a skilled baseball and football player as well. He went to Creighton University, the Jesuit school in Omaha, where he played both sports. He took great pride in the letter sweater he won there, until Frank discovered it and began playing football in it, stretching it so much as to make it unwearable. Gene forgave him, because he realized the remarkable innate gifts his little brother had for athletics.


“He was ever anxious to learn,” Gene said, “so I spent a lot of time with him, trying to teach him the technique of passing, punting, and football in general, and also baseball. He was a great student, and never had to be told anything more than once. Of all the kids I ever tried to teach, he learned the quickest and retained what he learned.”


Years later, Knute Rockne would say almost the same thing.


Frank was big for his age, and, if not clumsy, then not very agile. He came to Gene one day, nearly in tears, bemoaning how nearly every kid in school could outrun him, and what could he do about it. Nearly a century earlier, Fortitude had brought Leahy’s ancestors to a new life, and Gene decided the same attribute would fill in the gaps left by Leahy’s inability to run.


“Don’t mind that, Frank,” Gene said. “Courage will take you where speed don’t dare tread, and these same kids who are outrunning you now will be reading about you someday.”


Frank had courage, all right. He told the story many times that when he got home from school, his father would ask him, “Did you get into a fight today?” When Frank said no, his father would warn him, “Don’t come home tomorrow without having one.” The elder Frank Leahy usually said that to get a rise out of his wife, who did not like fighting. The Leahy boys didn’t go looking for a fight, but they took on any fight that came their way. Gene was a big, graceful athlete, and Frank became the most storied, but the four brothers agreed that Jack, who weighed but 165 pounds, was the fiercest, toughest fighter among them. Frank might have voted for his older sister Eileen, whom Gene described as “a wildcat in a scrap.” She and Frank once fought each other in the ring, where her uppercut split his nose wide open.


Nonetheless, it was Frank who their father believed had the size and skills to develop into a boxing champion. Frank had a lot more interest in football. “He was a brilliant person,” Frank said of his father, “but I could never derive anything from him in the way of encouragement to do anything but become a fighter. I was never totally convinced it was the right road for me and as time went on I became more and more obsessed with football, much to my father’s dismay.”


In eighth grade, Frank weighed upward of 185 pounds, enough size to attract the attention of the football coach at Winner High. He got a uniform, but he rarely got a spot on the field. So Leahy hatched a plan. Jack Crowley, a young man new to Winner, was sweet on one of Leahy’s sisters. He also refereed Winner High’s football games. Frank badgered Crowley to eject one of the Winner players from a game so that Frank could play. Crowley did so more than once, Leahy recalled, which allowed him to learn the game as he played it. When the local power, Gregory High, defeated Winner, 108–0, Leahy remembered Winner’s one kickoff, to start the second half. “I thought my job was to go down the field and, instead of tackling the ball-carrier, block one of their interferers,” Leahy said. “I thought this wonderful. I fell down and someone fell over me. I thought, ‘Gee, this is great. We’re really picking up here. I got my man.’ But he didn’t have the ball.”


Frank played whatever was in season for Winner High, and, at the direction of his father, he continued to box. When Frank came home with his letter sweater for football and moved right into basketball, his father mocked him. “What do they give you for that? A kimono?” The elder Frank saw to it that his boys had a heavy bag on which to work out, and he continued to harbor the dream that Frank would become a professional fighter. The elder Leahy, now about sixty years old, suffered from arthritis sufficiently that he no longer conquered anyone who dared challenge him. A big man came into town from north of Winner and set out for the elder Leahy, who got the worst of it, at least until young Frank got home from school. Dad enlisted his son to finish the fight, and off they went in search of the man. He would regret agreeing to fight this boy. Young Frank ended the fight in two punches.


All of which encouraged his father, who, at one point, according to Margaret, came home one day and announced that he had signed Frank up for a professional fight back in O’Neill. Mrs. Leahy had heard enough. She intended for Frank to graduate from college. She knew he might have the talent to get a football scholarship, and she knew that a pro fight would cost Frank his amateur standing. She warned her husband that if he went through with this scheme, “I’ll disgrace you by climbing into the ring to stop it.”


Mr. Leahy backed down—sort of. On July 4, 1924, in an open-air arena in an O’Neill lumberyard, the Knights of Columbus put on an athletic program. In the next-to-last fight of the night, a local blacksmith named George Blaha, known as Silent because he was deaf, fought a young unknown named Frank Kane. That would be Frank Leahy, eight weeks shy of his sixteenth birthday; Kane, remember, was his mother’s maiden name. The way Leahy told the story, his father got him the fight and Frank made a hundred dollars. The pseudonym, in place to protect his amateur standing, didn’t exactly fool anyone. The homemade kelly green trunks that Leahy wore, a gift from the mother of a friend, sported the initials FWL.


