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I’m proud of it. It was like I was some kind of pioneer or something. When I grew up there were only three careers we could have: nurse, teacher, or secretary. I never dreamed of playing pro football and yet I did, if only briefly.


—Susan Hoxie, Los Angeles Dandelions
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Joyce Johnson, LA Dandelions
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INTRODUCTION



“John Unitas, Bart Starr, Roman Gabriel, Joe Willie Namath,” wrote the infamous, hard-nosed sportswriter Bud Collins in the December 1967 Boston Globe. “These are names you know, men you respect for their ability to handle a football as well as several words of English on a TV commercial. They are acceptable quarterbacks but they are sissies when you consider them against Marcella Sanborn, quarterback of the Cleveland Daredevils.”


Who—it was fair to imagine all of Collins’s readers asking—was this woman, or this team? Collins continued, praising Sanborn while deriding these legendary male football players: “I mean, do they play defense? No. They sit on the bench and try to remember their lines for the next commercial,” he wrote. “But Marcella Sanborn has no time off to recover from the bruises and scratches inflicted by predatory linebackers. She plays safety on defense. She is a 60-minute woman, and that is why Mrs. Sanborn, a makeup wearing pro football player, gets my annual Athlete of the Year Award.”


Marcella Sanborn was one of the first to try out for a new women’s football team, founded in 1967. In between raising her sixteen-year-old daughter, Claudia, and the hours she put in as a supply supervisor at the Ohio Bell Company, the thirty-nine-year-old Clevelander saw an announcement in the paper and thought—as so many women had before her—Why not? Having grown up playing football with boys from her hometown of Ury, West Virginia, Sanborn figured she was tough enough to hold her own.


Others, like Sanborn, tried out and made the team, too. Each one was ready and willing to ditch her everyday attire for cleats, pads, and helmets, and gladly take the field.


Originally, the team owner—one Sid Friedman, a fifty-year-old talent agent and promoter—imagined his players wearing tearaway jerseys and miniskirts. For him, the team was “a barnstorming venture more than actually competition.” Women like Sanborn and so many others answered Friedman’s ad that fall, and the newspapers eagerly announced there was a “gal’s team.”


But though the Daredevils team was supposed to be a gimmick, something changed along the way. The players made it real.
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American football is considered masculine by nature. It’s aggressive, violent, and tough, and requires a high level of endurance, speed, skill, and athleticism. These are all attributes that women are not expected to have—at home, in public, and certainly not on the playing field, if they are allowed on the playing field at all.


It isn’t just the concept of women playing football or being physical that has confounded men. Since the sport’s inception at the end of the nineteenth century, what has troubled men is the interest that women have shown in the sport itself.


“What is it? Why is it football takes such a hold on them,” asks a 1913 New York Times essay, “makes them new people, turns the rules upside down and complicates the woman problem a hundredfold? It’s a chapter the psychologists have yet to write.” The essay continued, insinuating that women were attracted to the physicality and aggressive nature of football due to innate, primal instincts. “The cave woman watched her man cleave his axe into a head of an animal, yowled and howled, with all the satisfaction of an appetite appeased,” it read. Even a hundred years ago, it seems—and despite the author’s ludicrous scorn and warped bigotry—women were “hungry” for football.


What men, and society in general, have failed to understand is actually far less complex and analytical. It’s rather simple. There’s something about the elements of football that appeal to the human psyche, regardless of gender. It’s a team-oriented sport that focuses on both physical and mental capabilities, and yet there’s an opportunity for players to shine in their individual positions. There’s a great deal of strategy to every play call, whether on offense or defense, and the tempo is fast-paced from start to finish. It’s also a lot of fun.


But women weren’t given the chance to experience football in all its glory and immerse themselves in the game. Instead, they were relegated to the sidelines while they watched their male counterparts take part in the enjoyment.


At some point, it was only natural that they began to whisper boldly to themselves, I want to do that, too. And in the 1970s and 1980s—against all the odds, against every prejudice—a league of women did just that.
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In 1970, the Philadelphia Inquirer published an “Action Line” column that featured questions with answers by the editorial staff. One woman from Lewisburg, Pennsylvania, had asked, “My brother says I’m a pretty good football player and I’m thinking of turning professional. Only trouble is, I’m a girl.”


The response she got was promising.


“You may not be able to break the sex barrier and join the Eagles, but there’s a place waiting for you on the Pittsburgh Hurricanes,” the editors replied. “Professional female footballers are the brainchild of theatrical agent Sid Friedman. [He] Recruited the first team—USA Daredevils—in Cleveland, O., four years ago as a comedy attraction. Girls didn’t think it was so funny; they wanted to play serious ball. Now, there are four teams in the all-gal league, including the Hurricanes.”


Over the course of a decade, women’s football teams sprung up across the country. Many were no more than local affairs. And while some teams knew and played one another, others seemingly arose of their own accord, fulfilling the wishes of their players. Some—spurred by the ambitions, but not the brains, of the agent Friedman—dreamed of a national women’s football league to mirror the NFL itself. For a time, this dream seemed far from impossible. And eventually, it became a reality with the formation of the National Women’s Football League in the early 1970s.


In the press, the players’ looks were always described before their playing abilities. The women had to answer questions about whether playing football meant they supported women’s lib. They always had to talk about what their (male) partners thought about their affinity for this contact sport, even though the league existed in a post-Stonewall world and many of the teams served as safe places for lesbian women to be themselves.


The women competed against each other. In some cases they even hated each other. Some teams didn’t even know others existed, because they never played each other at all. But what they all had in common was a love for a game society told them they shouldn’t (and couldn’t) be playing.


Even as they battled each other on the field, players also battled for control of the league and their teams off the field. In some cases, they took on the male owners; but most often, they were subject to the whims, decisions, and financing of the men bankrolling and coaching the teams. The men in women’s football controlled the money, and they weren’t willing to invest the same resources or long-term capital, or provide the same number of chances that men’s teams are given. The women played, and practiced, and hurt their bodies, often for no payment at all.


Still, in at least nineteen cities around the United States, from 1974 to 1988, the women of the NWFL broke the mold for what a football player was supposed to look like. Thousands of people came to watch; perhaps to gawk at first, but then, in the end, to cheer on the players. Though the fanfare wouldn’t last, the players got to experience what it felt like to hear the roar of a crowd whenever they scored a touchdown or won a game. And it was exhilarating.


