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To PAUL AUERBACH


A Scholar-Athlete in Full




Public faith in higher education cannot be sustained if
college sports are permitted to become a circus, with
the institution itself little more than a supporting sideshow.


—The late A. BARTLETT GIAMATTI,
former President of Yale and Commissioner of Baseball




College Sports on the Brink of Disaster




Foreword


It should be no surprise college sports as we know it is under attack. College sports is in a significant cultural and social predicament. To understand how and why we arrived at this critical juncture, this book provides a well-written, carefully researched, and rational understanding about the complicated and confounding existence of intercollegiate athletics.


Today we find college sports under the most threatening assault since the NCAA was founded in 1906. In many ways, the issues have not changed in 115 years: the health and welfare of athletes, organization and managing athletic competitions (especially in football), and runaway spending. These issues and others have corrupted the college sports landscape to the point of collapse. College sports belong to all of us—not a chosen few of rich coaches, misguided college presidents, and conference commissioners, many of whom have abandoned the public trust in their own pecuniary interest.


This volume captures especially well the current financial, legal, and sociocultural environment of college sports in America today, and provides a road map of how we got here and how to extricate ourselves from such a debilitating mess. The explosion of revenues in the last 40 years has led to a system rife with abuse, corruption, and many complicated legal entanglements. Indeed, John LeBar and Allen Paul point out that these problems center almost entirely in the big-time revenue sports of football and basketball, where shortsightedness and money-grabbing tactics of higher education leaders since World War II have changed the paradigm of intercollegiate athletics competition from amateurism to commercialism.


How big-time college sports fit within higher education has always posed a baffling problem for academic leaders, scholars, coaches, administrators, athletes, legislators, and even the public itself. This book is a much-needed reference on why and how athletes have been used as pawns on the playing field to benefit coaches (particularly white male football and basketball coaches), the ballooning of athletic department staffs, and the building and expansion of palatial facilities to meet the public’s increasing appetite for the spectacle of football and basketball.


Society has long demanded athletic success from its institutions of higher education. Crisis after crisis is apt to describe the history of college sports, beginning with the surge of violence that led to President Teddy Roosevelt’s 1906 threat to ban football, to the point-shaving and other cheating scandals in the late 1940s and early 1950s, to the “show me the money” decisions of college presidents and conference commissioners, which has degraded the college sports model.


Under the NCAA, that model—once prized for its amateur ideals—has morphed into a purely commercial approach that, in many ways, mimics the professionalization of sports. A fixation on maximization of revenues, instead of offering a holistic education to those who play the games, has left the public bewildered and many fans disenchanted with college sports. Athletics leaders who built and now feed a $20 billion-plus annual athletic enterprise must answer how and why the public trust collapsed on their watch.


If the present system is deemed valuable as a public trust, reform is needed. As the authors note, saving the collegiate model must involve decisions that prioritize academics before economics to truly align athletics with time-tested educational values. The voices of athletes, who have been largely silenced about their role as essential workers in building the college sports enterprise, must be heard.  It hardly comes as a shock that federal judges now condemn the system as monopolistic and abusive with respect to just educational and financial compensation for the athlete.


College Sports on the Brink of Disaster is reaching readers at what may be the moment of no return. It provides indispensable insights about the games we all could and should love. I hope this book will make you, as it did me, think long and hard about the proper role of athletics in our colleges and society today.


—Scott Hirko, PhD


Director, Sport Management Program, Defiance College Scholar in
Residence, Newhouse School of Public Communications,
Syracuse University;
Assistant Project Manager, College Athletics Financial database




Introduction


See the Pyramids along the Nile


“See the pyramids along the Nile”—the opening line of Jo Stafford’s 1952 smash hit song, “You Belong to Me”—is an apt metaphor for big-time college sports in America today. It suggests a spot-on logo too. The Nile, of course, carries rich alluvial silt—metaphorically an ever-rising tide of cash. Along its banks, a chorus of rich coaches, college presidents, the NCAA, the College Football Playoff, and money-hungry leadership wails from the peaks of their respective pyramids the refrain Stafford made famous: “You belong to me”—meaning the river of cash. Time and time again their cries have been acquiesced to despite the detrimental impact on the vast majority of college athletes, on the very purposes for which colleges and universities were established, and despite the incalculable wasting of human resources that could benefit America in a myriad of ways. Suffice it to say these pharaohs harken back to the despots of ancient Egypt, while voices at the bottom of the pyramids are muted and largely ignored.