“As soon as the bell rang I came out to meet this behemoth—he must have weighed 210 pounds—and as soon as we began I knew this was going to be a long afternoon,” Leahy said.


Blaha knocked him down five times in the first round, knocking out a tooth to boot. Leahy said he didn’t remember the first round, coming to only when he sat in his corner afterward. Leahy rallied a bit, and then unexpectedly was declared the winner in the third round because Blaha continued, after repeated warnings, to punch low. The referee, Hugh Coyne, a friend of Leahy’s father, held up the hand of “Frank Kane” and announced, “Leahy wins on a foul!”


“I was a pro at that moment whether I liked it or not,” Leahy said.


More than three decades later, Coyne remembered Leahy more than holding his own against the older fighter. Whatever happened, that fight served Leahy well. A look in the mirror the next morning—one eye swollen shut, lips puffy, cheeks scratched—convinced him to give up his father’s boxing dream. More important, the realization that he had sagged during the fight because he wasn’t in shape galvanized him throughout his coaching career to make sure that he had the better-conditioned team.


“Perhaps my reputation as a hard taskmaster stems from that fight with Silent Blaha,” Leahy said. “I don’t know. I only know—as I painfully knew for the first time that next morning—that a man can’t expect himself to excel on the playing field without first excelling on the practice field.”


Leahy continued to box, more as a means for conditioning than as an end unto itself. He sparred with Ace Hudkins, a noted welterweight known as “The Nebraska Wildcat” who in 1929 lost a world title bout on points. But Leahy dedicated himself to football. His father resented his choice, and Frank resented his father. Frank didn’t understand how his father could be so smart and not use his intellect for anything more than freighting or selling eggs. Leahy wasn’t much for introspection, but looking back at his life, he said, “I suppose that resentment along with the prospect of playing football was one of the forces behind my determination to get to Notre Dame.”


Leahy became enamored with Notre Dame the way every American Catholic schoolboy did. Notre Dame served as a beacon of hope and pride for a population discriminated against in American society. But Leahy had the good fortune to land on the radar of two of Rockne’s former players. First, the fortunes of Winner High reversed over the course of Frank’s high school career, thanks to a new coach hired before Leahy’s senior season. Earl Walsh, a former player for Rockne at Notre Dame, led Winner to a 10-0 record and a sectional championship. Leahy played fullback, called the signals, and captained the team. He captained the basketball and baseball teams, too. Walsh wrote a letter to Rockne to tell him about Leahy and his backfield mate, Clayton Balfany.


The other former Irish player, Tommy Mills, had coached Gene Leahy at Creighton. Mills had left the head coaching job at Creighton to work for Rockne. Gene Leahy wrote his old coach about Frank, and Rockne, who now had two letters about Leahy, offered scholarships to him and to Balfany.


Frank never wavered in his desire to go to Notre Dame, perhaps because Gene encouraged him to reach for his dream. Gene had had a chance to go to Notre Dame, too, but had chosen Creighton instead. He liked his time at Creighton, graduating from pharmacy school. He turned down jobs with drug companies to make a life in the Omaha area. He became a pharmacist in Rushville, Nebraska, where he played town baseball in the summer and hunted in the fall, got married, raised a family. But he understood the difference between playing for Creighton and playing for Rockne and the Fighting Irish. That became critical for Frank’s future, because their mother didn’t want her boy going to far-off Indiana for college, Rockne or no Rockne.


“I have a million dollars’ worth of writeups while playing with Creighton, but who ever heard of me outside of Council Bluffs?” Gene recounted in his memoir. “I would rather Frank be a fifth-string waterboy under Rockne than a star player anywhere else.” Gene told his mother that if Frank went to Notre Dame, Gene would fund him. But if she sent Frank somewhere else, not only would Gene not fund him, but Gene would never come home to South Dakota again.


“Most certainly Mother is well pleased that Frank attended Notre Dame,” Gene understated.


Mary Leahy may have been thinking of her boy’s well-being and her maternal love. Leahy didn’t set out to prove himself at Notre Dame because of what his mother said. He went to prove his friend Clayton Balfany wrong.


One man’s small talk becomes another’s manifesto. Maybe Balfany expressed self-doubt hoping for encouragement. But that’s not what happened. On the day that the Class of 1925 graduated from Winner High, Balfany told Leahy that he had decided not to go to Notre Dame. He had decided to stay home, to attend college in South Dakota. He wanted to play where he knew he would make the team, and possibly even excel.