They were Linda Jefferson, the best halfback to ever play the game, who had five straight seasons with the Toledo Troopers where she rushed for over 1,000 yards and averaged 14.4 yards per carry. She would go on to become the first Black woman inducted into the Semi-Pro Football Hall of Fame and one of only four women in the American Football Association Hall of Fame. They were Oklahoma City Dolls quarterback Jan Hines, who led her team to delivering the Troopers their first loss after five undefeated seasons, as well as the Dolls’ own undefeated season during which they allowed opponents only eight points all year. They were Rose Low of the Los Angeles Dandelions, a first-generation Chinese American and multisport athlete who legitimized the game during TV appearances alongside Billie Jean King. And they were Trooper Mitchi Collette, who has become a legend in the sport and has kept a women’s football team going in Toledo for fifty years.
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In many ways, the 1970s were the perfect time for a women’s professional football league to take hold. It was during the pinnacle of second-wave feminism and the women’s liberation movement, and women were gaining ground in athletics, as well. The passage of Title IX in 1972 and Billie Jean King’s victory in the “Battle of the Sexes” in 1973 set the stage perfectly for the NWFL to debut the following year. But perhaps the world wasn’t as ready for the league as the athletes may have hoped.


Though it didn’t last, the legacy of the NWFL and its players endures today. More and more, women are becoming an integral part of professional football at all levels, from reffing and commentating to coaching and being NFL owners. There are at least four women’s football leagues operating in the United States today, none of which would have existed without the NWFL.


Even while relegated to the sidelines and lacking equal opportunity or access to participate in its evolution, women have persistently managed to find a way to immerse themselves in the sport. Today, statistics show that the number of girls who play eleven-person football is on the rise, while the number of boys is declining.


This is a trend that’s only increasing: The Utah Girls Tackle Football League started in 2015 with fifty girls and grew to over four hundred by 2018, doubling in size each season. All-girls tackle teams have also popped up in Indiana and Georgia. Beverly, Massachusetts, has an all-girls flag football team. And in February 2021, Nike announced that it had partnered with the NFL in a multiyear initiative (with five million dollars in funding) dedicated to growing girls’ flag football in high school athletics. This rapid expansion can be credited to the increasing visibility of girls who play: if you see it, you can be it. And none of it would exist at all without the women of the NWFL paving the way.


Today, because of Title IX and the women who were determined to make an impact in women’s sports, there are ten times as many girls participating in high school athletics as there were in 1972. That’s an increase of more than 1,000 percent. The NWFL and the women’s opportunity to play were both the result of the women’s athletic expansion and equality movement, and also made them active participants in it.


“In a very few years from now, professional football could be changed in a big way, regarding women participants. Under Title IX, women must be given equal opportunity in athletics, in public high schools and universities,” a woman named Pam Royse wrote in a 1978 Toledo Troopers’ game program. “And so it may be, that out of Some-Town, USA, comes a new breed of female football player. Having had the advantages of competing with and against men, she is physically better for that experience.”
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During the Super Bowl LIII telecast in February 2019, Antoinette “Toni” Harris—a little-known female community college football player at the time—appeared in a new Toyota commercial. The commercial celebrated Harris, who played free safety on defense, as the first woman in history to be offered a college football scholarship in a full-contact position from a four-year university. By the end of her community college football career at East Los Angeles College, Harris had received six scholarship offers. In February 2020, she appeared in the “NFL 100” commercial spot opening for Super Bowl LIV, alongside a handful of NFL legends and football trailblazers.


It’s not hard to look at Harris’s recent achievements and trace them back to the NWFL. East Los Angeles College (ELAC) is the same school that Rose Low attended when she first started playing football for the Los Angeles Dandelions, a team that formed in 1973. It’s an uncanny connection that threads far deeper than most people realize.


“When I was a student at ELAC in the early seventies, one of our female professors and coaches, Flora Brussa, went to Washington as part of a team to write Title IX. That law made it possible for our women’s sports program to begin,” Low explained. “When that door opened for us, who would have imagined that a female would play on the men’s [football] team fifty years later and then be offered a scholarship to play at a four-year school? Maybe because a few of my schoolmates and I dared to play tackle football back then, a seed was planted for the women who followed to try.”


Harris isn’t the first woman to ever play football on a men’s team at the college level. And she isn’t the last. Sarah Fuller, a senior at Vanderbilt University and goalkeeper on the women’s 2020 SEC Champion soccer team, became the first woman to play in a football game in a Power Five conference in November 2020 when she successfully executed the kickoff at the start of the second half, cementing her place in the history books. She also became the first woman to score in a Power Five conference when she flawlessly kicked an extra point during a game in December that same year. But without those who came before Fuller and Harris, particularly those women who played in the NWFL, their achievements may not have been possible.


Royse predicted this very scenario: “Our new breed of athlete goes to college somewhere on an athletic scholarship. She is a good athlete, no doubt about it, and after college she decides to make a career in football. Shortly afterward, a men’s professional team takes its cue, realizing the publicity advantages of having a woman on the team. They offer her bigger money than a women’s team could ever dream of doing.”


But Royse cautioned women against taking that step, believing that when “a woman crosses that line in professional football, she takes with her everything the women’s teams have fought for and won.” Royse saw this crossover coming, where women would become athletic and talented enough to compete on men’s football teams, but that wasn’t their overall goal. The goal was to develop and grow the NWFL to such an extent that women wouldn’t have to compete on men’s teams—they’d have a thriving league of their own. “That woman” who joins a team of men “may gain a fabulous salary, but at the expense of her integrity, and that of every woman athlete,” Royse reasoned.


When talking about the legacy of the NWFL, we’re not just talking about women’s football specifically. We’re talking about the women who continued to pave the way for women in football, just as those who came before them did. When you look at professional football today, women are involved in nearly all facets of the game—media, promotion, coaching, ownership, social media, photography, broadcasting, and analysis.


In September 2020, history was made yet again when two women—Jennifer King for the Washington Football Team and Callie Brownson for the Cleveland Browns—worked on the sidelines as assistant coaches while longtime NFL referee Sarah Thomas was on the field. It was the first time three women stood tall on the gridiron in substantial roles during a regulation NFL game. Thomas also became the first woman to referee the Super Bowl, when she served as a down judge in Super Bowl LV.


