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PROLOGUE



WHEN THE NATIONAL FOOTBALL LEAGUE’S TEAM OWNERS met at the Victoria Hotel in midtown Manhattan on a cold Monday morning in December 1934, the media contingent covering the event consisted of a single photographer. Not one of New York’s major newspapers bothered to send a reporter. And the one photographer did not stay long.


After fifteen years in business, the NFL was still languishing on the fringe of America’s sports scene. Millions of sports fans around the country followed baseball, college football, horse racing, and boxing, but many did not even know a professional football league existed. A meeting of the men who ran the league could not possibly produce news that a majority of fans cared about.


A day earlier at the Polo Grounds in New York, the NFL had staged a championship game for just the second time. Before then, the league had simply recognized the team with the best win-loss record as that year’s champion. But some teams played more games than others, and ties were commonplace, complicating the calculations. To end the confusion, the owners had decided to split their teams into two divisions and match up the division winners in a single game that determined the league title. They hoped the championship contest might one day become a landmark event, like baseball’s World Series.


The game at the Polo Grounds, a renowned baseball venue, had mixed results. A brutal ice storm hit New York, limiting the crowd to slightly more than half of the stadium’s capacity. That was disappointing. But the game itself was memorable. The visiting Chicago Bears, undefeated and heavily favored, built a lead and seemed in control until the New York Giants switched from cleats to sneakers after halftime to improve their footing on the icy field. The Giants proceeded to score four straight touchdowns and win by a wide margin.


Some of the other team owners had attended the game as a show of support, and now they were meeting to review their season, consider rule changes, and present a championship trophy to Tim Mara, who owned the Giants. The second-floor conference room quickly filled. Mara, tall and grinning, was among the early arrivals. Known in New York sports circles more as a horseracing bookmaker and boxing promoter than as a football team owner, he was accompanied by his twenty-six-year-old son, Jack, who handled the Giants’ business as the team’s president.


George Halas, who owned and coached the Bears, also arrived early along with his older brother. A fiercely competitive midwesterner who had played for the Bears until he was thirty-four years old, Halas was in no mood to congratulate the Giants again after praising them in his postgame interviews with reporters the day before. But his scowl gave way to a sporting smile; Tim Mara was his rival on the field but a good partner in the football business, deserving of a handshake.


Wearing a high-collared suit and round glasses, Joe Carr, the league’s president since 1921, sat at a head table, ready to run the meeting. Also present were Bert Bell and Lud Wray, former University of Pennsylvania football teammates who co-owned the Philadelphia Eagles, one of the league’s newest teams; George Preston Marshall, an opinionated laundry magnate who owned the Boston Redskins; and Art Rooney, a diminutive, cigar-chomping sportsman and gambler who owned the Pittsburgh Pirates. The owners of the Brooklyn Dodgers and Detroit Lions rounded out the group.
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Joe Carr (with glasses) hands the 1934 championship trophy to Jack Mara, as Tim Mara smiles. George Halas stands by Carr’s right shoulder. (Associated Press)








When the meeting began, the men gathered around Carr and the Maras. Carr uttered “words of congratulation” to the elder Mara and presented his son with the Ed Thorp Memorial Trophy, a silver-plated cup named for a well-known referee, rules aficionado, and equipment supplier who had died earlier that year. The lone photographer on hand, representing a wire service, snapped a photo that would run in the New York Times and other newspapers around the country the next day, giving the NFL a rare moment of widespread publicity.


The photographer quickly departed after that, as the owners returned to their seats. They had much to discuss. Although their just-concluded season had produced several positives, it was not clear the NFL was headed in the right direction. Its average per-game crowd of 13,247 in 1934 set a record, but larger crowds in Chicago and New York had pulled that figure up; other than the Bears and Giants, most teams drew poorly and lost money. The pitiful Cincinnati Reds had suspended operations after scoring 10 points and allowing 243 in eight games, forcing Carr to take on a semipro squad, the St. Louis Gunners, as a late-season replacement. The Gunners then beat Rooney’s Pirates in their first game, making quite a statement about the modest caliber of the league’s lower echelon.


The NFL had formally organized in 1920 out of a loose coalition of semipro squads, mostly located in small and midsize towns in America’s industrial belt. By 1926, twenty-two teams were competing for the league title. But most had since folded, unable to draw crowds or break even financially. Long gone were such squads as the Rock Island Independents, Pottsville Maroons, and Dayton Triangles. The Packers, in tiny Green Bay, Wisconsin, were the last surviving remnant of the NFL’s industrial-town origins.


Carr had led a drive to make the league more of a big-city venture. The Frankford (Pennsylvania) Yellow Jackets had become the Philadelphia Eagles. The Portsmouth (Ohio) Spartans had become the Detroit Lions. The owners of those and the other surviving teams believed this was necessary; if pro football was ever going to compete with baseball, it needed to succeed in the nation’s largest cities. But even after breaking into major markets, the NFL still had fundamental problems. With the country in an economic depression, Halas and several other owners continually borrowed money to keep their teams afloat. On the field, there was a dangerous competitive imbalance—the Bears and Giants dominated, along with the Packers, who had recently won three straight titles—and a general lack of action. In more than half of the games in 1934, the losing team had failed to score. No wonder attendance in most stadiums was so low.


As the owners began discussing possible rule changes at the Victoria Hotel, they understood they had to make their league more competitive and their sport more exciting. Marshall dominated the conversation, as he had since he joined the league in 1932. A former actor, he thought a game should be entertainment, like a Broadway production, and constantly suggested rules aimed at giving fans more to like. He had previously led the charge to make passing a much larger part of the game and had convinced his colleagues to give offenses more room to operate by moving the action away from the sidelines and into the middle of the field, with plays starting on a set of “hash marks.” At this meeting, Marshall proposed eleven of the fourteen motions that were raised, many governing intricacies such as the marking-off of penalties and the placement of the ball after fumbles. In each case, the idea was to give offenses a boost.


Before Carr banged the gavel to close the meeting, the owners also voted to put Bell and Halas in charge of a finance committee and established a “waiver rule” preventing players from changing teams in the second half of the season. Historians would not recall it as a momentous session. The owners of the Packers, Gunners, and Chicago Cardinals were not even present. The new rules, although important, would not prove as transformative as Marshall’s proposals in prior meetings.


But this meeting was historically noteworthy because it marked the first time Marshall, Halas, Bell, Rooney, and Tim Mara were together in the same room discussing league affairs. These five men would keep the league afloat during its difficult early decades through their innovations, resourcefulness, and resolve, laying the foundation for the NFL to emerge as a sports superpower in the 1960s.


Other important figures in the early decades of pro football included Curly Lambeau, who ran the Packers; Carr, who produced order out of disarray; and Dan Reeves, an owner who tore down racial barriers and brought the game to the West Coast when he moved the Rams to Los Angeles. But Mara, Halas, Bell, Rooney, and Marshall were the ones most responsible for keeping pro football alive. They spent years watching their teams play a brutal sport on Sundays, then argued with each other, at times bitterly, at league meetings over rules, referees, and the schedule. “They fought with each other more than today’s NFL owners ever will,” recalled Upton Bell, Bert’s son. But they almost always put aside their hard feelings for the sake of the league, sometimes damaging their own team’s prospects to achieve collective progress. “The credo of sharing became the foundation of our league,” Halas said later. Indeed, it was the key to the league’s survival and eventual success. Today, pro football is a multi-billion-dollar colossus, looming over all American sports, and is at times accused of prioritizing profits over all other goals. It is thus surprising, if not remarkable, that the men who made the league did not subscribe to an individualistic, capitalistic ethos.


Pro football’s early history reveals another irony. Unlike today’s NFL owners, these were not men of immense family wealth. Mara was an Irish cop’s son who been schooled on the streets of Lower Manhattan. Rooney’s dad owned a bar. Halas’s parents lived modestly after emigrating from Bohemia, a territory in the Austrian Empire in what is now the Czech Republic. Marshall had to fend for himself as a young man after his father died. Bell was the only one born to the manor, but he wasted his fortune and disavowed his place in high society. “They were on their own. No one was going to save them,” Upton Bell said.


Though the Victoria Hotel meeting was the first that found them all together, they were not strangers. Halas and Marshall had backed teams in a failed professional basketball league in the 1920s. Rooney, Bell, and Mara had spent many summer days and nights together in Saratoga, New York, the horseracing spa that attracted high-rolling gamblers. Rooney and Bell, in particular, were two-fisted bettors.


Halas was the only real founding father, having attended the meeting at a car dealership in Canton, Ohio, on September 17, 1920, where the American Professional Football Association—as it was originally known—was organized. Mara came along five years later, as the NFL staggered through its infancy. Marshall, Bell, and Rooney arrived in the early 1930s. They were unlikely devotees of “paid football,” as it was known in its early years. Marshall’s first love was the theater. Mara had never seen a football game when he started the Giants. Bell was a college football loyalist who had once sneered at the pros; his father helped found the National Collegiate Athletic Association. Rooney hesitated to disband his successful semipro team to join the NFL.