“Then he looked me straight in the eye and told me I was crazy and not just a little dumb for thinking I could play football for Notre Dame,” Leahy said. “‘Frank,’ he said, in effect, ‘You’ll never make the team and you’ll never be any good on the field, because you’re too slow and too small. They’ll probably laugh you out of the clubhouse when you show up for tryouts.’”


As Leahy recounted the story decades later, he remained irritated. In fact, he said the comment pretty much ended their friendship. But he acknowledged that he owed Balfany a great debt.


“I know that Balfany was right—I was too small, and I was too slow, especially for a halfback, which is the position I wanted to play and had played at Winner High School,” Leahy said. “But he said it with such sincerity, and with such an attitude of defeatism, that I remember vowing on the spot that if I never did another thing for the rest of my life, by God I was going to play football for the Notre Dame varsity!”


That whatever-it-takes attitude is the reason that Frank didn’t blink when Gene suggested coming down to Rushville for what we now call a gap year. Go to a better high school, play another year, get bigger, stronger, and faster, and pitch and play outfield on the town baseball team, too. Frank told Gene to find him a job that involved hard labor. Gene hooked Frank up with a local teamster, hauling rock, gravel, or whatever needed hauling. The first day, Frank stopped in Gene’s drugstore for a drink of water.


“Gene, I know damned well I am going to college now, if this is the other alternative,” Frank said.


Gene accelerated his introverted little brother’s ascension into adulthood. He took him on a camping trip to Yellowstone National Park. He taught him how to hunt birds. Frank became an outstanding pitcher for the Rushville town team. Gene’s friends took Frank in, even as they teased him to the point of embarrassment. One of them, Logan Musser, watched Frank fall down while chasing a fly ball and teased him about it for a long time. When Logan saw his niece Frances at a dance with Frank, he said, “Frances, don’t ever marry that clumsy Irishman. He’ll fall down on the way to the altar.” Frank did not like being teased.


That fall, Leahy enrolled at Central High School in Omaha, and with the help of coach Pep Schmidt, got one job in the school cafeteria and another as a dance hall bouncer. That turned out to be kismet. Leahy’s fellow bouncer was Jack Crowley, the football official who threw Winner players out of the game in order for Leahy to play (alas, the romancing of Leahy’s sister didn’t last). In the early going, plenty of patrons took Leahy on because he looked so young for a bouncer. Word got around fast not to mess with him.


At Central High, Schmidt moved Leahy to tackle, and the switch suited both him and the team, at least until word from Winner filtered south that Leahy had graduated from high school and had no more football eligibility. His Central career came to an abrupt halt. Leahy stayed in Nebraska, training for the fall of 1926, at least until Notre Dame informed him that the school would not have a scholarship for him until the spring quarter of 1927. That may be the earliest recorded incidence of “grayshirting” in college football history.


When the Notre Dame team train came through Omaha in December 1926 on the way home from the Irish’s first-ever game at USC, Gene and Frank went to the station to meet them. Tommy Mills grabbed Frank and introduced him to his future teammates. It would be the biggest thrill in Frank Leahy’s life for exactly two months. Frank caught the train in Rushville in February to go to Notre Dame. As he said his goodbyes, Logan Musser spotted him from across the street and gave him a going-away needle.


“Oh, Frank,” Musser yelled. “Don’t forget to get off the train in South Bend.”


Footnotes


i How old Frank Leahy was when he burned down the barn is lost to history. Gene remembered him being a toddler. Margaret remembered him being seven.


ii Arch Ward, the first Leahy biographer, claimed that Leahy was ten; writer Francis Wallace wrote that Leahy was sixteen.
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CHAPTER THREE


A CERTAIN COURAGE


LEAHY ONCE SAID THAT LIFE BEGAN FOR HIM ON THE FIRST DAY HE set foot on the campus of the University of Notre Dame—February 2, 1927, according to his transcript. He was eighteen years old and had just weathered a train trip in the dead of winter. He bundled up for the ride because he sat too far from the train car’s pot-bellied stove to receive any warmth, as apt a metaphor as any for a shy incoming freshman who wanted to conquer his self-doubt and prove himself to the best football coach in the nation.


In Leahy’s back pocket was a wallet, a high school graduation gift from the Larsons, his next-door neighbors in Winner. In the wallet was nineteen dollars, every cent Leahy had in the world.


Upon arrival in South Bend, Leahy waited in vain for a promised ride from Tommy Mills, who had gotten the date of arrival wrong and never showed up. After the passing of a good chunk of the evening, Leahy treated himself to a thirty-five-cent cab ride from the train station, an extravagance that Leahy would never forget because it would be the last money he spent for weeks. Hours later he discovered that his wallet and that nineteen-dollar bankroll had vanished.