The evolution of women in football didn’t start with the NWFL and it didn’t end when the NWFL folded. But it will always remain a significant point on the vast timeline of women’s football history. The women of the NWFL were the first—but they have not been recognized or included in the narrative of achieving the milestone of playing professional football.




[image: image]






Still, this is a story not of the league itself, nor of the men who funded and ran it. It’s not the story of how the NFL might change, or of a future where America has a robust ecosystem of women’s football teams across the country. Instead, this is the story of the women who played the game, the glory and pain it brought them, and, ultimately, what it meant to them.


During our research for this extensive project, we realized that telling a story that adequately captured the comprehensive history of the NWFL was impossible, due to the sheer number of women who played. Over six hundred players were involved in the NWFL during its run as a league. We reached out to as many of them as we could find, listened to their experiences on and off the football field, and gave them the attention they deserved, which is long overdue. Some of the stats in this book may be disputed or documented differently in different primary source documents; we have done the best we can to be as accurate as possible, but it’s hard to report on a league that lacked the mainstream attention or respect to have its records documented consistently in real time.


The players we were not able to reach or find, or who have passed away, have stories that deserve to be heard, too. While we were not able to highlight every player on every team, this book is for all of them—for every single woman who took the field and made it her own. Our goal is to write these women back into the narrative of football, where they have always been and undoubtedly belong.
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While the groundbreaking story of the NWFL’s most successful team—the Troopers, the winningest team in pro football history, men’s or women’s—is beginning to be told and they are well known in Toledo itself, the rest of the league remains largely unknown. Until now, memorabilia that help tell the league’s story—newspaper clippings, hand-drawn football plays, team schedules, weathered game-day programs, old team clothes and uniforms, and many other significant items of that era—have remained hidden away in library archives and in basements and closets in players’ homes. Beyond the physical collections, however, are the voices of the players themselves, the stories of their lives on and off the field, and what the NWFL meant to them.


Not all teams were as successful on the field as the Troopers, of course. And that was to be expected from adults with no formal football experience. Toledo’s biggest rival was the Detroit Demons. It wasn’t an on-field rivalry so much—the Demons didn’t stand a chance against the Troopers and never managed to beat them—but there was no love lost between the teams. There were literal brawls on the field, and in one game, the Demons felt the hometown officials were being overly favorable to the Troopers, so they got in their cars during the third quarter and drove back to Detroit.


But that Detroit team is remarkable, too: It began as part of Friedman’s outfit as a gimmick team named the Detroit Petticoats. However, once the women got a taste of the game, they wanted to be taken seriously as a football team. They eventually rebranded themselves as the Demons and joined the NWFL. When the team decided to become a serious football operation and many of the original players left, “they left behind a team of not-so-gorgeous women who desperately wanted to play football, and a bunch of patrons who, after seeing one game, never returned,” wrote the Detroit Free Press. “It seems that once the girls put on the pads and helmets, the pretty, perfumed sight became bloody bad football.”


Even still, the players were undeterred. Just one year later, the press rebranded them from a fledgling group of terrible football players to a bunch of edgy women trying to subvert patriarchal ideas of femininity. The Times of Shreveport, Louisiana, ran a story describing a mother of four who swigged beer in just her shoulder pads in the locker room after the game, players whose boyfriends wouldn’t watch them play for fear the women would be injured, and a player who wanted to make sure people knew they may be playing football but they weren’t members of the dreaded women’s lib movement.


They may have been threatening the status quo in some ways, but not in any real way, they seemed to be saying. But change happens because everyday people refuse to cave to societal expectations. Yes, social movements are created on picket lines and in organizing meetings, but also in smaller acts involving individuals deciding to live the lives they want to live, naysayers be damned. In that way, the players were unwitting activists, whether they saw themselves that way or not.


These women came from diverse ethnic and racial backgrounds, largely from working-class homes. They were gay and straight; they were factory workers and mothers; they were beauticians and truck drivers. They overcame sexism, injuries, exhaustion, stereotypes, harassment, skeptics, and their own lack of training to become the first women’s pro football league in US history. This is the story of the girl gridders who took America by storm: the women of the NWFL.


The league itself was a Hail Mary pass: a long shot, something with a high likelihood of failure. It’s the pass you take because why the hell not, because the ball is in your hands and if you don’t do it, the chance for success goes from slim to none. The Hail Mary that was the NWFL may not have been a completed pass, but for a while, as it sailed through the air toward its receiver, it looked like it had a shot.
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Gloria Jimenez, Toledo Troopers


Photo provided by Gloria Jimenez
























PART I





GAME DAY (1976)


IT WAS TOTAL DISBELIEF, TOTAL SHOCK. IT WAS A LONG WAY TO TRAVEL TO LOSE YOUR FIRST GAME IN YOUR ENTIRE CAREER. IT WAS A LONG RIDE HOME… A LOT OF CRYING, A LOT OF HEARTBREAK.


—GLORIA JIMENEZ, TOLEDO TROOPERS


















CHAPTER 1



A HEATED CONTEST


It was a sweltering July night in Oklahoma City. At the 8 p.m. kick off it was still 92 degrees; down from a high of 99 earlier in the day. The heat, the local paper explained, was “wilting.”


The Oklahoma City Dolls were opening their 1976 season—their first season—by playing the Dallas–Fort Worth Shamrocks. “Man, I’m ready,” Doris Stokes, the Dolls’ starting right halfback, told the Daily Oklahoman. “I’m not scared about it at all, just excited.” Stokes was a twenty-one-year-old student at the University of Oklahoma and wore her hair in a big, perfectly round Afro, clocking in at 5’8” and 135 pounds. “I think we can handle Dallas,” she continued. “We really think we’re going to impress some people.” She was ready to “pop somebody good.”


“It would not surprise me if we were to have a sellout the first night,” Mike Reynolds told the Daily Oklahoman. Mike, along with his brother, Hal, were co-owners of the new Oklahoma City team. The Reynolds brothers hired an advertising agent to sell ads for the game programs, and sold reserved season seats for eighteen dollars per person for the seven home games. “It would surprise me if we have less than 4,000,” continued Mike. “Taft Stadium will seat 13,500, and it would not surprise me to have 13,500 there the first night.”