The metaphor of the pyramid is hardly a facile construct. It is widely used by many who profoundly understand the games—creative thinkers, analysts, reformers, and administrators, who view the inexorable slide toward total professionalization of big-time college sports with deep concern and great desire to act before it’s too late. Few, if any, have experienced college sports in more ways than Tom McMillen, who starred in basketball at the University of Maryland, became a Rhodes Scholar, served three terms in Congress, wrote a seminal book on college sports reform, and now heads LEAD1, an organization representing the 130 largest college athletics departments. Add to that 11 seasons as a top player in the National Basketball Association (NBA). McMillen calls what’s happened to college sports “tragic and sad.” Instead of making those at the top of the pyramid wealthier and wealthier, he says, “[We] ought to right size the pyramid and make the bottom much bigger.” By flattening the top and broadening the base, McMillen believes the number of college kids playing sports could be doubled to one million through redirection of resources, and that the benefits to society would be enormous.1


One of McMillen’s teammates at the University of Maryland, Len Elmore, feels much the same. He, too, had a long and successful career in the NBA, became the first former NBA player to earn a law degree from Harvard, lectures in sports management at Columbia University, and has been a popular analyst for years on CBS, ESPN, and now Fox Sports. Elmore also serves as co-chairman of the Knight Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics, arguably the leading reform advocate in the country. Elmore points out that “one overarching issue has been completely ignored: the wasting of human resources. We are missing the opportunity to build a whole cadre of leaders who can have great impact on society. The social benefit of a free education for playing a sport has gotten lost.”2 Elmore also makes a strong case that racial equity, fairness to women, and the interests of students in general nearly always languish at the bottom of the pyramid.


More than anything, the pyramids have peaked because the public trust doctrine has collapsed. Of that doctrine Elmore says, “I consider college sports as something cultural, ostensibly owned by the public and a vehicle for advancing education, public enjoyment, building community, and advancing other prosocial goals. And as such there is a responsibility of government to preserve and protect its existence.”


The Byzantine Emperor Justinian I (482-565 AD) exercised something close akin to the public trust by holding that the sea, shorelines, air, and running water were common to everyone. In 1215 AD, that precept was further confirmed in the Magna Carta, which held that fish traps obstructing navigation had to be removed. More recently, the doctrine has been widely applied to the preservation of natural resources such as air, water, and public lands. In sports, public funds are often justified for part of the construction or enhancement of stadiums because they add to public enjoyment and strengthen the sense of community. Even more specifically, the U.S. government has chartered organizations like the American Legion, the Girl Scouts, and the American Academy of Arts and Letters to safeguard the public trust in any number of areas. Preservation of natural and cultural resources as a public trust have long been fundamental to the pursuit of life, liberty, and happiness in America. Reestablishing this ancient principle with broad public support, as the reform section of this book will show, would represent a decisive step toward a new culture in collegiate athletics that distributes benefits fairly.


Rebuilding the public trust will require facing up to glaring and corrosive inequities for women and Blacks. As Elmore notes, they don’t need sympathy. They need concrete action to overcome participation gaps, educational obstacles, poor facilities, inadequate coaching, the lack of strong role models, and a pervasive sense that they are on the outside looking in—that the system does not protect their interests. These intractable issues are examined from many perspectives in the following pages.


When college sports were in their infancy, the federal government acted swiftly and decisively to uphold the public trust. In 1905, the college football season led to 18 fatalities and 159 serious and often maiming injuries. An alarmed President Teddy Roosevelt called the top athletic officials of Harvard, Princeton, and Yale to the White House and demanded that they find a way to end the mayhem or face a ban on football. The presidential threat led in 1906 to the formation of a precursor of the NCAA to protect the health, safety, and welfare of college athletes. More than a century later, many experts argue that the NCAA is not a custodian of the public trust but manages, instead, a private trust that mainly benefits those atop the pyramids.


One consequence is that moral collapse in protecting college athletes can and does occur. Chapter Six describes just such a breakdown: the tragic death in 2011 of an All-Academic football player due to a concussion that his college coaches and trainers chose to ignore due to a win-at-all-costs mentality. The NCAA became the lead defendant in the suit that followed. Just before the case went to trial, the sides agreed to a $1.2 million settlement, a landmark outcome. The player’s parents put the settlement funds into a foundation to promote football concussion awareness.


In fostering the win-no-matter-what mentality described above, the NCAA and its members have redefined amateurism in a context of consumerism that is all about motivating fans to buy products sold by an oligarchy of self-interested parties. Chapter 21 describes the strong and decisive type of leadership it will take to preserve amateurism in the public interest and to keep big-time college sports from sinking further in the quicksand of rampant commercialism. Sadly, the NCAA is too paralyzed to stop that slide. On June 21, 2021, it suffered a stinging rebuke in a unanimous Supreme Court ruling in Alston v NCAA, upholding lower court findings that the NCAA violated antitrust law when it kept member institutions from making unlimited, in-kind educational benefits to athletes.


The ruling affirmed a district court finding that “the NCAA has not even maintained a consistent definition of amateurism.” In rejecting the NCAA’s criticisms of a district court ruling, the high court held, “Its judgment [the lower court’s] does not float on a sea of doubt but stands on firm ground—an exhaustive factual record, a thoughtful legal analysis consistent with established antitrust principles, and a healthy dose of judicial humility.”3


That smackdown pinned the NCAA to the canvas for the mandatory three count. While the high court did not rule on the pressing issue of name, image, and likeness (NIL), it left the NCAA free to implement NIL standards. Ten days after the ruling, NIL statutes in six states took effect. The NCAA issued no standards and merely advised member institutions to follow the law in their respective states. That abdication of responsibility is almost sure to cause more chaos as more and more states rush into the void with their own NIL statutes, mainly to avoid huge competitive disadvantages in recruiting.