There would be another memory from his arrival that stuck with Leahy for the rest of his life—the first time he laid eyes on the Golden Dome. It was winter, it was gray, it was a landscape of snow and ice, and it was everything Leahy hoped it would be. He felt a connection to his core, the Irish Catholic core that had rendered him an outsider in the America of his youth. Indiana, the home of the rebirth of the Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s, may have liked Catholics even less than did South Dakota or Nebraska. Indiana Governor Ed Jackson was a KKK member. But this small campus in the northwest corner of the state nonetheless served as a beacon and a haven for Catholic boys across the nation. In 1924, just three years earlier, some five hundred Notre Dame students disrupted a KKK parade in South Bend and prevented the organization from establishing a toehold in the city.


Leahy never forgot the pride he felt as he gazed upon the Dome and the ivy that covered what few campus buildings that existed. He dedicated himself to living a life that illustrated that “being Catholic was not wrong in America.”


Life came at him fast—a dorm assignment to Carroll Hall, where his ten-foot-by-fifteen-foot space was partitioned by bedsheets; a dedicated desk and eating table in Carroll Hall; and a walk across campus to meet Mills and get practice gear. As he stood in the gymnasium talking to Mills, the head coach of the Fighting Irish strode out of his office. Mills waved Rockne over and introduced one of the most famous men in America to the introvert from South Dakota.


“Oh yes!” Rockne began. “It’s Leahy, of course. Heard much about you from Earl Walsh. Hear you play football pretty well. They tell me you don’t run as well as you hit people. Don’t worry about speed. No trouble there. Speed isn’t everything. You can play for Notre Dame if you want to hit people and win football games.”


Rockne, whose genius resided as much in how he read people as it did in Xs and Os, began pumping up one more freshman desperately searching for his bearings.


“Feel scared as hell, don’t you, Frank?” the coach began. “It’s got to be tough. You’ll get over that lost feeling in a couple of days. I did. Oh, God, did I feel like there wasn’t a friend in the world! There are a lot of other fellows who feel just the same way. In a couple of weeks, when the snow’s off the ground and Tommy here has you out on the field with the other freshmen, you’ll think you never left South Dakota. If you need to talk to me in the meantime, I’ll be around. I’m not one of those coaches who hides in the office. Four years from now when you’re a senior, you’ll see freshmen like yourself and you’ll know how scared they feel. I never forgot.”


Rockne eyeballed Leahy as he spoke. “You’ve got football players’ legs, that’s for sure.”


Leahy might have floated back to Carroll Hall.


“If I was impressed with his name and his very presence,” Leahy recalled late in life, “I was equally impressed with his warmth and smile. He was the kind of man who made you feel as if you’d known him for a long time.”


LEAHY DID MAKE TWO QUICK FRIENDS WITH WHOM HE REMAINED CLOSE the rest of his life—Jack “Judge” Carberry, who from day one and forever more called him “Frankenstein,” and Lawrence “Moon” Mullins. Carberry, of Ames, Iowa, had been told to keep an eye out for Leahy; Mullins was related to Earl Walsh. Mullins, a strapping fullback from Southern California who resembled Leahy, was the other freshman assigned to Leahy’s eating table. By custom, Leahy and Mullins had to wait until the six upperclassmen at the table served themselves from the family-style meals. That first night, Bob Snell, the senior in charge of the table, tested Leahy and Mullins by giving them first dibs on the dessert, a bowl of strawberry ice cream meant to serve eight. Mullins took half, Leahy the other half, and they never received the privilege of going first again.


Leahy endured the doubts that every freshman football player has endured since the dawn of football time—the other players looked enormous, he was a long way from home, and two classes, Logic and Rhetoric, may as well have been taught in Greek for all he comprehended.


But Leahy had made it to Notre Dame from Winner. He thought of Gene’s encouragement; he wasn’t about to make Clayton Balfany’s prophecy come true, and he kept at it.


“A man should always know there’s someone out there who believes in him,” Leahy said, looking back at his college days. “My brother Gene is a concrete example—I knew that he, down deep in his heart, was absolutely certain I’d get to the varsity at Notre Dame. If you know just one person truly believes in you, you’re going to die before you’ll let him down.”


After spring practice began in March, Leahy decided to show he wouldn’t quit. In those days long before the NCAA began to restrict practice time in the interest of player safety, Leahy tried to be the last man off the practice field. He had a lot of competition. Rockne, as a matter of principle, refused to cut any student who came for the team. Leahy recalled being one of about 250 players reporting for this eleven-man sport, and an inexperienced, nearly anonymous player at that.