Mike later changed his estimate to six thousand fans on opening night. In reality, his lowest estimate was correct, and approximately four thousand people forked over the $3.50 to watch the debut of women’s professional football in Oklahoma City. And four thousand people, for a new team and venture, was nothing to sneer at. “My friends all like the idea. They all bought tickets to watch us play,” tackle, full back, and middle linebacker Frankie Neal said. “They all say, ‘I’ve just got to see this.’”


Some residents of Oklahoma City were already learning what it looked—and felt—like to have women on the field. In order to prepare for game play, the Dolls had been scrimmaging against local high school teams. Charlotte Gordon recalls the boys laughing at the Dolls, until they got out on the field together. “The greatest joy I got was beating the high school players when we would scrimmage them,” the two-way player said, reveling in the fact that the women had shut those boys up and showed them they could hold their own. It was a good day when the boys would walk off the field shaking their heads and saying, “Oh, man, they really play.” Their skill, Gordon said, was a surprise to everyone, except for the players themselves: “We knew what we wanted to do, and we knew how to go about it.”


Built in 1934, Taft was designed in part for high school football games. The seats sat on top of concrete and faced the sun. The fans just about burned up in the heat.


In histories of Taft Stadium, many teams that have played on its field are mentioned: the high school teams that used it; its brief stint as the home of the Oklahoma City Plainsmen in the late 1960s; and for several seasons in the 1980s and 1990s it hosted the Oklahoma City Slickers, a professional soccer team. Not usually mentioned are the Oklahoma City Dolls—another professional sports team that played on the field—erasing the team from the sports history of the city and stadium. Even the stadium’s Wikipedia page, often an indicator of which events make it into popular memory, failed to mention the Dolls until recently. (They weren’t the only NWFL team that wasn’t seen as legitimate enough to be remembered: for example, despite the fact that another NWFL team, the Dallas Bluebonnets, played in Texas Stadium, their name is nowhere to be found on the venue’s Wikipedia page or in most reported histories of the venue.) But on July 31, 1976, women’s professional football debuted in Oklahoma City.


“I was nervous,” end Debbie Sales—known to her teammates as “Tinker”—said after the game. She ran out for the very first play, saying, “Oh my god,” over and over in her head. But she “got over it real quick.”


Tinker might have been right to worry. After all, the Dallas–Fort Worth Shamrocks were veterans, playing football together as a team since 1974. The Shamrocks had been strong competitors the previous year, losing only to the fabled Toledo Troopers. Many of the Shamrocks players had also played for the Bluebonnets, and continued on after the Bluebonnets folded following the 1974 season and the two teams merged. The Shamrocks were scheduled to play the Dolls for the first two games of the 1976 season, one game in each city. This July night in Taft was the first.


The Daily Oklahoman described the matchup as “a cliche”—veteran team versus newcomers—and noted that the DFW team outweighed the Dolls “by about 15 pounds a girl.” Prior to the game, the Shamrocks tried to intimidate the Dolls by asking to borrow a belt, which they then sent back by claiming it wasn’t big enough to fit around the player who needed it. They were also known to play dirty, the kind of players who would put their fist in an opponent’s stomach to push themselves up after a tackle, just to get in an extra jab.


But Hal, the Dolls’ head coach, felt confident that the speed of his players would overcome the pure heft of the other team. He said their game plan against the Shamrocks involved not running too much through the middle; this was because the Shamrocks’ noseguard, Beverly Sandles, had at least seventy pounds on Dolls center Terri Talley. On offense, the team was looking out for two players in particular: Dallas’ fullback, Deborah Canfield, and their two-way player, Sandi Beck, considered the Shamrocks’ best athlete. “Our defense,” Hal said, “is really going to have to watch out for her in passing situations.” And with nearly six Shamrocks players going both ways, Hal hoped the Dolls would be able to wear them down. Hal planned to call plays from the sideline, but gave quarterback Jan Hines the freedom to call an audible anytime she felt it was necessary. “It’s nice to have a quarterback who’s intelligent enough,” Hal said, “and can call the automatic.”


The 5'4", 128-pound QB trusted her line for protection from DFW’s hefty defense. Under her helmet, Hines sported a mess of brown waves that came down just below her ears and had small eyes that narrowed when she grinned. “If I said I wasn’t nervous, I’d be lying,” she said before the first game. “But when game time comes, I’ll be ready.”


Hal believed that “if they do what [the coaches] taught them in practice; if the line blocks well; if the defense doesn’t make any big mistakes,” then the Dolls would come out victorious. Charlotte Gordon, who had reveled in the Dolls’ victories over the city’s high school boy teams, said at the time: “I have no doubts—no doubts at all—that we can’t beat ’em.”
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The game was attended by the family of the Oklahoma City kicker, Mary BlueJacket. Her brother came in all the way from Phoenix. Her mother, worried to death that BlueJacket would get hurt, and being a stout Catholic, brought her angels to the game.


BlueJacket grew up in Colorado, but spent summers visiting her dad’s family in the town of Bluejacket, Oklahoma. That her last name reflected that of the town was no coincidence. Beginning as a train station in 1871, the tiny town in the northeastern corner of the state was named for Mary’s great-grandfather, Rev. Charles Blue Jacket, a Methodist minister who served as the town’s first postmaster in 1882. Reverend Blue Jacket was a descendent of Blue Jacket, chief of the Shawnee nation.


Since then, generations of BlueJackets descended from the Reverend have played football in the town that bears their name. This football dynasty is detailed in a 2014 article from Tulsa World, establishing the long history of football in the area and the family who has played it. The article’s lead photo features Ginni Satterwhite—the older sister of Mary BlueJacket who played for the Dolls—and Satterwhite’s grandchildren and nephew, who played on Bluejacket High School’s team. Satterwhite, the article claims, is “the matriarch of Bluejacket football.” But there is a glaring omission in that story: Mary. She is a BlueJacket who played professional football and lives in Bluejacket. Yet she wasn’t included in a story about her own family, who dominated the sport in their town. This omission is just one more example of women in football being erased from its history.


The town itself is located in Cherokee Nation. Small and rural, Bluejacket is less than half a mile across. There were under three hundred people living there in the 1970s, when BlueJacket moved there, though it had over eight hundred during its most economically flush period at the turn of the twentieth century. (A new convenience store opened in 2014, owned by BlueJacket’s sister, Satterwhite.) State Highway 25 runs directly through the downtown, where there is a high school and a post office.