On this Monday in December 1934, no one could have envisioned the NFL’s spectacular future. Sports fans across the country were not talking about the title game between the Giants and Bears the day before. They were still focused on the classic college game between Army and Navy, played a week earlier before 79,000 fans in Philadelphia—far more than Bell’s Eagles had drawn all season in that city. Baseball fans were debating what might happen to Babe Ruth now that the New York Yankees had parted ways with their legendary slugger, who had grown too old and round to hit as many home runs as he once did.


As the football owners met at the Victoria Hotel, baseball’s owners and executives were also meeting that morning, just blocks away in New York, at the Waldorf Hotel. Their “winter convention” received far more press coverage, befitting baseball’s status as America’s preeminent professional sport. Most of New York’s major newspapers dispatched a reporter to cover the event and, in some cases, also sent a columnist on the expectation that important news would develop.


The NFL could not begin to match baseball or college football in generating headlines or interest—a persistent frustration for the men who ran the league. By 1934, their collaborative efforts did not seem to have much impact. Much of America continued to view pro football as little more than a lark, a cousin of professional wrestling. Halas, Mara, Marshall, Bell, and Rooney were about the only ones who believed the sport had any future. Many of their friends thought they were out of their minds to continue to support it, and they wondered, at times, whether those friends might be right.
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HALAS: THE FOUNDER


IN 1920, GEORGE HALAS WAS A FORMER FOOTBALL MAN, seemingly done with the sport. He had played in college and in the military during the Great War, but there was no major professional league to advance to; once you graduated from college, your only option was semiprofessional ball, a sandlot game. Halas had tried it, suiting up on a half-dozen Sundays for a team near his Chicago home. After his experience with that ragtag group, he had decided to give up all sports, get a job, and get on with his life. He was twenty-five.


Putting to use the engineering degree he had earned from the University of Illinois, Halas now drew a salary of fifty-five dollars a week as a safety expert for the Chicago, Burlington and Quincy Railroad, testing bridges for “stresses and strains” to ensure they would not collapse. In his spare time, he courted his future wife, Wilhelmina “Min” Bushing, a pretty brunette from Pilsen, the Chicago neighborhood where he had grown up. Halas could see the outline of a contented, white-collar life coming into view. His mother was delighted that he had given up football, the roughest of the sports he enjoyed playing.


Then one morning in March 1920 he received a phone call in the bridge design department at the railroad office in downtown Chicago. A man named George Chamberlain was on the other end. The general manager of the A. E. Staley Manufacturing Company, a starch-maker in Decatur, Illinois, Chamberlain had a job in mind for Halas and was in Chicago hoping to discuss it with him in person. Could they meet that evening at the Sherman Hotel?


Hours later, Halas entered the hotel lobby and strode across the carpet with a natural athlete’s loose-limbed, rolling gait. Broad through the chest and just under six feet tall, he sported tousled, dark bangs that fell at an angle across his pale forehead. He shook hands with Chamberlain, who was bald and had a Teddy Roosevelt moustache and round, steel-rimmed spectacles. “I found Mr. Chamberlain to be a very determined man, about fifty, well-muscled; he had played football and baseball in his younger days,” Halas wrote. Both men were engineers. They hit it off.


Chamberlain got down to business. His boss, Eugene Staley, believed sports could boost employee morale and help sell Staley products. Three years earlier, Staley had started a company baseball team coached by a former major league pitcher, Joe “Ironman” McGinnity. It competed in an industrial league against other major company teams through the Midwest, including the Samson Tractors of Janesville, Wisconsin; the Indian Refining Company Havolines of Lawrenceville, Illinois; and the Republic Trucks of Alma, Michigan. The Staley team drew crowds and newspaper coverage, and now Staley wanted to start a football team.


Chamberlain asked whether Halas was interested in coaching the football team, as well as playing for it. Halas quickly said yes. Although he was challenged by his railroad job, he remained an athlete at heart. He had played football, baseball, and basketball in both high school and college, showing enough potential on the diamond to briefly make the majors as an outfielder for the Yankees. For as long as he could recall, he had always had a new season to prepare for, more games to anticipate. But the Yankees had found a better right fielder, someone named Babe Ruth, and Halas had reached a dead end in football. He missed having games to look forward to. Staley’s offer could provide a new outlet for his competitive energies.


There was no doubt Halas was qualified to coach a team. He had been mentored by two of the greats during his career. At Illinois, he played football for one of the sport’s shrewdest coaches, Robert Zuppke. While with the Yankees, he played for thoughtful, pipe-smoking Miller Huggins, destined to manage the team to three World Series wins. Halas already had begun transitioning into coaching, having helped run a team of former college stars at the Great Lakes Naval Training Base, near Chicago, during the Great War.


Halas asked Chamberlain several questions. Could he recruit players? Yes, Chamberlain said, he could offer prospects full-time work at Staley as well as the chance to play football. The response excited Halas. Several of his Great Lakes teammates had been All-Americans; he could field a powerful team. His next question: Could the team practice two hours a day? It sounded like more than any team needed, but Chamberlain assented, telling Halas, “You’re the expert.” Finally, Halas asked whether those long practices could occur on company time. Sure, Chamberlain said.


The salary offer was modest, around what the railroad paid him, but it was not about money for Halas. He would get to coach and play for the company football team, play on the baseball team, and maybe start a basketball team. His calendar would positively overflow with sports and games. Meanwhile, he would learn to make starch, continuing to put his engineering and chemical training to use. Within a week, he quit the railroad, took the job with Staley, and moved 170 miles to Decatur, no longer a former football man. His mother was disappointed. Halas was thrilled.


BARBARA HALAS WAS JUST SHY OF THIRTY-ONE YEARS OLD WHEN she gave birth for the eighth time on February 2, 1895, in Chicago, delivering a boy given the name George Stanley Halas. Barbara had been a child herself, no more than five, when she arrived in the United States from Bohemia, a territory in the Austrian empire, later to become part of the Czech Republic. Little is known about her journey or early life in Chicago, but we do know she married a man named Frank Halas and soon started a family.


Frank had also come from Bohemia as a youth. Weary of the domineering rule of the Hapsburgs and frustrated after a failed revolt, Bohemians immigrated to America in waves in the 1860s. They “were tired of constant wars that were sapping the best blood of their nation, wasting their fields, and fastening still more grievous tax burdens upon shoulders that were already crushed,” journalist Josefa Humpal Zeman wrote. Lured by stories of religious freedom and available land and jobs, so many Bohemians settled just south of downtown Chicago that they called their neighborhood Pilsen, after the city many had inhabited in the old country. Chicago’s Pilsen had Czech newspapers, Czech churches, and Czech businesses. You could walk its streets without hearing a word of English.


Like the Germans, English, and Irish immigrants arriving in America around the same time, the Bohemians fled difficult circumstances at home only to encounter more hardship in America. Their Chicago neighborhood was crowded and chaotic, rampant with disease. But there was hope, as among the immigrants were some of Bohemia’s most talented, literate, and ambitious citizens. “One would find men of education and high social standing engaged in street-sweeping, cigar-making, and other humble occupations,” Zeman wrote. Frank Halas, intelligent and resourceful, started out as a reporter at a Czech newspaper, but he had an eye for fashion and soon found more profitable work as a tailor. Working with Barbara, who cut the buttonholes, he built a successful business preparing men’s suits for large clothiers.


The couple built a three-story house, lived on the first floor, and rented the other two, thankful to be raising their family in America. Of the eight children they produced, only four, including George, survived childhood. But, despite their loss, Frank and Barbara retained a positive outlook, demanding that George and his siblings speak English rather than the Czech they heard on the street. It was necessary, the parents said, if they wanted to make something of themselves in America.


Frank’s business grew so large that he built a workshop behind the house. But then he suffered a stroke, forcing drastic changes. He sold the business, leased the workshop and apartment building, and built another structure nearby—a three-story brick residence with apartments above a ground-level grocery, which Barbara ran. The Halas family lived on the second floor. They were far from wealthy, but between what the grocery and apartment rentals brought in, there was enough. Years later, one of Halas’s players, Mike Ditka, would scoff that he “threw nickels around like manhole covers.” But, rather than take offense, Halas agreed, saying he was proud that he had learned a dollar’s worth as a boy.


Halas’s two brothers and sister called him “Kid.” In a household that was loving but strict, they were all expected to dress neatly, excel in school, and worship at St. Vitus, a Roman Catholic church. Frank and Barbara emphasized education as the path to success, and George took note, building a strong academic record. But sports were his passion. As a youngster, he played street softball and cheered for the Chicago Cubs. At Crane Tech High School, he played baseball and lightweight football and ran track.


As was true for millions of other young Americans raised by immigrant parents in these years, sports were an integral part of Halas’s assimilation into the country’s cultural mainstream. At the ballpark, he was not viewed by others as a young man of Czech parentage, from a neighborhood where little English was spoken; he was just a Cubs fan, his passion shared with people of a variety of ethnicities and religions, who spoke many languages. Alike in their support of the home team, they became friends, or at least compatriots, rather than strangers.