“I got very lonesome very often, that spring,” Leahy said.


As many players as there were, Rockne remembered every name and what position each one played. That made a big impression on Leahy, as did the opportunities that lay before him. A century ago, going to college was a privilege. In the late 1920s, less than 10 percent of people aged eighteen to twenty-four enrolled. Young people didn’t look forward to college as a four-year party. Schools didn’t cater to students with posh dorms and food courts. Leahy intended to do what he had to do to succeed. That included getting a job. He had no money coming in from home. After his wallet disappeared, he had no money, period.


Eugene “Scrapiron” Young, the senior who served as student employment foreman, had an office in the Brownson gym. One morning, two upperclassmen, Fred Miller and John McManmon, showed up with two young players in tow, one of them Leahy, to ask for work. Young told them to come back after classes. Leahy showed up first in Young’s office. He described to Young his acquaintance with hard work from an early age. Young remembered Leahy for his lack of ego and his manner of speech: slow, careful, articulate, never a syllable swallowed.


Young put him and the other three to work performing tasks such as setting up and tearing down bleachers in the gym and lining the indoor and outdoor tracks. He paid Leahy forty cents an hour to do it. That’s about $7.25 in modern dollars, and Leahy considered himself rich. He also began receiving a windfall because Studebaker, the auto manufacturer with headquarters in South Bend, began renting out the Brownson gym for their employees to use; Rockne charged Studebaker enough to provide well more than forty cents an hour to the four workers.


When Rockne found out that Miller had one of the jobs, he instructed Young to give Miller an alias for the work report filed with the university. Miller, who came from the Milwaukee family with the eponymous brewery, possessed an ebullient personality and a decided lack of entitlement. Rockne knew that if the campus priests found out a wealthy student had such a lucrative job, they would have instructed Rockne to take Miller off the payroll for someone in need.


More important, Scrapiron Young and Fred Miller began relationships with Leahy that would last for many years. In 1930, three years after Young graduated, Rockne hired him to become the Fighting Irish athletic trainer, a job he still held eleven years later when Leahy returned to campus as head coach. Miller would become Leahy’s mentor, de facto older brother, assistant coach, business advisor, and, at the height of Leahy’s fame, gatekeeper. Miller held all those roles in Leahy’s life even as he transformed Miller Brewing Company from a regional brand to a national one. The combination of Leahy’s introversion, his single-minded devotion to winning, and his celebrity made developing trustworthy friendships difficult. Miller made it his mission to be at Leahy’s side whenever and for whatever he needed.


The gymnasium gig served Leahy as means to an end. He dedicated himself to making good grades and the obligation of daily Mass. He cut back on going to movies, cut back on whatever constituted a party on an all-male campus in the midst of Prohibition. Most of all, he focused on doing whatever he had to do to play football. In retrospect, it’s easy to see in that focus the outline of the coach he would become. In the moment, he returned to Gene’s home in Nebraska for the summer barely closer to his dream of playing for Rockne. But one semester in, the dream remained intact, even if he barely passed Rhetoric (70) and failed Logic (60). He made grades between 88 and 90 in three of his other four classes. Rockne had funneled Leahy into a major in physical education, and for four years he stayed afloat on that curriculum, even if he did go on academic probation twice in the 1927–28 school year.


Leahy spent the summer as a manual laborer at the Rushville train station, carrying hundred-pound sacks of dry goods such as sugar and rock salt from the depot to the town stores. In the afternoon he would practice and play baseball on the Rushville town team with Gene. He returned to Notre Dame in shape, with money, and presumably a new wallet in his pocket. Upon arrival, he was given a questionnaire to fill out for the athletic publicity office. For example:




Question: “Why did you come to Notre Dame?”


Answer: “On account of Knute Rockne.”





The freshman team was a team in name only; Rockne scheduled no games for his first-year players. They served as the scout team and daily practice fodder for the upperclassmen. There was a survival-of-the-fittest sense about the freshmen. With 250 players coming out for practice, if you couldn’t take the punishment, there were always one or two or five others ready to take your place. Leahy played tackle on both sides of the line, both tortured and fueled by doubts of whether he would ever step on the actual playing field on an autumn Saturday. He never rose above second-string. He couldn’t beat out a classmate named Art McManmon, the younger brother of Leahy’s workmate John, who also happened to be the co-coach of the freshmen.


Many years later, after seeing freshmen step gingerly into his locker rooms for thirteen seasons, Leahy would marvel at those, like he did, who conquered their fears and inexperience and stuck their faces into the contact and learned they not only could survive but thrive.