Still, the town had an allure for BlueJacket as a young girl. While she loved Colorado, with its mountain air and range of seasons, BlueJacket enjoyed going back to Oklahoma to spend time with the local kids her age. She felt a connection to this place, where her father, who was Shawnee, had grown up (her mother was white). She made a vow to herself: when she graduated high school in 1973, she was going to move to Bluejacket, where she’d made friends on her visits and where her sister had moved first.


But she’d been naive, not realizing that the local kids would be eager to get out of their small town once they graduated. BlueJacket arrived in Bluejacket, but all her friends were gone.


After nine months, BlueJacket got bored and decided to move 185 miles southwest to the city: Oklahoma City. She got a job at a grocery distributor, lifting boxes in the warehouse, making her strong. One day, while her friend was visiting from Denver, BlueJacket spotted something in the newspaper about a new women’s football team. She’d grown up throwing the ball around with her brothers, but never dreamed of being able to do that in “real life.” So when she read about the team, she didn’t fully believe it. There was no way this could be real, she was sure of it. Her disbelief almost caused her to disregard the ad altogether, but her friend convinced her otherwise.


You don’t have any friends in town yet, BlueJacket’s friend argued. You should go and meet some people your age, she pushed. BlueJacket relented. She went to the tryouts, taking the first step toward playing football for the three years she would later describe as “the best of my life.”
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Months later, on that hot July night in 1976, BlueJacket was on the field. Her family was in the stands, and the Shamrocks, though the more experienced team, were making a poor showing. Indeed, one Dallas–Fort Worth coach admitted his team “really didn’t play good ball.” The local Oklahoma City paper called the Shamrocks “pitiful.” And so, despite the Dolls being novices—and even playing a little sloppily—they were able to capitalize on two Shamrocks errors in the second quarter to pull ahead and hang on for victory.


On the Shamrocks sideline, the players were calm. They were used to the game atmosphere. The Dolls sideline was livelier, full of pacing, jumping, and yelling.


On the field, however, the Dolls had a different philosophy: silence. In the face of the incessant trash talking from their opponents, the Dolls tried not to give the Shamrocks the satisfaction of a response. Dallas–Fort Worth was known to especially revel in the trash talk. “What they really say, you couldn’t print,” Dolls offensive tackle Melissa Barr told the Daily Oklahoman. “It’s unbelievable some of the things they say they are going to do to you.” The Dolls believed that by ignoring the trash talk they would throw off their competitors, who were trying to get a rise out of them. Refusing to engage in a back-and-forth with opponents also meant they could concentrate on the game in front of them, as opposed to interpersonal conflicts.


“There’s no sense in me coming up there and telling her [the other team] when it’s coming,” said BlueJacket. “She’ll know when I hit her.”


Even still, the Shamrocks’ big mouths brought out BlueJacket’s competitive side. During one of the Dolls’ games—though she can’t recall which one—fullback Cindee Herron remembers BlueJacket coming into the huddle, complaining about all the jabbering coming from the player she was guarding on the line. “I’m gonna break her finger,” BlueJacket snapped. After the play, BlueJacket returned to the huddle a little sheepishly. “I think I broke it!” she said.


In the first quarter, when Oklahoma City nearly scored a touchdown, Hines turned to the other Dolls. “They’re scared, they’re really scared,” she said. “Boy I’m sorry we didn’t make that one, but we’ll get ’em next time.”


Two Shamrocks miscues—a bad punt snap and a fumble—happened within fifty-seven seconds of play. These two errors meant the Dolls only had to go twenty-six yards for two touchdowns. The first, a bad snap, was recovered by Dolls linebacker Jean Derry at the Shamrocks one-yard line (Derry played only one season; her career was cut short by bone disease). Then, twenty-year-old Herron, defensive coach Dee Herron’s wife, took off from the backfield around the left tackle to score, giving the Dolls a 6–0 lead. Herron had sent Cindee into the game with instructions to “Get in there and knock the shit out of them, hon!”—which she promptly did.


For their second touchdown, the team had to work a little harder. After the Dolls recovered a fumble at the Shamrocks twenty-five-yard line, Hines completed a twenty-four-yard pass to Sales—Hines’s only pass of the first half. Once Sales caught the ball, however, the team seemed to forget their game plan to avoid running up the middle and into Shamrocks noseguard Beverly Sandles. On their first three downs, the Dolls ran the ball directly into Sandles, who stopped them in their tracks. On fourth down, however, Hines ran around the right side of the offensive line for the touchdown, followed by BlueJacket’s successful two-point PAT. (Discussed in detail later in the book: field goals after a touchdown were worth two points in the NWFL, as opposed to the standard one point).


Even against their more seasoned rivals, the Dolls went into halftime with a 14–0 lead. They struggled during the second half of the game. Still, after the Shamrocks opened the half with a forty-nine-yard touchdown drive, the Dolls managed to hang on. In the end, Oklahoma City won 14–6.


After the game, there were still a handful of Dolls on the sideline who hadn’t gotten any playing time during their first game. Coach Herron approached each one and gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek and said, “I know how hard you worked for this and I’m sorry we didn’t get you in. That’s just the way it worked out. We’ll get you in next time.”


Even though it was an adjustment for the players to go from practice to a live game, the women seemed to acclimate pretty quickly. “I felt really good out there,” Sales said at the time. “It’s a lot different from practice in that you don’t know who you’ll cream—or get creamed by.” The win was a big deal for the team in terms of establishing their confidence. The Dolls, admitted Shamrocks coach Jackson, “could be in the running for the championship, if they keep playing the way they played tonight.” This was a nice bit of foreshadowing.


Even so, the press was unimpressed. “An artistic success it wasn’t,” proclaimed the Daily Oklahoman. “Dallas played pitifully at times and that, coupled with the conservative offenses and dominating defenses, wilting heat, long concession lines, and first-game mistakes, made the fare, well, rather dull.” Imagine a men’s team being criticized for having “a dominating defense”!