Frank Halas died “quite suddenly,” as Halas would later write, on Christmas Eve in 1910. Halas was fifteen. His mother, determined to see her children go to college, sold the building where they lived, closed the grocery, and opened a tavern. After his high school graduation, George worked for Western Electric for a year, mostly because he needed to add weight to play college sports. Once he was at the University of Illinois, he tried out for the football team but absorbed fearsome hits in scrimmages, suffering a broken jaw and a broken leg. He fared better in baseball, cracking the varsity lineup as a sophomore outfielder hitting .300 and making plays behind his brother Walter, a star pitcher.


But Zuppke, the Illini football coach, admired Halas. The young man played such combative defense for Illinois’s basketball team that the coach had to pull him off the floor at times to keep fights from breaking out. Believing that intensity could help the football team, Zuppke kept giving Halas chances. Finally healthy as a junior in 1917, Halas returned kickoffs and punts. At the team banquet after that season, Zuppke gave a speech that resonated with him. “Just when I teach you fellows how to play football, you graduate and I lose you,” Zuppke said. Those words, Halas later recalled, “would govern the rest of my life.”


But he did not know that yet. It was the winter of 1917–1918, and, with the country at war in Europe, Halas volunteered for the navy and asked to be sent to sea on a submarine chaser—a small vessel designed to destroy German subs. Instead, the navy put him in the sports program at Great Lakes. Though disappointed, Halas threw himself into his duties, playing on the base’s basketball and baseball teams, which took on college teams and squads from other military institutions to boost morale.


In the fall of 1918, Great Lakes fielded a magnificent football team. The quarterback, Paddy Driscoll, had been an All-American at Northwestern. The center, Charlie Bachman, had been an All-American at Notre Dame. The coach oversaw the base’s officer training school, leaving him little time for football, so Halas, Driscoll, and Bachman ran practices.


Great Lakes went unbeaten and received a bid to play in the Tournament of Roses football game, soon to become known as the Rose Bowl, in Pasadena, California, on January 1, 1919. They faced another military team, the Mare Island Marines, before a packed house of 27,000 fans. On his finest day as an athlete, Halas scored a touchdown on a pass from Driscoll and returned an interception 77 yards, setting up another touchdown. Great Lakes won, and Halas earned the game’s Most Valuable Player award.


After that game, Halas told his mother he was through with football and would stick to the relative safety of baseball. His military service ended, and the Yankees, who had seen him play in college, invited him to their spring training camp in Florida in 1919. Miller Huggins liked that he was a switch hitter who could cover ground in the outfield. Halas made the club, but once the season began, he managed just two hits in twenty-two at bats, his inexperience plainly evident as he flailed at major league curveballs. A hip injury set him back, and the Yankees finally dispatched him to a minor league team in St. Paul, Minnesota, for seasoning. When the season ended, he went home to Chicago and took the railroad job.


But he could not stay away from sports, especially football, which resonated with him on a fundamental level. Having been denied the chance to fight in a real war, he relished football’s militaristic nature. What was the sport, with its scripted “plays,” if not an approximation of two military units clashing on a battlefield? The rugged altercations between linemen certainly resembled hand-to-hand combat.


Although he had told his mother he was through with the sport, he longed to continue playing. “I ached for the excitement of a good game, for the competition, for the challenges to the muscles, for the thrill of victory,” he later wrote. When he heard from a doctor who ran a semipro team in nearby Hammond, Indiana, he jumped at the chance to join. The pay was one hundred dollars a game. The team played other semipro squads such as the Canton (Ohio) Bulldogs, led by Jim Thorpe, the nation’s most famous athlete, a broad-shouldered Native American who had won the decathlon at the Olympics in 1912. Playing for the Hammond team meant fitting weeknight practices and weekend games into his busy schedule, but it was worth the trouble. Halas was back alongside Paddy Driscoll. The pay was good. The team won all six games it played in 1919, including two against Canton.


“The season deepened my love for football,” Halas wrote, “but I assumed my future rested with the railroad. Now and then, I would look at some of the other engineers doing the same thing day after day for thirty years. The prospect did not excite me as on cold winter days I rode the streetcar to and from the CB&Q offices. My real love was football.” It was near the end of that cold winter that his office phone rang and Staley’s offer beckoned.


IN HIS FIRST MONTHS AT STALEY’S SPRAWLING PLANT IN DECATUR, Halas played shortstop for the company baseball team and worked as a scale-house clerk. As summer waned, he began building his football team with a recruiting trip through the Midwest, finding plenty of takers for his unusual offer of a full-time job and the chance to play football. “I assured the men they would get paid at the end of the season for their football, depending on the size of the gate, and also told them they’d get paid weekly wages for the various duties at the plant. They all seemed to like the prospect of stability in a corporate setup,” Halas would recall.


His talent haul included former All-Americans from Wisconsin, Nebraska, Illinois, and Notre Dame. Unfortunately, Paddy Driscoll had already signed with the Racine Cardinals, a Chicago semipro team that played near the city’s Racine Street (some historians would later erroneously assume it played in Racine, Wisconsin). Staley had actually fielded a football team the year before, but it was a modest squad quarterbacked by Charlie Dressen, who would later play major league baseball and manage the Washington Senators. With Halas in charge, the team was far more organized, skilled, and purposeful. He handed out cloth-bound playbooks, tested players on their assignments, and schooled them in dark football arts such as how to get away with kicking and gouging opponents at the bottom of a pile.


Most American sports fans considered football a spirited amateur endeavor, a character-building exercise for high school and college boys. Played with few rules, and with some participants bare headed, it had been popular since the 1870s. “I believe in rough games and in rough, manly sports,” President Theodore Roosevelt exclaimed around the turn of the century. After a spate of on-field deaths from violent collisions in the early 1900s, Roosevelt threatened to abolish the sport with an executive order unless college administrators instituted rules that made it safer. He wanted football to continue to be played, viewing it as an ideal training ground for soldiers.


Once players stopped dying on the field, college football developed a fanatical following almost rivaling that of professional baseball, a sport so preeminent that fans and sportswriters had called it the “national pastime” since the 1850s. By 1920, many college teams were playing in new, football-specific stadiums, before screeching crowds, on Saturday afternoons.


A postcollege version of the sport sprouted in the 1890s but was never nearly as popular. The first prominent teams represented athletic clubs such as the Chicago Athletic Association, Pittsburgh Athletic Club, and Latrobe (Pennsylvania) YMCA, amateur organizations that fielded teams in multiple sports. They sought to lure former college stars with under-the-table payments until they grew tired of the contrivance and simply began paying players, horrifying purists who believed that violated football’s amateur essence. That version of the game, thus, did not develop a following.


Companies and independent sports entrepreneurs in the East and Midwest also began fielding football teams in the early 1900s. But unlike college football, which organized into conferences operating under a governing umbrella, the “paid” sport was a free-for-all. Players jumped from team to team during seasons in search of better pay. Active college players suited up under assumed names to make extra money, not that much was available. Teams passed a hat through the stands at games to bring in funds, hoping for a few coins and bills the players could divide up. Most games drew few fans.


Halas believed his Staley team deserved better. But when he wrote to other teams about scheduling games in the fall of 1920, he received “indifferent and vague” replies. He decided on another course. A league of semipro teams in Western Pennsylvania had become fairly popular, and several other circuits also had gained traction. Halas sent a letter to Ralph Hay, manager of the Canton Bulldogs, suggesting they start a league.


It turned out Hay, owner of an automobile dealership, had already broached the idea at a meeting with the owners of the Massilon (Ohio) Tigers and teams in Akron, Cleveland, and Dayton. They had another meeting scheduled at Hay’s dealership on September 17. That day, Halas took a train to Canton with Morgan O’Brien, another Staley engineer who was helping him run the team. En route, Halas and O’Brien talked about the advantages of belonging to a league—principally, that it would give shape to their season and offer them a title to play for, meaning each game was important.


That evening, Halas and representatives from eleven other teams met in Hay’s showroom, located on the first floor of the three-story Odd Fellows Building on Cleveland Avenue. “Chairs were few,” Halas recalled, so the men stood around gleaming Hupmobile and Jordan cars while they drank beer, which Hay provided, and discussed football. “I sat on a runningboard,” Halas recalled. The local paper covered the meeting and listed Halas as representing the Staley Athletic Club. He had many ideas and spoke frequently. The league needed rules, referees, a scheduling protocol, and a president, he told the others. Chris O’Brien, a painting contractor from Chicago, also was present; he operated the Racine Cardinals. Andrew “Doc” Young, a physician and athletic trainer, ran the team Halas had played for, the Hammond (Indiana) Pros. During the two-hour meeting, the men formed what they called the American Professional Football Association, agreeing to put up one hundred dollars each to solidify their commitment. They elected Thorpe as their commissioner even though he had no background in management, on the assumption that his selection would bring attention to their new endeavor.


The Staleys played their first game in Decatur on October 3, 1920, a sunny Sunday afternoon. Nearly two thousand fans sat in wooden bleachers and cheered as they trounced the Moline Tractors, 20–0, with Edward “Dutch” Sternaman, Halas’s former teammate at Illinois, scoring three touchdowns. A week later, they routed the Kewanee Walworths, 25–7, as Halas, an end, and ten of his teammates played every snap, never leaving the field. The Staleys soon played six straight road games, mostly against outmatched squads such as the Rockford Athletic Club and Champaign Legion. Twice, they traveled to Rock Island, Illinois, to play the Independents, coming away with a victory and a tie.