“I’ll never forget the day Coach Rockne called all the freshmen linemen over to tackle the varsity ballcarriers,” Leahy recalled, “and I’m not at all ashamed to admit that when it came my turn to tackle the varsity player charging at me, I would have crawled under the ground and away from the scene had there been any possible way to do it. But I couldn’t and I had to stay there and do the undesirable thing. I had to stay there and do the thing I was afraid to do—afraid physically, to a certain degree, afraid that I wouldn’t be able to perform properly in the coaches’ and players’ eyes. Just plain frightened, and my knees were shaking and I was as scared as any human being could be. But it worked out, as it has so many millions of cases before and since, and as time wore on the fear subsided and a certain courage replaced it, a courage that enables a player to continue playing and to develop a certain excellence at the sport, knowing all the while that he can in fact do certain things that before he wasn’t sure he was able to do.”


Leahy called it one of the greatest lessons that football teaches.


ONE DAY AT PRACTICE, ROCKNE WANDERED OVER TO WATCH THE freshmen. As he was about to return to the varsity, he said to the freshman coaches, John McManmon and John Wallace, “Why don’t you try Leahy at center?”


Leahy felt seen, and he felt energized. If Rockne wanted him to try center, then by God he would try center. He went to trainer Pat Canny and badgered him for a football to take back to the dorm so he could practice. He cajoled his roommates, John Sullivan, and the Kosky brothers, Ed and Frank, into lining up as a backfield. In the ’20s, the handoff snap to the quarterback had yet to be invented. The center had to learn the correct pace and direction to deliver the ball to each of the four backs, sometimes after they had begun moving. Leahy so hounded the starting center, Tim Moynihan, for tips that eventually Leahy was told to leave him alone and just observe.


One night late in the season, Leahy went into the hallway at Carroll Hall and practiced long snaps to the punter. He launched the ball down the hall, well over the head of Sullivan, his intended “punter,” and straight through a window at the end of the hallway. Leahy froze as Father Vincent Mooney, the priest in charge of Carroll Hall, arrived to find out what in blazes just happened. Mooney, to Leahy’s good fortune, loved Rockne and loved the football team. He pretended to be mad, but with Leahy’s promise to curtail his career as an indoor long snapper, dorm life moved on. With a new window.


Something happened off the field that gave Leahy not only a boost of flattery but a sense of belonging. Late in October of Leahy’s first autumn on campus, without his knowledge or even his participation, a classmate nominated him as a candidate to be president of the freshman class. Throughout his long coaching career, Leahy would be criticized for being a politician; that is, always saying the “right” thing, never giving offense, etc. In his first fall at Notre Dame, he wasn’t a politician at all. But he was an affable young man, good-looking, and he was a football player. He won the election, and the affirmation of his classmates did wonders for his feelings of isolation and homesickness.


Others noticed Leahy’s leadership abilities. About the time that he was busy breaking windows, Notre Dame (5-0-1) went to Yankee Stadium in New York to play Army. In those days, the Academy filled its roster with players who came to West Point having already played for other universities; in 1927, that description applied to 62 percent of the Cadets. Army dominated the game, taking advantage of uncharacteristic mistakes by the Fighting Irish and the fast feet of Chris “Red” Cagle—one rushing touchdown, one receiving touchdown—to win, 18–0.


Notre Dame freshmen, being ineligible, didn’t make the trip east. The next night, Leahy received a telegram in Carroll Hall from Canny, who told him that the team train arrived in South Bend at 5:45 a.m. Monday, and it would do the Fighting Irish a world of good if the student body awaited them. Leahy got going, and as the train pulled into South Bend, the band struck up the fight song and hundreds of students began waking up the echoes in that predawn hour. Leahy always said that was the moment he knew he belonged at Notre Dame.


Leahy found out that he could contribute on the field, too. In every spring, the coaching staff held skills competitions and awarded the winners with gold medals named for Frank E. Hering, who had played quarterback at the University of Chicago before attending law school at Notre Dame shortly before the turn of the century. Hering helped coach the Fighting Irish while enrolled. The coaches presented Hering Medals to players who, for example, displayed the most accurate passing, the longest punting, the fastest pulling by a guard, etc. In the spring of 1928, Leahy, who may have been participating in his second spring practice but had yet to be eligible for a varsity game, won the Hering Medal for center snaps. It served as tangible evidence, something he could take back to Rushville and hand to his brother Gene, that Leahy had a place in Notre Dame football. Long after he retired, Leahy described his Hering Medal as “one of my most prized possessions to this day, [so] you can well imagine what the award meant to me.”