Still, the Dolls had made their mark. And in 1976, the rest of the teams in the league—including the unstoppable Toledo Troopers—would soon come to find out that this team was for real. The balance of power in the NWFL was about to shift.
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Oklahoma City’s second game was a rematch with the Shamrocks, this time on DFW’s home turf. Only two weeks had passed since their first meeting. Hal told the papers that his team was “ready for them.” Their game plan was to pass more, and Hal noted that they’d “saved quite a few” of their plays in order to surprise the Shamrocks.


This was a very different game for the two teams. In the first game, the Dolls struck first. But in the second, it was the Shamrocks who pulled ahead 12–0, with two first-half touchdowns. Even so, OKC didn’t stay down for long, hitting back with a touchdown and two-point conversion just before halftime, bringing the score to 12–8. Stokes rushed twenty-five yards to score, and safety Cathie Schweitzer caught the PAT pass.


Halfway through the third quarter, the Dolls sealed the win. Hines completed a forty-five-yard touchdown pass down the left sideline to Sales, doing exactly what coach Hal had wanted his team to do: pass the ball more. “Tinker made a tremendous catch and just outran ’em down the sideline,” Hal said. Stokes, Herron, and running back Pebble Myers combined for 239 yards rushing.


What the first two games established was the partnership of quarterback Hines and receiver Sales, who would be a dream team for the Dolls. Sales became a key, trusted receiver for Hines and, together, they made some of the biggest plays in the biggest games.


BlueJacket credited the team’s “self-control”—their refusal to engage with DFWs slinging insults—with helping them pull out the back-to-back wins. “They were out for blood, out to kill,” she said. “They were out more to hurt us than to win. They were so mad, [the defensive lineman] would stand there and pound on us instead of going after the ball carrier.”


The team gelled really well, which became apparent early on. Gordon described them as having “a lot of team spirit.” “I thought a lot of times when women got together they tended to spat and have problems, but not us,” she said. “We’re a together team, and this is going to prove that myth about women completely wrong. We’re going to tear it to pieces.”


One example of that kind of camaraderie happened after Stokes scored her touchdown. Stokes was lining up on the end so she could protect BlueJacket while she kicked the extra two points. She was down in her stance when she heard a Dallas player yell out, “Thirty-three! Thirty-three! I will put you on your butt!”


It was then that Stokes realized that she was number 33, and that there “was about to be a battle.” When the ball was hiked, Stokes braced herself for impact. But she never felt a thing. What’s going on? Stokes wondered.


One teammate walked up and said, “I heard what she said.” She had put that Dallas player down on the ground.


“I wasn’t going to let her touch you,” she told Stokes. From the beginning, the Dolls saw themselves as a unit and they had each other’s backs.


Despite the excitement of their second win, the Dolls suffered a blow during the last play of the first half of the game: Sandy Glasgow, the Dolls’ defensive end and defensive captain, was in pursuit of a Shamrock and got clipped, severely injuring her knee. She had surgery, which sidelined her for the season. Glasgow was a twenty-six-year-old cardiovascular assistant with long, straight dark hair that made her look like a Charlie’s Angel. It was sad for the fans, who knew Glasgow as the voice behind a radio commercial for the Dolls. But it was sadder for the team, because Glasgow was one of the leaders, always giving pep talks and getting spirits up.


The Dolls were very concerned, and not just about Glasgow herself. They needed all the leaders they could get—because their next opponent was none other than the most successful and most feared team in the NWFL, the Toledo Troopers.


The Dolls were right to worry.















CHAPTER 2



A RIVALRY IS BORN


Linda Jefferson described herself as a “run-of-the-mill Black girl,” who was “thinking of becoming a millionaire.” Before becoming the star halfback of the Toledo Troopers, Jefferson was born and raised in a working-class neighborhood in Toledo, Ohio. As a child, she honed her speed by running up and down her street, until someone suggested she go out for the track team. Soon, she could run the forty-yard dash in just 4.9 seconds.


Despite calling herself “run-of-the-mill,” Jefferson recognized not just her own untapped athletic potential, but that of other girls as well. She lamented the lack of investment in infrastructure and coaching, even in her early days. For example, Jefferson’s high school girls’ track team was run by the athletes themselves, because the coach didn’t care enough to pay attention. And despite running on track teams since the age of eleven, Jefferson didn’t learn how to get out of the starting blocks until her senior year of high school. “If a coach could take the time with me to teach me the fundamentals,” she said, “I think I could get my one-hundred-yard-dash time down to ten seconds flat.” That she was able to accomplish what she did without proper instruction is a testament to her own dedication and innate talent.


Jefferson was a natural athlete. She eventually won several medals in track in Junior Olympic competition, for the long jump and the 440-yard relay. She played basketball for the Toledo All-Stars, a women’s team in Ohio (despite being only five feet three inches), played softball whenever she could, and, of course, played football for the Troopers. On top of it all, she worked part-time at UPS—from midnight to 4 a.m.—and took classes at Toledo University.


Jefferson had decided to try out for the Troopers after her friend suggested she join. It was the team’s second year in existence, 1972, and the Troopers were still a fledgling independent outfit. In fact, an organized league of teams like the NWFL was still just a dream then. Despite all this, the only reason Jefferson hadn’t joined the new team the year before was because she was seventeen and still in high school; as such, her mother wouldn’t let her play. Jefferson was the fourth daughter, born when her mother was twenty-one years old. Her mother preached the importance of getting an education; school was the priority.


She started as a split end because she could be protected and avoid being tackled. Eventually, however, Troopers coach Bill Stout moved her to halfback because of her speed. That’s where things really took off.


In fact, Jefferson was a major reason the Troopers were undefeated for five straight years (in the three seasons they played before the NWFL started and the two they played as members of the league). But while Jefferson got much of the credit, she herself attributed her success to her teammates. Specifically, Jefferson praised her blockers for opening up holes and holding off the other teams’ defenders. “If they give me a hole that’s as small as my body I can make it,” she said. “If they give me a hole as wide as one foot I can make it.”
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By 1976, the year the Dolls joined the NWFL, the Troopers had a lot of momentum. They still hadn’t lost a game. Jefferson had made national television appearances and been on the cover of womenSports, the magazine cofounded by tennis star Billie Jean King.


With all that attention, coach Bill Stout (the new president of the NWFL at the time) and the Troopers board of directors thought a billboard to promote the team would be a great advertising move. They decided to place it overlooking the Toledo Sports Arena, a venue on Main Street with over five thousand seats that was then home to the International Hockey League’s Toledo Goaldiggers. The goal was to target already existing sports fans by alerting them to another local team they may not have been aware of.