The typical game was little more than a brawl loosely governed by rules poached directly from college football. Passing was legal, but the ball was fat, almost round, making it difficult to throw. That discouraged offenses and limited scoring, as did the rules. A clipping penalty set a team back 25 yards. When a pass fell incomplete in the end zone, the team lost possession. Moving the ball downfield was such a challenge that teams routinely punted on second or third down, hoping the round ball would roll farther if the opponent did not have a deep back waiting to field it. Playing for field position was a popular strategy as teams simply sat back and waited for their opponent to make a mistake. Though safer now, the sport was still rugged and bloody. Halas suffered a sprained ankle and a fractured cheekbone during the 1920 season. The Staleys’ center, George Trafton, was a square-jawed roughneck described by a teammate as “the meanest, toughest player alive.” Trafton injured so many opponents during one game at Rock Island that vengeful fans chased him to the team bus after the final whistle.


In late November and early December, the Staleys played three games in a row in Chicago. They defeated the Tigers, 6–0, on Thanksgiving, then lost three days later to the Racine Cardinals. It was the Staleys’ only defeat in 1920. A week later, they won a rematch with the Cardinals, 10–0. As winter enveloped the Midwest, the Staleys and Akron Pros had the league’s best records. The Pros had eight wins, two ties, and no defeats, and had allowed only one touchdown all season. The Staleys had ten wins, one defeat, and a tie. It was common for teams to arrange to play with little advance notice, as the league had no scheduling protocols, and Halas arranged for the Staleys to play Akron at Cubs Park in Chicago, later known as Wrigley Field, on December 12.


Halas wanted to win so badly that he signed Paddy Driscoll, his friend, to a one-game contract, even though Driscoll had played and coached all season for the Cardinals. Halas had helped write the league rule that forbade players from jumping from team to team during the season, but he reasoned this was a fair move because the Cardinals’ season was over. There was no attempt to hide Driscoll’s presence. He was listed with the Staleys on the lineups printed in the Chicago Tribune and other papers on the morning of the game.


Twelve thousand fans paid fifty cents apiece for tickets and shivered through the contest as a cold rain fell. The Pros’ best player, Fritz Pollard, a speedy halfback, was one of two African American players in the league, along with Robert “Rube” Marshall, an end for Rock Island. A Chicago native, Pollard had studied chemistry at Brown University, where, as the school’s first black football player, he helped his team earn an invitation to the Rose Bowl. Opposing defenses had struggled to contain him all season, but the Staleys kept Pollard bottled up on the muddy field. The game devolved into little more than a scrum of colliding bodies, with most plays consisting of runners simply plunging into the line. Nineteen of the twenty-two starters contested every snap; Halas’s squad, like most, consisted of only a few players more than the eleven-man minimum. Neither team had scored when the referee blew his whistle to end the game.


Newspaper coverage of the contest, what little there was, did not note the presence of a black player. It was potentially significant; major league baseball maintained a strict color line, permitting no blacks on its teams. But pro football was so obscure that its racial practices went unnoted. A trickle of black players would continue to suit up in the 1920s and early 1930s, until the owners abruptly adopted baseball’s restrictive, racist approach. An end from Rutgers, Paul Robeson, played for Akron in 1921, switched to another team in 1922, then quit pro football, destined to become famous as an actor and activist. Most of his admirers had no idea he had ever played football.


Before the 1920 season, the APFA’s owners had agreed that they would vote to select a champion rather than have the title decided on the field or by record. After the scoreless tie between the Staleys and Pros in Decatur, Akron, and Buffalo’s team, the All-Americans, all claimed they deserved the title. The vote to determine a champion was scheduled for the next league meeting at the Portage Hotel in Akron on April 30, 1921.


Halas would later write that the 1920 season “confirmed my belief that professional football had a great future.” But he was disappointed by the quality of many teams and the league’s general mismanagement. Pro football was a pale imitation of college football’s sold-out stadiums, traditional rivalries, and energetic newspaper coverage. Halas skipped the Akron meeting in April 1921, sending O’Brien in his stead. In Akron, some teams dropped out of the league, others applied to join, and most owners claimed they were losing money. They agreed they needed to organize more effectively and establish a realistic business model. Thorpe obviously had to go. He was a terrific player but had no idea how to run a league. Joe Carr, manager of the Columbus (Ohio) Panhandlers, was elected president to replace Thorpe. The Panhandlers had struggled in 1920, but they had been around for more than a decade, almost entirely because of Carr’s deft management. Carr had also run a baseball minor league and now wrote a sports column for the Ohio State Journal, a newspaper in Columbus. He had covered the World Series and championship boxing matches. The other owners believed he could bring order, and true know-how, to their nascent enterprise.


It was an astute decision: Carr would serve as the league’s president and de facto commissioner for almost two decades. Few men would do more to ensure its eventual success. “There were a lot of pioneers, but Joe Carr was the one who kept it going,” said Dan Rooney, owner of the Pittsburgh Steelers, years later. “He had a passion for it and did the right things. He knew you had to have uniforms, a rulebook, a head of officials. He worked to get the right people and the right places in the league. He doesn’t get the credit but I see him as similar to Pete Rozelle and other commissioners who came later. Carr really knew what he was doing.”


Minutes after Carr was elected president, Halas’s surrogate, O’Brien, was elected vice president. It was a testament to the respect the other owners had for Halas and the Decatur squad. But the vote to determine the 1920 league champion went against Decatur. It was an Ohio-based league. The owners were meeting in Akron. They voted for the Pros over the Staleys because Akron had finished the season with no losses and three ties, while Decatur had one loss and two ties. According to a biographer, Halas “seethed about that ‘lost title’ for the rest of his life.”


JOE CARR BEGAN TO RUN THE LEAGUE FROM HIS DESK AT THE Ohio State Journal. Within months, he had drafted a constitution and set up bylaws, which the other owners approved before the 1921 season. Carr wanted to stop teams from using disguised college players, a piece of chicanery in which many indulged. Carr also wanted to take a harder position against players jumping from team to team during the season, which caused a great deal of confusion and undermined the notion that each city, in fact, fielded its own team.


When the APFA kicked off its second season that fall, it had seventeen teams, including a new one in Green Bay, Wisconsin, a tiny shipping and meatpacking outpost on the Fox River. Halas anticipated another winning season for the Staleys. He had taken another recruiting trip and signed a fresh haul of talent that included Chic Harley, an All-American back from Ohio State. Harley’s brother, Bill, had stepped in as a negotiator and asked for a cut of the Staleys’ profits in exchange for the opportunity to sign Chic and two other players. Halas had agreed to the arrangement.


Shortly before the season began, Eugene Staley called Halas in and delivered a shock: he could not afford to keep funding the football team. It had cost him $16,000 in salaries and expenses in 1920—more than $200,000 in twenty-first-century dollars—and, in a town as small as Decatur, he could not possibly sell enough tickets to offset those expenditures. The team needed to play in a larger city where it could lure more fans, Staley explained.


Feeling remorseful about having convinced Halas to switch careers and move to Decatur only to cancel the enterprise after one year, Staley offered a deal. He would pay Halas $5,000 to establish the team in Chicago as an independent, for-profit concern. All Staley asked in return was that Halas continue to use the Staley name for the upcoming season, thus advertising his starch in the big city. After the season, Staley would no longer back the team, and Halas could become the owner.


Halas accepted Staley’s offer. He was excited by the prospect of running a team in his hometown. Although Chicago already had the Racine Cardinals, Halas was confident he could win enough games and draw enough fans to get by. He quickly struck another deal, this one with Bill Veeck, the president of baseball’s Cubs, to play his home games at Cubs Park. Veeck only asked for 15 percent of the gate and concession sales, terms Halas found eminently fair.


Halas chose orange and blue for the team’s uniform colors, copying those of his alma mater, the University of Illinois. To house his players, he rented rooms at the Blackwood Apartment Hotel, near the ballpark. He also decided to take on a partner, expecting that he would need financial help once Staley’s payments ceased after the season. Paddy Driscoll was his first choice, but Driscoll was under contract to the Cardinals. Dutch Sternaman, Halas’s former college teammate, became his partner in the pro football business.


The Chicago Staleys played their first game at Cubs Park on October 16, 1921. They rallied to beat the Jeffersons of Rochester, New York, 16–13, which delighted Halas, who played the entire game on the edges of the offensive and defensive lines, giving and taking shoves and punches. He loved to play, but he was more excited that the game had attracted almost 8,000 fans, more than quadrupling the attendance for the team’s opener in Decatur the year before.
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George Halas, the player. (Associated Press)








The Staleys registered six wins and a tie before losing to the Buffalo All-Americans on Thanksgiving. Halas arranged a rematch for early December, billing the game as a “championship” that would determine the league’s top team. The All-Americans were without several key players, who had been suspended by the league when Carr discovered they were also playing for a nonleague team in Philadelphia, another practice he was determined to stop. The All-Americans also stopped off in Akron and played the day before they took on the Staleys, leaving them worn out for the game in Chicago.