In practice on the last day before Easter vacation, Leahy got kicked in the eye during a scrimmage. He got stitched up and left on a hitchhiking trip to Ontario with the Kosky brothers and another classmate, quarterback Frank Carideo. On the trip home, they got caught in a cold spring rain; by the time Leahy got back to campus, he was so sick and his eye so troubled that he spent several days in the infirmary. He recovered in time to play in the spring game. Afterward, Rockne took time to praise Leahy in a way that indicated he saw something special in Leahy the young man as much as in Leahy the player.


“That Leahy was superlative,” Rockne said. “There’s a young man you can count on. Not the best football player around, but certainly one of the smartest. He’ll be on the traveling squad next year. Be sure of that.”


The writers may have been assured. Leahy was not. But first came the summer, when Leahy returned to Rushville and again depended on manual labor and baseball to remain in shape. He took a job crushing rocks for a contractor and pitched and played right field alongside Gene for the town team. Not only did they play towns like Hay Springs—Frank pitched Rushville to a 17–5 victory on July 3 and hit a home run in the holiday game the following day—but Leahy recalled playing a barnstorming team of Black players with a young pitcher named Satchel Paige. Perhaps he did, but in the summer of 1928, Paige was a second-year pitcher for the Birmingham Black Barons. Paige occasionally left the club during the season for lucrative side gigs, although a barnstorming tour through Nebraska hardly seems to qualify.


WHEN THE 1928 SEASON BEGAN, ROCKNE HAD COACHED NOTRE Dame for ten seasons and lost only eight games. The Fighting Irish that season would lose half that many. A combination of key injuries and a lack of experienced depth hindered Notre Dame all season. Starting halfback John “Butch” Niemiec aggravated an old knee injury on the day before the opener, and the Irish had a surprisingly difficult time defeating Loyola (Maryland), winning 12–6.


Rockne even resorted to playing untested sophomores. Mullins moved into the starting lineup at fullback and showed signs of stardom. Leahy began the season as a third-string center, sometimes moving up to second-string. He played a few plays in that opener, an experience that filled him with pride for contributing to a Notre Dame victory.


The next week the Irish played at Wisconsin. Rockne took thirty-four players—three lineups and an extra quarterback—to an away game. Rockne wanted to reward the best performers in practice each week, so the travel roster wouldn’t be posted until Thursday night. The list of players would be taped to the scale in the locker room. Rockne told Leahy of the decision in a backhanded way, asking him, “Ever eat a steak on a Pullman dining car, Frank?” But that didn’t carry the emotional wallop of the list.


“With a squad of about 230 lads, the tension that mounted while waiting for the 34 names to be posted on the scales was almost unbearable,” Leahy said late in life. “Of course, most of the fellows more or less knew who the first two teams would be, so it amounted to waiting to see whether you were selected for the remaining 12 out of 228 players.” The thrill of seeing his name on that sheet of paper stayed with him for the rest of his life.


In midseason, after a couple of tackles suffered injuries, Rockne moved Leahy back to that position, where he backed up his buddy, team captain Fred Miller. It made an impression on Leahy that Rockne asked if he was interested in returning to tackle. He didn’t order him to do it.


One of the few films that exists of Rockne coaching on the practice field shows the coach in a chair, to the left of the offensive backfield, his hands on his thighs. The quarterback calls the signals, the backs shift, and the center snaps the ball to the right halfback. Rockne zeroes in on one of the tackles.


“And you didn’t get that man out here, Leahy. Get your head on the inside of him, Frank. Carry him out.”


In another snippet, Rockne is standing behind the linemen, watching a play. “You trail on the line of scrimmage, Leahy, so he can’t come through, and then go through to the secondary.”


“Rock was fantastic on the practice field,” Leahy said nearly four decades later. “He could be extremely complimentary. And ten seconds later, he’d be saying the most sarcastic, cutting words I had ever heard. Fortunately, he was a great psychologist. He knew exactly when to criticize and when to encourage.”


Leahy remembered how Rockne dulled the sting of a coaching barb with natural wit. The coach loved the off-tackle run as a meat-and-potatoes portion of his playbook. Leahy, at right tackle, had to open a hole for Marchy Schwartz. Three times they ran the play in practice, and three times Schwartz failed to cross the line of scrimmage.


“Rockne called me over and let me have it,” Leahy remembered. “He said, ‘Leahy, I always knew you were a fine defensive tackle but I never knew how really fine a defensive tackle you were until just now. You’ve just succeeded in stopping three of our own plays while playing on offense.”


The Irish had a 3-2 record as they prepared to play Penn State in Philadelphia (Franklin Field, the first American stadium with a second deck, had 78,000 seats; Beaver Stadium in State College had 30,000). On that road trip, Leahy heard Rockne’s barbed tongue again. The Irish arrived in Philadelphia on Friday morning and went to the hotel. When the bus taking the team to Friday afternoon practice blew a tire, Leahy and Mullins went for a walk. They promptly got lost. When they finally found the hotel, they found their teammates milling about, waiting for them so that the team could leave on the bus for practice. Rockne let the two sophomores have it.