There were a lot of selling points the billboard could have advertised: the team’s five straight undefeated seasons, or the fact that they had a 28–0 record. Instead, they went with just two words at the top: “Pretty Tough.” In the center of the billboard were three smiling faces, Jefferson, the face of the franchise, in the middle, and two white women on either side of her, a brunette to her right and a blonde to her left. At the bottom it simply said, “Toledo Trooper Football.”


The billboard spoke to the rock and the hard place that Troopers management found themselves between. They had an incredible product to promote, one that should have been appealing simply for its quality. But they had the challenge of sexism to overcome.


Throughout history, women athletes have been reduced to their looks, and advertisements have focused on making them appear conventionally attractive and feminine and, therefore, nonthreatening. Even today, nearly fifty years since Title IX, women are overwhelmingly represented in advertisements in sexualized ways—if they’re featured at all. Despite evidence from a 2014 study in the Journal of Sports Management that “consumers prefer portrayals focusing on sportswomen’s skill versus their sex appeal,” women athletes are still more often than not “presented in sexually provocative poses versus highlighting their athletic competence.” Ads featuring women athletes overwhelmingly emphasize their femininity and perceived heterosexuality. And this emphasis, in turn, trivializes women’s sports.


That’s why, in an article about Jefferson being a “superstar of women’s pro football,” the writer felt like he needed to assure the public that “she is one of the most attractive, and without a doubt, superbly built superstars in pro football.” And while this “superstar” was “fast becoming a commodity” within the competitive world of her profession, nevertheless, the writer assured readers that Jefferson was just as “at home in a dress with neatly coiffed hair as she is in shoulder pads behind a face mask.”


Yes, the players were tough, but the billboard also needed to reassure (male) fans that they were also pretty—and predominantly white. The proof was in the image. And other teams were moved to offer similar “proof”: for example, the illustration used to advertise the OKC Dolls was of a thin, white, feminine woman in a football jersey, with long, blond hair billowing in the wind.


But the Troopers billboard wasn’t just insulting, it was a lie. If you showed up at a Troopers game to see the women on the billboard perform on the gridiron, you’d only be able to watch Jefferson. The other two women weren’t actually Troopers—they were paid models. Despite the fact that the team had over twenty women on the roster, none of them, aside from Jefferson, was deemed attractive enough to be used to promote the franchise they were responsible for making successful. For some of the women, it was a slap in the face. “It didn’t sit well with us,” said Eunice White, who played with the Troopers for seven seasons. “We were a very diverse group of women. They didn’t need to go outside of the team to achieve the image they were looking for.” Ruth Zuccarell, who played for six seasons, said the players “just didn’t understand why they used models.… I guess we weren’t pretty enough.”


Zuccarell was apparently considered appealing enough to appear alongside Jefferson in another ad, one that ran in newspapers and pictured the two women in street clothes rather than their Troopers uniforms, under a tagline that called women’s professional football “semi-sweet.” You know, because the women might be flattening each other to the ground, but they’re still at least a little sweet and, again, nonthreatening.
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Toledo began their 1976 season playing against the Oklahoma City Dolls. The Dolls were fresh off their two victories over the Dallas–Fort Worth Shamrocks, barely a month before.


The Troopers were ready to take on this new team, and reaffirm their dominance over the league. Sure, the Dolls had won their first two games, but they were the new kids in town. Most importantly, the Troopers had never lost a game. (There was one major change to the season’s lineup: Lee Hollar, who had played quarterback for the Troopers’ first five seasons, had joined the service. She was replaced by Pam Hardy, who at five feet tall and just one hundred pounds, was one of the smallest players in the league.)


To prep for the season, the Troopers had been training with Coach Stout in Toledo’s Colony Field, as usual. Colony was more of a prairie than a sports field, but they made it work. To achieve their years of dominance, the Troopers practiced fifteen hours a week, despite the fact that most of them held down full-time jobs during the day. And, as Mitchi Collette said, “Heaven forbid you ever miss a practice.”


Sometimes two hundred spectators would watch them practice from lawn chairs. And there were times cars would drive by and men would shout, “Get back in the kitchen!” out the window at them. But the Troopers were undeterred.


Against the Dolls on Saturday, August 21, 1976, the Troopers set out to do what they’d done all twenty-eight times they’d taken the field for the past five seasons: win.


“[That the Troopers were undefeated was] like all we ever heard,” said Dolls quarterback Hines. “Everybody knew that they had started the league and everybody knew they’d never been beaten.” Not only that, she added, the Dolls were concerned about facing Jefferson. But despite the Troopers’ reputation, the Dolls felt confident.


“We’ll lose eventually,” Jefferson told womenSports the previous year, “because as our coach tells us before each game, there’s not a team in the world that can’t be beat.” The Dolls wanted to be the team that finally succeeded where others had not.


Two days prior to the game between the Troopers and the Dolls, the match had been advertised in the local paper: “Okla. City’s Newest Professional Sport!” the adverts screamed, next to a black-and-white illustration of that smiling, helmetless football player whose long hair streamed behind her. On game day, the local paper ran a story about Jefferson: “Dolls Meet Linda, Toledo Tonight.”


Jefferson had an afternoon of press scheduled for her in Oklahoma City prior to game time, hot off her status as womenSports magazine’s “WomanSport of the Year” the previous summer. But unfortunately Jefferson showed up to the airport two minutes late for her flight to OKC, forcing Dolls owner Mike Reynolds to frantically call and get her flight rescheduled. She arrived in the Sooner State three hours later than scheduled, which meant she had to hurry through her media appearances.


Still, Jefferson’s promotion worked. Three thousand two hundred fans forked over the $3.50 for a ticket ($1.50 if they were a child), though that still left a lot of empty seats at Taft Stadium. The “majority” of the crowd were there “out of curiosity,” Dolls general manager Mike Reynolds told the papers. “A lot” of people who came “aren’t even interested in football.” But the fanfare around the game created “a big-event atmosphere,” according to Hines, full of people who had shown up to watch the Troopers and to see what this new league was all about.