Not surprisingly, the Staleys defeated Buffalo. It appeared they had earned the title. Halas, though, scheduled another home game, against the Canton Bulldogs, hoping to draw a crowd and generate more revenue. The extra game stirred confusion among the league’s owners. What if Canton won, dealing the Staleys their second defeat of the season? Would Buffalo then deserve the title because it only had one defeat? Carr issued a ruling, declaring the league season over, the window for scheduling games closed. The outcome of this extra game between the Staleys and Bulldogs would have no bearing on the championship. In fact, Carr said, he believed it was already decided that the Staleys would be awarded the title at an upcoming league meeting, which surprised and delighted Halas.


The Staleys defeated Canton, encouraging Halas to schedule yet another game, against the Racine Cardinals, shortly before Christmas. In frigid conditions, fewer than 3,000 fans watched Chicago’s teams slip around on a frozen field in a scoreless tie. But the Staleys had already concluded their league season with nine wins, one defeat, and one tie, which, for the first time, and not the last, made Halas a pro football champion.


NOW THAT HE WAS HOME, HALAS BOUGHT AN ENGAGEMENT ring and proposed to Min. They were married on February 18, 1922. Within three years, they had a son, George Jr., and a daughter, Virginia. There was no doubt the growing family’s future would have been more secure if Halas had kept his railroad job. The success of the APFA was hardly ensured. It was under constant attack from some of college football’s most prominent and respected advocates.


In a widely lauded speech in New York in January 1922, Fielding Yost, head coach at the University of Michigan, said that paying men to play football “robs the great American game of many of its greatest character-building qualities. The ideals of generous service, loyalty, sacrifice, and whole-hearted devotion to a cause are all taken away. The game is robbed of the exhilarating inspiration of achievement merely for achievement’s sake.” Most fans agreed, it seemed, taking a dim view of the pro game mostly because money was involved. In a Chicago Tribune “man on the street” question-and-answer column printed in the fall of 1922, five fans were asked whether they preferred college or pro football. None liked the pro game. “College athletes have something to fight for, but in the pro game they’re just fighting for money,” one fan told the paper.


In truth, college football was not so clean; the desire to win had so overtaken some chancellors and deans around the country that recruiting scandals and academic improprieties had become commonplace. Nonetheless, the college game remained a hallowed, puritanical endeavor in the public’s eyes. By comparison, pro football seemed a tawdry imitation. Late in the 1921 season, the Green Bay Packers, coached by Curly Lambeau, a former Notre Dame player, were caught using three current Notre Dame stars in a game against the Staleys. Halas turned them in, and, though the APFA responded by kicking Lambeau and his squad out of the league after the season, the incident made the league look second rate.


Amos Alonzo Stagg, the University of Chicago’s head coach, was so disturbed by the professional game that he advocated taking away the varsity letters of college players who eventually turned pro, an idea the Big Ten briefly adopted. On November 1, 1923, Stagg pleaded with “all friends of the game” to help eliminate the scourge of paid football, which, he said, was ruining the high school and college games by tempting athletes with money. “Under the guise of fair play but countenancing rank dishonesty in playing men under assumed names, scores of professional teams have sprung up within the last two or three years, most of them on a salary basis of some kind,” Stagg said. “Football, when played with the amateur spirit, possesses more elements for the development of character and manhood than any sport I know. To patronize Sunday football games is to cooperate with forces which are destructive of the finest elements of interscholastic and intercollegiate football.”


With the sport’s powers and many fans lined up against him, Halas was cautious in his public comments. “Professional football will never replace college football and we won’t want it to,” he said. But he pressed ahead with his notion that pro football could survive and eventually succeed. Although he would always claim he had merely broken even in his first season in Chicago, court records would soon indicate he sold enough tickets to turn a $21,600 profit. That alone offered him sufficient encouragement to keep going.


At his suggestion, the APFA changed its name at an owners’ meeting in Cleveland on June 24, 1922. “I lacked enthusiasm for our name,” Halas wrote, because the word “association” connoted minor-league status in baseball. He suggested the National Football League, explaining that baseball’s National League was that sport’s most established, respected circuit. The other owners approved unanimously.


He also changed his team’s name to the Bears. He was a Cubs fan, and his team played in the Cubs’ ballpark. “Football players are bigger than baseball players, so if baseball players are cubs, then certainly football players must be bears!” he would write. Before he could proceed, however, Halas first had to gain official possession of his franchise. Staley had registered the rights with the league, so Halas applied for a transfer, seemingly a simple transaction. But Bill Harley, who had negotiated a minor ownership stake in exchange for his brother’s services, also applied for the franchise. The other owners deliberated for hours before voting on who owned the Bears. Halas won, 8–2. (Harley took the league to court over the matter, and, though he lost, the case forced Halas to open his books.)


In the fall of 1922, Halas introduced his Bears to a big city rollicking through the early years of America’s Roaring Twenties. With a population of 3 million, Chicago was filled with speakeasies and jazz clubs, big dreams and new ideas. Its newspapers fought to print the most outlandish tales about mobsters and murder. Its skyscrapers rose so high you had to squint to see the top floors. That summer, two women sauntered onto a beach wearing one-piece bathing suits that bared their legs, a shocking impropriety that led to their arrests.


College football riveted the city’s sports fans in the fall. On October 28, 1921, a packed house of 31,000 fans watched the University of Chicago host Princeton in a matchup of top-ranked teams, as millions listened to a nationwide radio broadcast of the game, college football’s first. While the University of Illinois varsity trudged through a losing season in 1922, the team’s fans exchanged exciting accounts of a dashing back running wild on the school’s freshman team. His name was Harold “Red” Grange.


Amid the energy and spirit of innovation prevailing in Chicago, Halas was optimistic about his team’s prospects. Sports fans around the country were agape at the exploits of baseball’s Babe Ruth, boxers Jack Dempsey and Gene Tunney, and tennis star Bill Tilden. Soon, Grange would join their ranks as a headline-making sensation. Was there any reason pro football and the Chicago Bears could not attain a similar level of renown?


But Halas’s optimism was sorely tested. Aside from coaching his team and playing for it, he wrote press releases, courted sports editors, and traveled around the city selling pro football, but the Bears received little coverage and cultivated few fans. If 8,000 attended a game, that was a good day. Many games drew far fewer. Although Halas had turned a profit in 1921, his expenses mounted, and he continually borrowed money from a football-loving bank officer to keep the Bears afloat over the next few years. In the summer and early fall months, before his ticket revenue started rolling in, he needed help paying his bills. “In truth,” Halas would write, “the Bears lived hand-to-mouth.”
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MARA: THE PROMOTER


IN 1900, IN THE THICKLY POPULATED LOWER EAST SIDE OF Manhattan, a young man named Timothy James Mara began to carve out a life. He was thirteen years old, tall and pale and husky, a cop’s son living with his parents and an older brother in a neighborhood dominated by Irish expatriates. Mara attended public schools and worked a newspaper route that took him straight up Broadway from Wanamaker’s to Union Square, through crowds of newly arrived Chinese, European, and Jewish immigrants.


Although the city was full of young men with similar backstories, Mara would never be lost in a crowd. Outgoing and irrepressible, he had a glib tongue, quick mind, and wry smile that seldom faded as he worked the city’s nooks and crannies. Decades later, his grandson, John Mara, said, “He was one of those people who filled up a room.” That was true even as he delivered papers as a youth. His route took him into bookmaking parlors and Tammany Hall political meetings, where he met the wealthy, famous, and connected. He did not cower from them, awestruck. He thrust out his hand and introduced himself.


As with young George Halas in Chicago, sports helped Tim shed stereotypes as a son of immigrants; he became part of America’s cultural mainstream through horse racing, one of the country’s popular diversions at the time. While on his newspaper route, he met and befriended legal bookmakers who operated out of hotel rooms and storefronts, taking bets on races. Mara noticed they seemed to “live best and work the least,” he later said. The bookies liked him, and several hired him to “run” bets. While delivering papers in the morning, he took his customers’ wagers and passed the money on to the bookies. That evening, he distributed any winnings. The job required him to be organized, sharp, and, above all, honest. Some customers tipped him when they won or gave him a nickel for every bet he toted.


When Mara was fifteen, in 1902, his father died suddenly, and he quit school, which seldom interested him, anyway. He ushered at the Ziegfeld Theater, sold peanuts and programs at Madison Square Garden, and worked at a lawbook bindery. But he craved action and soon was booking bets himself. He already knew the fundamentals of the trade. He studied the horses, set odds, paid off the winners, and pocketed the rest. His clientele swelled. “He didn’t have a lot of education but he had street smarts,” his grandson said. “His father dying young impacted him greatly. He was forced to grow up, and he met a lot of Damon Runyon-like characters and developed certain instincts that served him well for his whole life.”


In 1910, when anti-gambling legislation shut down New York horse racing for four years, Mara, operating out of a hotel suite, took bets on races in other states. In 1921, he set up a stand in the betting enclosure at Belmont Park—a hall where bettors shopped among a row of bookies for favorable odds in the frantic minutes before a race, then bet directly with the bookie they selected. Mara sat on a high stool with a fistful of bills in one hand, an odds board in the other, and a noisy jumble of bettors around him, winking at customers, making jokes and change as he constantly recalculated odds. The work introduced him to the glittering world of wealthy racing families such as the Vanderbilts, Astors, and Whitneys. They befriended Mara and invited him to their parties, quite a leap for an Irish kid from Lower Manhattan. In the summers, he followed them upstate to the races at Saratoga, where he opened another betting stand.