“Mullins, you have no excuse for this, because you were born and raised in a big city,” the coach said. He turned to Leahy and said, “Leahy can be excused, though, because if you take the cow turds and horse manure away from him, he has no signposts.”


Being a backup for Miller meant Leahy saw little playing time; Miller had no interest in leaving the field. The inactivity gnawed at Leahy, made him question whether he would prove Clayton Balfany wrong. His roommate, a free-spirited reserve end named Jonathan O’Brien, tried to buck up Leahy’s spirits.


Leahy made the travel squad for the November 10 game at Yankee Stadium against undefeated Army before a crowd of 85,000 at the original Yankee Stadium. Leahy didn’t play, but he had a front-row seat for one of the seminal moments in the history of Notre Dame football. He heard Rockne’s Gipper speech, the pep talk–cum–magic spell that the coach cast on the Fighting Irish at halftime. The inspirational talk has taken on the mantle of legend, burnished by the 1940 film of Rockne’s life that only occasionally stumbled into relaying the facts of Rockne’s life. Whether Gipp actually made the speech to Rockne is an unanswerable question.


“There are many mangled facts about that afternoon,” Leahy said late in life, but he assured that Rockne actually made the speech to the team. The fact is, Leahy loved Rockne and loved Notre Dame so much that he wasn’t about to challenge the mythmakers. Contemporary and eyewitness accounts support the notion that Rockne’s words inspired the Fighting Irish to “win one for the Gipper” and come from behind to defeat the Cadets, 12–6.


After a scoreless first half, Leahy recalled Rockne’s speech reducing him to tears. He remembered looking around the locker room and seeing New York Mayor Jimmy Walker sobbing. Army scored first, but Notre Dame matched them late in the third quarter, with Jack Chevigny crossing the goal line and saying, “That’s one for the Gipper.” In the final two minutes of the fourth quarter, with the score tied, 6–6, the Irish faced a 3rd-and-26 at the Cadet 32. Rockne inserted O’Brien at left end. Niemiec watched as O’Brien loped downfield, put a move on Army star Chris Cagle, and got open. Niemiec put the ball right where O’Brien could get to it, and O’Brien caught the ball as he fell across the goal line. Leahy remained pretty sure that O’Brien gave himself the nickname One Play.


The good news is that the Irish won the stunning upset and created a legend that thrives nearly a century later. The bad news is they came home from Yankee Stadium emotionally spent. Notre Dame lost its last two games, to Carnegie Tech, 27–7, and at USC, 27–14. The 5-4 record would be Rockne’s worst, and he vowed that the next season would be different. Leahy played a total of fifty minutes in 1928, ten minutes shy of the minimum necessary to earn a monogram. But he made a lasting impression on the head coach whom he revered. Gene Leahy used to tell the story that, at a postseason banquet, someone asked Rockne if, especially after a season like this one, he ever got tired of coaching.


“I’ll relate an incident which happened in the Carnegie Tech game,” Rockne said. “I sent a boy into that game, and we were taking a bad beating. This boy rushed into the game shouting, ‘Come on fellows. We can lick them yet!’ That, gentlemen, answers your question, or should, for how could a coach ever tire of the game, with boys like that to handle?”


Rockne didn’t identify the player to the writers, but Gene claimed that everyone knew he meant Frank because Carnegie Tech was the first game in which Frank appeared, and he was the only Notre Dame player to make his debut in that game. That confirming evidence doesn’t happen to be true. But the story illustrates Frank’s indefatigable attitude, his love of competition, and his love of his school.


The 1928 Notre Dame Football Review profiled thirty-six players from the team. The last one profiled is left tackle Frank Leahy.


The magazine described how Leahy, surrendering roughly forty pounds to Carnegie Tech back John “Bull” Karcis, “sliced through and nailed Mr. Karcis at the line of scrimmage. Leahy is not an exceptionally large fellow. He looks much lighter than he really is but is always first to strike. He is fast and his charges are strong, his blocking good. Frank has done well in his sophomore year, and has every chance to go far along football’s path of fame.”


Leahy’s version of progress may have been subtler but a lot more meaningful to him. By the end of his sophomore season he realized that the monogram winners began to ask him to dinner, hang out with him. He may not have played enough to earn a monogram, but his teammates believed he had the talent to be one of them. You couldn’t wear it on a sweater, but you could carry it with you every day and have a very warm feeling.
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