It didn’t take long for both Toledo and Oklahoma City to realize that, on some level, they’d each met their match. The teams were incredibly evenly balanced, something players on both sides immediately understood. At the same time, the Dolls probably caught the Troopers a little bit off guard; the Troopers, after all, had considered the new team a sort of warm-up game for their season. It was the beginning of a rivalry between the teams that would last until they stopped playing.


“We had a lot of respect for them,” said Oklahoma City’s Hines, “but… it was important to us to beat them.”


The first half was scoreless. The closest either team got to scoring was in the second quarter, when the Troopers managed a first and goal at the ten-yard line. Three plays later, the Troopers made it to the two-yard line. But when quarterback Pam Hardy attempted a bootleg play—in which the quarterback runs with the ball toward the sideline after it’s snapped—on fourth down, she was stopped by the Dolls’ right linebacker, Cindee Herron. Meanwhile, the Dolls offense never made it past Toledo’s twenty-seven-yard line in the first half.
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After a bad snap by the Dolls halfway through the third quarter, the Troopers finally struck: a five-yard rush by Jefferson put the Troopers on the board. Gloria Jimenez kicked the extra-point conversion, and Toledo led 8–0. The Dolls immediately answered with a seven-play, fifty-eight-yard drive that ended with quarterback Hines rushing for twenty yards to score a touchdown. For this, Hines gives “all the credit in the world” to right end Charlotte Gordon: “[She] pulverized her defender. She just pancaked that girl.… I could not have scored without that block.”


But after Gordon’s crucial block, Hines still had to fend for herself. Just as Hines was getting to the goal line, she could see a Trooper coming at her and knew, instinctively, that she would dive at her. So Hines dove first, stretching out with the ball as far as she could in midair. Hines knocked over the pylon on the right side just as the Troopers player hit her legs, spinning Hines around in the air. But it was a touchdown.


When Dolls kicker Mary BlueJacket’s extra-two-point attempt was blocked, it appeared the Troopers would pull out another victory. But two minutes later, trailing 8–6, Dolls nose guard Tina Bacy tackled Jefferson for a two-yard loss; then came a six-yard loss for the Troopers. And, with eleven minutes remaining in regulation, a group of Dolls tackled Toledo punter Barbara Church in the end zone for a safety, tying the game at 8–8. The score would remain that way until the end of regulation.


Bacy’s defense is what Hines credits with the Dolls’ success that day. “She was tall and slender, and she was able to shoot the gap on the deep ends of line,” Hines recalled. “And she was an extremely disruptive player. She caused a lot of problems for them when they went off end. She caused fumbles.” Bacy also helped hold Jefferson to less than one hundred rushing yards for the first time in Jefferson’s career. Bacy played only one season for the team, during which Mike Reynolds said she was their “best defensive player.” Her career was ended due to a knee injury that required surgery right before the 1977 season.


Reflecting on it now, Toledo’s Collette says that the Troopers innately realized they’d finally found a worthy opponent. “We were a small team as far as our average height was 5’4” and our average weight was 140. We were tiny, but we were mighty,” said Collette. “When we went to Oklahoma City, their average height was 5’7.5” and their average weight was [141]. They were good and so were we.”


More than that, says Jimenez, is that the Dolls were playing on their home turf, and they had a sideline full of players. The Troopers showed up with far fewer players, meaning that many of their players played both ways or, in Jimenez’s case, hardly came off the field at all. “That was the most beat-up I’ve ever been after a game,” she said. “The team was very good.”
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Being on a relatively new team, Hines wasn’t familiar with the league rules. After regulation ended with a tie score, Hines recalls saying to the referee, “Oh wow, I get to tell my grandkids that we tied.” And he said, “No, you don’t. You have to play sudden death.” That’s when Hines said her adrenaline spiked. “The tie end was kind of OK and that was something to brag about and tell people about, that you tied this team—but I just absolutely did not want to lose.”


There was a coin toss, which the Dolls won. In the huddle, BlueJacket gave the team a pep talk and an incentive: “Let’s just wrap this up,” she said. “I’m tired. Let’s go for a beer.” The motivation worked—the Dolls took the ball and the Troopers never even touched it in overtime. Hines recalls that at the end of every practice, the team would practice “fun trick plays.” One of those plays was a hook-and-lateral (colloquially known in football circles as a “hook and ladder”); another was a flea flicker. They had never expected to use any of the plays in a game setting. But both came in handy, and helped the Dolls pull out the victory.


On their second play, the Dolls ran the hook and ladder. Hines flicked a pass to right end Gordon, who then lateraled the ball to halfback Doris Stokes for a thirty-five-yard play, with fifteen extra yards added on because of a face mask penalty. This got the Dolls down to the twenty-yard line. Gordon and Stokes were shocked when their coach called the play in such an important game because, despite the number of times they’d run the play in practice, they’d never managed to complete it. The women were both speedy—Gordon with a slow first step, but then she’d take off—which made it hard for them to get their timing down when executing the play. But, Stokes remembers, “it just flowed so smoothly… in the game.”


Two plays later, Hines ran a version of a flea flicker play, in which the defensive team is tricked into thinking the offense is going to run the ball when they really intend to pass it. Hines completed a perfect nineteen-yard pass to her tried-and-true left end, Tinker Sales—the only pass reception of the night for the five-foot-five player.


It’s a moment Hines will remember forever, one where “everything was in slow motion.” She’d made the decision to go to the left because they’d run the ball to the right all night. Hines wanted to bring “the element of surprise” by going the other direction, but was afraid to make the call herself at such a high-stakes moment. Then, as she was going into the huddle, she heard her coach call her name above the roar of the crowd. “I looked over and he’s giving me a signal to run it to the other side and I’m thinking, ‘Oh, thank god.’”




OEBPS/images/PageNo_12_a0-254712_1P012a.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
ﬁaow TYPE BOOKS





OEBPS/images/Art_orn.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781645036616.jpg
TN =
AV oWy
THE RISE AND FALL

OF THE NATIONAL WOMEN'S
FOOTBALL LEAGUE

BRITNI DE LA CRETAZ
& LYNDSEY D'ARCANGELO





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
THE RISE AND FALL
OF THE NATIONAL WOMEN'S
FOOTBALL LEAGUE

BRITNI DE LA CRETAZ
& LYNDSEY D'ARCANGELO

éBOLD TYPE BOOKS

New York






OEBPS/images/PageNo_x_a0-254712_1Pxa.jpg