If horse racing was his favorite sport, boxing was his second favorite. He rooted for Gene Tunney, the champion heavyweight and light heavyweight who, like Mara, had Irish roots and had made a name in New York. Mara longed to get into the fight game. One of his best customers at the racetrack was a wealthy building contractor who had been a childhood friend of Al Smith, the governor of New York. That connection Mara helped obtain licenses to stage Tunney’s fights and several others at Madison Square Garden and the Polo Grounds. While promoting fights, Mara became friendly with Tunney’s manager, Billy Gibson, a prominent figure in New York boxing. Gibson had previously managed a lightweight champion and other successful fighters, and had provided some of the financial backing for a pro football franchise that flopped in New York in the early 1920s.


The football team was known as Brickley’s Giants. Charlie Brickley, a former Harvard star, now in his early thirties, was the head coach, co-owner, and only well-known player on the roster. College fans recalled him as a drop-kick specialist who had once booted five field goals through the uprights as Harvard defeated Yale, 15–5. After graduating, Brickley coached at Johns Hopkins, Boston College, and Fordham while occasionally playing semipro ball. Optimistic about the future of “paid” football, he organized the Giants and joined the APFA in 1921. Unfortunately, New York’s first pro football team was badly outmanned. Brickley’s Giants played only two official league games, losing both by a combined score of 72–0. “Little can be said for the brand of football displayed,” the New York Times reported. The only interesting moment was a drop-kicking contest between Brickley and Jim Thorpe, now with the Cleveland Indians, at halftime of one of the games. The Giants dropped out of the APFA and played a few exhibitions before folding in 1923.


In the summer of 1925, Joe Carr, president of the enterprise now known as the National Football League, came to New York to convince Gibson to invest in pro football again. The NFL was flailing. The league’s roster of teams, located mostly in midwestern and eastern factory towns, changed significantly every year. After watching so many clubs struggle and fail in his three years as the league’s president, Carr believed the whole enterprise would collapse if it could do no better than the Duluth Kelleys and Kenosha Maroons and failed to develop fans in metropolitan areas.


When Carr traveled to New York, the start of the 1925 season was two months away. On a summer afternoon hot enough to make the men grateful for ceiling fans, Carr sat down in Gibson’s office, having brought along Dr. Harry A. “Doc” March to help twist Gibson’s arm. A pipe-smoking, white-haired physician, originally from Canton, Ohio, March was a man of many interests. He ran a musical troupe, March’s Musical Merry Makers, which toured the East and Midwest. He had been the team physician for the Canton Bulldogs in Jim Thorpe’s day. Football was his true passion—not playing it but running a team. He now lived in New York and wanted a role if the NFL put another team there. But he did not have money to buy the franchise. “Doc March was looking for an angel,” Mara said later, “and I was it.”


When the meeting began, only Gibson, Carr, and March were in the room. It is not known whether Mara showed up coincidentally or had been invited by Gibson; he may have come to ask for a piece of Tunney, his favorite fighter. Regardless, he knocked on the door and joined the meeting, unaware of how much the next hour would shape the rest of his life.


DESPITE THE HEAT, MARA WAS FORMALLY DRESSED DOWN TO his derby hat, and he was more wealthy and prominent than he ever could have imagined when he was delivering newspapers on Broadway at the turn of the century. He was thirty-eight years old and devoutly Catholic, with a wife, Lizette, and two sons, Jack and Wellington, ages sixteen and nine. His bookmaking business was booming. He also owned a coal company, Mara Fuel, and a lawbook bindery, the latter serving primarily to facilitate racing bets from lawyers and judges. He promoted boxing matches and would soon also try his hand at stock trading and selling scotch. “I never passed up the chance to promote anything. Not just for the profit, but for the challenge,” he would say later. Decades later, Mara’s grandson shook his head and smiled at the thought of his grandfather’s multifaceted business world. “I’m not sure you can still live the kind of life he did, get involved in so many things, take so many chances. I’m not sure that works today,” John Mara said.


In a bookie’s vernacular, Tim Mara was the longest of shots to join a pro football league. He did not follow college football and barely knew the sport was played professionally. “He knew about boxing and horse racing, but nothing about football, that’s for sure,” John Mara said. When he sat down with Carr, Gibson, and March, Gibson had just rejected the idea of funding a new NFL team in New York. Gibson had lost money on Brickley’s Giants and was not about to place another bet on such a risky proposition.


“Say, maybe you’d be interested in this, Tim. These men here have something you may want to buy,” Gibson said.


“What is it?” Mara asked.


“A professional football franchise in New York,” Gibson said.


“How much does it cost?” Mara asked.


No one knows who replied, though it was probably Carr, and the answer was either $500 or $2,500, depending on which version of the story one believes. “I was told it was $500, but it doesn’t matter,” John Mara said.


Mara initially balked. What did he know about football? The other men tried to persuade him, with Gibson offering to become a minority investor. Carr admitted Mara “might lose money at first” but eventually would turn a significant profit because “the future of pro football is tremendous.” Carr’s honesty and optimism were persuasive. Mara soon came around.


“I’ll take it,” he said, reportedly adding, “Any franchise in New York ought to be worth $500.” Then he paused and said, “Now what do I do?”


Doc March jumped in. “Just leave that to me,” he said.


Thus were born the New York Giants, owned by a man who barely knew football’s basic rules. “He just thought, ‘I’m a promoter… in New York… this is sports… it can work,’” Mara’s grandson explained later. Mara himself would eventually laugh about the team’s unusual origins. “The Giants were born out of a combination of brute strength and ignorance,” he said. “The players supplied the brute strength and I supplied the ignorance.”


But though he knew nothing about football, he did know how to run a business. Before leaving Gibson’s office, he made Gibson the team president and March the secretary, responsible for building the squad. Mara was responsible for writing checks, and he wrote many in the coming weeks, quickly discovering this was not a small investment. The team needed uniforms and equipment, not to mention players and coaches. Seeing that he was spending more than he wanted, Mara asked friends to join him in the venture. Most turned him down and suggested he had lost his mind. A few said yes. Even with help, though, most of the cost still fell to Mara.


Meanwhile, March began to construct the team. He started by hiring a coach, Bob Folwell, a former wrestler whose penchant for foul language had cost him several college coaching jobs. March then signed “name” players such as Century Milstead, a tackle from Yale, and Henry “Hinky” Haines, a Penn State running back.


Mara, the innate promoter, believed the roster needed more exciting players for the Giants to compete, both on the field and for the attention of fans. It was a thrilling time for sports in New York City. Babe Ruth was bashing home runs. Tunney fought regularly at Madison Square Garden, Yankee Stadium, and the Polo Grounds, and Jack Dempsey, the world heavyweight champion, also fought in the city. The Army-Navy college football rivalry drew sellout crowds, as did games featuring Notre Dame. Fordham and New York University fielded popular football squads. Desperate to get the Giants noticed, Mara struck a deal with Jim Thorpe, hoping his presence on the team would generate newspaper coverage. But March doubted that Thorpe, now thirty-eight, could still play, given his sore knees and fondness for alcohol, so while his teammates would be paid either by the game or for the season, Thorpe would earn $250 per half, in case he tired and had to sit on the bench after halftime.


The Giants debuted on Sunday, October 11, 1925, taking on the Providence Steam Roller in Rhode Island. The setting underscored pro football’s hardscrabble status. The Steam Roller’s home field was the Cycledrome, a 10,000-seat oval stadium built for bicycle racing. The field was surrounded by a banked track that cut 5 yards off the corners of one end zone. There was only one cramped locker room and no public-address system. An announcer walked the sideline shouting the score, substitutions, and down-and-distance details through a megaphone. Some 8,000 fans attended the game and sat in temporary bleachers on the banked track, close to the action. Players frequently tumbled into the crowd, eliciting cheers. The Steam Roller, another new team, whipped the Giants, 14–0, eliciting more cheers. Thorpe had a few decent runs, but the Giants never came close to scoring. Mara, traveling with the team, was disappointed.


The next day, the New York Times published a five-page sports section dominated by extensive coverage of the fourth game of the World Series between the Washington Senators and Pittsburgh Pirates. There was also a lengthy roundup of the college football weekend and articles about horse racing and soccer. The Giants’ game received no coverage.


To drum up interest for the team’s first home game on October 18 against the Frankford Yellow Jackets at the Polo Grounds, Mara hired a publicist, bought newspaper ads, courted sportswriters, and paid for sound trucks to drive around the city blaring details about the game. He walked around with packs of tickets in his pockets but gave most away, unable to sell them. It was a humbling experience. He was accustomed to his ventures enjoying immediate success.


A day before the game, the Giants and Yellow Jackets played at Frankford’s tiny home field near Philadelphia. The Giants lost, 5–3, with the decisive points coming on a safety when the Yellow Jackets blocked a New York punt through the back of the end zone in the second quarter. Yet again, the game received no coverage in the New York Times, which devoted its eight-page sports section the next day almost entirely to college football results. Army had defeated Notre Dame, 27–0, before 80,000 fans at Yankee Stadium.


The Giants took a Saturday evening train back to New York after their game. The next day, Mara and his wife and sons attended morning mass at Our Lady of Esperanza Church on 156th Street, then stood outside the church for a few minutes before heading to the game. “Well, I’m going to see if I can put pro football over in New York,” Mara told a friend before leaving. The game attracted 27,000 fans. Although less than half had paid for their tickets and the crowd was meager compared to the big college game the day before, Mara was encouraged. This was more interest than he had expected. He hoped the Giants would put on a show. Early in the first quarter, Thorpe took a handoff and stumbled a few yards downfield. Mara, sitting on the bench, turned to his publicist and exclaimed, “Isn’t that the greatest run you’ve ever seen?” A football expert he was not.


Mara’s teenage son, Jack, was on the field with him, working a sideline yard marker. Mara’s wife and younger son, nine-year-old Wellington, were seated in the stands behind New York’s bench. Their side was in the shade, and Wellington came home with a cold, prompting Lizette to suggest moving the Giants’ bench to the other side of the field, where the sun shone. “He made that switch and we’ve been on that side ever since,” John Mara said.


In the end, the game was a disappointment. The Giants lost, 14–0, and the Thorpe experiment came to an inglorious conclusion. After losing a fumble in the second quarter, the once-great star limped to the sidelines and pitched forward onto a tarpaulin, either exhausted or drunk, possibly both. He would not earn $250 for playing in the second half. Mara and March had seen enough; the Giants were through with Thorpe.


The good news for Mara was the New York Times finally paid attention to his team, sending a sportswriter, Alison Danzig, to cover the game. “Pro Elevens Clash Before 27,000 Here,” read the headline in the next day’s paper. Danzig was reasonably impressed, it seemed, writing that the game was “a far cry” from the lamentable pro contests staged by Brickley’s Giants a few years earlier. Given the size of the crowd, Danzig wrote, “New York evidently is ready to support a professional league team.”
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Tim Mara had never seen a pro football game when he started the Giants. (Associated Press)








The game was the first of nine in a row at home for the Giants; they would spend all fall at the Polo Grounds, trying to develop a following. They delivered a victory in their next game, surprisingly routing the Cleveland Bulldogs, the defending league champions, 19–0. But without Thorpe, the game drew fewer than 10,000 paying customers. However, the victory marked the start of an encouraging turnaround on the field. The Giants’ defense stiffened, and Folwell’s single-wing offense flourished, with Hinky Haines breaking so many runs from his halfback slot that Mara built an advertising campaign around him: “Come See Hinky Haines and His New York Giants!” The Giants proceeded to win seven games in a row.


Their prospects were less bright off the field. Their uniforms were stolen out of their locker room before one game (seized and returned an hour before kickoff), and March and the quarterback were arrested after another game when a minister convinced a policeman that it was illegal to play football on the Sabbath. (It was indeed illegal in Pennsylvania, but not in New York, and a judge quickly dismissed the charges.) Most discouragingly, New Yorkers showed little interest even though the team continued to win. One game drew just 1,200 paying customers. Mara’s financial losses piled up. He was paying $4,000 a week in expenses and at least $2,500 a week in gate guarantees to his opponents. By late in the season, he had lost $40,000, a large sum for anyone, including him.


He lamented the situation one day to Governor Smith. “Pro football will never amount to anything; why don’t you give it up?” Smith responded. Mara replied that his sons enjoyed the Giants and would “run me right out of the house” if he folded the team. But Mara’s patience had a limit and he was nearing it. If he could not figure out how to stop hemorrhaging money, he would have to shut the team down.


THOUGH STILL NO FOOTBALL EXPERT, MARA FOLLOWED THE college game now, recognizing that any responsible pro owner should be able to identify the sport’s best young players. In the fall of 1925, Red Grange, the halfback who had exhibited such promise on Illinois’s freshman team in 1922, was easily the sport’s most dazzling player. Now a senior, Grange delivered so many electrifying performances for the Illini that he made the cover of Time magazine, an honor usually reserved for world newsmakers. Fans across America were desperate to see Grange. Wherever he played, the stadium was full, and the crowd stood and shrieked when he took a handoff, shed tacklers, and broke into the clear, heading for the end zone. That sounded good to Mara. Why not try to lure him to New York? With Grange on the team, the Giants probably would sell enough tickets to wipe out the debt they had rolled up.


To that point, college players never contemplated turning pro until they graduated. But Grange, in a shocking development, had signed a personal management contract with an ambitious theater owner, C. C. Pyle. Informally known as “Cash and Carry,” Pyle had convinced Grange to quit school and turn pro as soon as he played his last college game. College coaches such as Stagg and Yost were horrified, as were fans loyal to the college game.


Undaunted, Mara booked a stateroom on a train to Chicago and told March he planned to return with Grange. But he was too late. Pyle had already struck a deal with George Halas: Grange would play for the Chicago Bears for the rest of the 1925 season. Like Mara, Halas was in debt and had been struggling to attract fans to his games. He envisioned Grange as a savior, recognizing that signing him would come at a personal cost. Sure enough, his college coach, Robert Zuppke, a close friend, was furious with him for tempting Grange. Halas hated that, but he was desperate to survive, so desperate he agreed to give Grange almost half of the Bears’ gate proceeds—an arrangement so lucrative for the player it would have wiped out most NFL teams.


But there also was good news for Mara. Halas and Pyle were planning a cross-country tour for the Bears, expecting to sell tens of thousands of tickets and rake in a fortune. More than anything, they wanted to play in New York. Mara left Chicago with a date for a game at the Polo Grounds. The Bears and Giants would play on Sunday, December 6. Mara sent a telegram to March:




Partially successful STOP


Returning on train tomorrow STOP


Will explain STOP


Tim Mara





March had no idea what that meant. Mara elaborated when he arrived. “Grange will play in the Giants-Bears game,” he said, “but he will play for the Bears.” It was shame Grange had signed elsewhere, Mara said, but hopefully New York fans would still pay to see him.


After the game was publicly announced, “there was almost a riot” among fans clamoring for tickets at Mara’s office at the Knickerbocker Building, where the Giants were headquartered. They sold 15,000 tickets on the first day and another 25,000 in the next two days. Mara bought newspaper ads, rented sound trucks, and kept the story in the papers, building momentum in the days before the game. Babe Ruth had bought tickets, Mara announced. Gene Tunney would speak to the Giants in the locker room before the game, he said. Soon, all the Polo Grounds’ 3,482 box seats were gone, and one hundred sportswriters had wired for credentials.


Meanwhile, Grange and the Bears were playing their way toward New York. Their barnstorming tour began with a pair of games at Cubs Park in Chicago. The Bears and Cardinals played a scoreless tie before a capacity crowd of 36,000 on Thanksgiving. Three days later, Grange threw a touchdown pass in a win over the Columbus Tigers that drew 28,000. The Bears then went on the road. An exhibition in St. Louis drew 8,000 fans in a blizzard. A league game against the Yellow Jackets at Shibe Park in Philadelphia drew 36,000, a capacity crowd, and Grange scored two touchdowns in Chicago’s 14–7 win. For the first time, pro football was making front-page news. New York was the next stop.


After a week of rain, the skies cleared on game day. Hours before kickoff, fans began to gather on the streets around the Polo Grounds. Scalpers sold tickets for three and four times face value. Squadrons of extra police assigned to the event were overwhelmed. The crowd swelled close to 70,000, well over the stadium’s capacity. Fans stood in stairwells and on landings, straining to see the field. As the teams warmed up, a marching band played, and several thousand fans wandered the field, having been assigned temporary end-zone seats. Shortly before the opening kickoff, Mara had to clear the field so the game could begin.


The fans roared as Grange led the Bears onto the field, his red hair glinting in the sun. The Giants had not lost in several months, but the Bears brought them back to reality, taking a 12–0 lead. Grange gave a solid all-around performance; by the end of the day, he would rush for 53 yards on eleven carries, catch one pass for 23 yards, and complete two of three pass attempts. The crowd went wild when he touched the ball, but quieted after he was kicked in the arm late in the first half, resulting in an injury that would linger for weeks. Grange spent the third quarter on the bench with a jacket over his shoulders, his day seemingly over.


When the Giants scored a touchdown to make the score 12–7, Grange threw off his jacket, returned to the field, and provided the magical moment the fans had come to see. When a pass by the Giants’ quarterback sailed over a receiver’s head, Grange grabbed the ball out of the air and raced to the end zone for a touchdown that clinched a victory for Chicago. The final score was 19–7.


Counting the gate receipts after the game, Mara was stunned when they added up to $143,000. Even after Grange, Halas, and Pyle received their sizable cuts, Mara had made enough to erase his debt and even put the Giants in the black for the season. “I was about ready to toss in my hand until Grange turned pro,” Mara said later. “He proved that pro football didn’t have to be a losing proposition. That more than anything else kept me in pro football.”


HALAS AND PYLE HAD ARRANGED A BRUTAL SCHEDULE FOR Grange and the Bears. Two days after playing in New York, they took on a sandlot all-star team at Griffith Stadium in Washington, DC. Only 5,000 fans attended. Grange was limited by his arm injury. The promoter lost money. The very next day, the Bears were in Boston, playing the Providence Steam Roller before 18,000 fans. Grange left the game in the third quarter because his arm was sore. The day after that, the Bears lost badly in Pittsburgh to a local all-star team, with Grange unable to perform after the first quarter. He was booed as he walked to the locker room, where it was determined his injury was a broken wrist. Two days later, he did not suit up in Detroit, the Bears absorbed a 21–0 defeat, and the promoter refunded the proceeds from 9,000 of the 15,000 tickets he had sold.


But after taking a break, Halas and Pyle resumed the barnstorming tour in late December with three games in Florida, one in New Orleans, and five on the West Coast. Grange’s injury had healed. He raced 70 yards for a touchdown in Tampa, tossed a scoring pass in Jacksonville. A crowd of 75,000 watched the Bears defeat a club team in Los Angeles. By the time the tour concluded in late January with a victory over an outmatched local all-star team in Seattle, the Bears had played seventeen games before slightly fewer than 300,000 spectators since leaving Chicago in early December. Although the show flopped at some stops, it had attracted the interest of famous syndicated sportswriters such as Grantland Rice, Damon Runyon, Westbrook Pegler, and Ford Frick, whose columns on Grange, although not always positive, introduced the idea of “paid football” to millions of readers. For the first time, pro football was treated as more than just a sandlot game.


The publicity came at a good time for the NFL. While the press followed Grange, several embarrassing incidents revealed the league’s status as a precarious, small-time endeavor. The Milwaukee Badgers were caught using high school players in a game. The Pottsville (Pennsylvania) Maroons were suspended and stripped of the league title for defying a rule against playing an exhibition game in another team’s home territory. (The game was in Philadelphia, home of the Frankford Yellow Jackets, against a team that included the members of the famed “Four Horsemen” backfield, who had led Notre Dame to a national championship.) But these incidents received little newspaper coverage because of Grange’s dominance.


While partnering with Halas on the tour, C. C. Pyle had recognized that the NFL was not a sturdy institution; many of its franchises were barely surviving. But Pyle had just become the first person to make real money on pro football. He and Grange netted some $250,000 apiece on the Bears’ tour, while Halas made $100,000. Now Pyle wanted to make more. At an NFL owners’ meeting on February 6, 1926, shortly after the end of the tour, he announced that he and Grange had secured a five-year lease on Yankee Stadium covering every Sunday and holiday date from October 15 to December 31. He was starting his own team in New York with Grange as the star.


“I have the biggest star in football and I have the lease on the biggest stadium in the country and I am coming into your league whether you like it or not,” Pyle declared. Several owners practically shouted with joy. They envisioned Grange coming to their cities, selling tickets, and stirring excitement. A sense of euphoria spread through the room. But Tim Mara sat silent, stewing. He had started the Giants with the understanding that New York was his territory. Living in Grange’s shadow was not his plan. And although his own interests dominated his thoughts, he also had the league’s interests in mind. Should a player and his “representative” be able tell the owners how to run their business? Would the owners also allow the next great player to just invade another team’s turf?


Mara stood and stated his case. Joe Carr, who was running the meeting, recognized Mara was correct and professed his support. But the president also arranged for Pyle and Mara to meet, hoping they could agree on a deal that satisfied both. Could the new team play in Brooklyn, perhaps? Carr hoped so; he naturally saw the benefit of having Grange in the NFL.


The meeting was bound to fail. Mara had found Pyle obnoxious from the day they met. When Carr brought them together in Detroit, Mara made it clear he loathed the idea of Pyle operating a team anywhere in New York. Pyle had a shrewd, innovative cast of mind, but he had met his match. Mara reportedly almost took a swing at Pyle, who stalked out of the meeting even more determined to proceed. “No blasted Irishman is going to keep me out of New York!” Pyle supposedly told Grange.


At Carr’s urging, the other owners supported Mara, leaving Pyle outside of the NFL. Pyle quickly pivoted, devising a plan to start a new league with a Grange-led New York franchise as its flagship. The team would be called the Yankees, Pyle said, and New York’s fans surely would flock to see Grange. He suggested the new team would run Mara and the Giants out of town.


In the coming years, several upstart pro football leagues would form and challenge the NFL, seeking to take over, or at least share, the nascent sport. Each time, as with this first challenge from Pyle, the NFL’s defense of its turf began with Mara and the Giants. The upstart leagues all put teams in New York, recognizing the necessity of success in America’s largest market. The new teams challenged Mara at times when the Giants were not consistently profitable, testing Mara’s patience, fortitude, business agility, and, very likely, his cash reserves. If Mara had ever tired of it all and ceded New York to a newcomer, the NFL might have been eclipsed.


But he did not. When he heard about Pyle’s new league, Mara dug in for a fight, fearing that the likeliest outcome was both teams would struggle. There just was not enough interest in pro football to support two New York teams, Mara believed. “I didn’t make enough money last year to stuff a hat brim,” he told a reporter. “If Grange carries out his threat to put a team in New York and conflicts with our Sunday dates, neither one of us will make a nickel.”


By the fall, Pyle had organized a ten-team venture known formally as the American Football League and informally as the “Grange League.” It featured one former NFL squad, the Rock Island Independents, and new teams such as the Boston Bulldogs and Los Angeles Wildcats. It kicked off with high hopes and an optimistic motto: “Football for all and all for football.” Carr, in an interview with Don Maxwell, sports editor of the Chicago Tribune, said he welcomed the challenge of a rival league and warned Pyle about thinking it was a get-rich venture. “Oh, it’s a great game, this pro football. But it’s never been a great money-making game,” Carr said. “Take that old team we called the Columbus Panhandles. I organized that bunch 20 years and more ago. We made some money, but I didn’t get rich. No one has in this pro grid game, and a lot of us have gone broke thinking we would.”


The AFL’s season began encouragingly, with the Yankees drawing 22,000 fans to games in Cleveland and Philadelphia, the latter more than double what an NFL game at the same stadium drew a week later. But fans quickly lost interest. Grange, playing on an injured knee, could not replicate the dazzling runs that had made him famous. Crowds for most games shrank to a few thousand fans. Several AFL franchises folded in October, more in November. Only four were operating by the end of the season.


The NFL was also struggling badly. Its product simply was not exciting. Of 116 official league contests in 1926, almost three-fourths ended with one team having failed to score. Almost 10 percent of the games ended scoreless. There were twenty-one teams vying for the league title, but many drew meager crowds. Mara was among those experiencing problems. His usual arsenal of marketing tricks failed to lure fans to the Polo Grounds. A succession of rainy Sundays did not help. Just 5,000 fans attended one game. The return of Jim Thorpe, back with the Canton Bulldogs, drew 35,000, but most of the crowd came for a high school game that preceded the pro game, and Thorpe never left the bench.


Trying to attract attention before a mid-November game against a team from Los Angeles, Mara and the Giants resorted to a stunt. One of their players carried a football to the top of the twenty-three-story American Radiator Building on West Fortieth Street. Hinky Haines was stationed on the sidewalk below, by the building’s entrance. The idea was to complete “the longest forward pass on record,” according to the New York Times. On the first attempt, the ball hurtled downward, hit the sidewalk, and exploded. A third attempt knocked Haines over. He finally made the catch on the fifth try, and onlookers applauded, but that Sunday’s game drew another small crowd.


Obsessed with the Yankees, Mara ascended to the top of the Polo Grounds one Sunday when both teams had games and trained binoculars on nearby Yankee Stadium. “There’s no one over there, either!” he exclaimed. His fears had been realized. Pyle and the Yankees lost $100,000 during the season, after which the AFL folded. Mara lost $40,000 and was also tempted to give up. He again had doubts about pro football’s future. How could he not? But he still believed it was possible the sport could become a winner, and, more importantly, his sons, Jack and Wellington, loved that he owned the Giants. “It was a challenge just to stay afloat. I think he was tempted many times to get out. He had a hand in many businesses, and this one was not profitable,” his grandson, John Mara, said. “He enjoyed going to the games and being a part of it, but his sons were the ones who developed a passion for it. He would have sold the team and gotten out if they hadn’t been so excited. I’m sure of it.”


WHEN PYLE APOLOGIZED TO MARA AFTER THE DISASTROUS 1926 season, the NFL’s owners relented and permitted him to bring his Yankees, with Grange, into their league. But, at Mara’s insistence, the deal with Pyle put severe limits on the Yankees, who were permitted to play just a few games per season at Yankee Stadium, never conflicting with a Giants game at the Polo Grounds. In essence, Mara controlled when Pyle’s team played. It was a terrible deal for Pyle, whose fate was further sealed when Grange suffered a serious knee injury early in the 1927 season and was unable to play. The football Yankees would fold before the decade ended. The Giants, meanwhile, won the NFL championship in 1927, as if to reward Mara for having triumphed in pro football’s first war. It would not be the last.
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