NIL poses grave threats for even greater commercialization and a steep dive in educational achievement for athletes pursuing NIL licensing deals. Justifiably appalled by rich coaches benefiting from the talents of disadvantaged minorities, the media has clamored for years at a high decibel for NIL as an effective remedy. In the process, the social benefit of a free education for playing a sport—Elmore’s construct—has become deeply undervalued. Athletes in the so-called revenue sports of football and basketball already practice 30 to 40 hours per week with film sessions and travel to games on top of that. Since most NIL licensing will be based on an athlete’s social media following, finding more followers will become a high priority for those pursuing NIL income, cutting or even ending study time. The prospect that NIL income derived by most players will be quickly spent has not been discussed. Embarrassments, too, loom in the form of shady endorsements that reflect poorly on the colleges and universities of those who make them.


The authors believe these complex issues are best evaluated in the most complete context possible. Accordingly, the book is organized in four parts: I. How and why we got where we are; II. Why collegiate sports matter; III. A season of learning and winning in microcosm; and IV. Restoration of college athletics to their rightful place in American life and culture.


In our cynical age, ideals are hard to come by. After the Civil War, the ideals of manhood underwent a profound shift. For decades, the self-made man epitomized true manhood; being rugged and learned was not yet an ideal to most Americans. Popular magazines that heavily influenced middle class opinion—Munsey’s, Collier’s, and Saturday Evening Post among others —warned that education could “over civilize” men and impede their development. “[T]he pale, dyspeptic scholar” was often derided.4


No one did more to change the ideal than Yale’s Walter Camp, who established a football dynasty that has never been equaled. Between 1872 and 1909, Yale won 324 games while losing only 17; between 1890 and 1893, Yale was rarely scored on. Harvard got so frustrated with the Elis’ success it considered giving up football. Camp, who both played and coached at the school, wrote that Yale’s players would transfer “the experiences of the gridiron [to] those of the greater game of Life.” He predicted that they would become senators, mayors, and successful professionals, and he was right.5


The ideal of the scholar-athlete enjoyed widespread popularity throughout the first half of the 20th century. Then, in the early fifties, major cheating scandals in basketball and football rocked public faith in the integrity of college games. As scandal after scandal occurred in the years that followed, public confidence never recovered. The fateful turn toward the mega sports entertainment complex of today came from NCAA v University of Oklahoma Board of Regents in 1984 when the Supreme Court stripped away NCAA rights to televise football games between its then 800 member colleges and universities. The decision eliminated revenue sharing that helped level the playing field for smaller schools and other non-football powers. In a prescient dissent, Justice Byron “Whizzer” White, who’d been an All-American halfback at the University of Colorado, held that revenue sharing was critical to maintaining competitive balance among colleges and universities and to check the trend toward professionalization at dominant schools. “Even with shared television revenues,” Justice White concluded, “unlimited appearances by a few schools would inevitably give them insuperable advantage over all others and in the end, defeat any efforts to maintain a system of athletic competition among amateurs who measure up to college scholastic requirements.”6


The latest figures on the revenues of schools with the largest football programs confirm that what Justice White predicted has come unmistakably true, but even he might be staggered by the extent of the imbalance engendered by the court’s 1984 decision. In fiscal year 2014-15, half the teams in the NCAA’s Division I Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS)—the so-called Power Five Conferences—earned a record $6 billion, or $4 billion more than all other schools combined. The richest schools now fly on private jets and stay in high-end hotels; offer exclusive perks to big-time athletes, including tanning beds, barber shops, and bowling alleys.7


Glaring abuses are not new. In 1929, the Carnegie Foundation issued a scathing report on college athletic misconduct based on site visits to 130 schools. The report found that 112 were flouting rules with player inducements ranging from open payrolls and disguised booster funds to no-show jobs at movie studios. Follow-up inquiries two years later by the New York Times showed that little or nothing had changed.8


In considering these bleak results, we’d do well to remember a famous tongue-in-cheek comment Dr. George L. Cross, a widely respected president of the University of Oklahoma, made to state legislators in the early fifties, shortly after Oklahoma won its first national football championship. A sleepy old senator aroused himself after Dr. Cross finished and said, “Yes, that’s all well and good. But what kind of football team are we going to have this year?”


Dr. Cross replied, “We want to build a university that our football team can be proud of.” His wry comment led to a mini-storm of media protest in which the respected educator was portrayed as pandering to the good old boys.10 The moral of the story for today is that ideals are not easy to explain and even harder to come by; each generation must define and embrace its own.


Scholar-athletes once influenced public ideals profoundly. William Henry Lewis, the first African American to become an All-American football player, has long been forgotten. He shouldn’t be: a Harvard-trained lawyer, he became an assistant U.S. attorney general in 1911 and at the time the highest-ranking member of his race ever to serve in the U.S. government. In his long and productive life, he broke many barriers and served as a powerful role model for Blacks in desperate need of heroes. Byron “Whizzer” White, who wrote the Supreme Court dissent mentioned above, is seldom remembered for being one of the greatest scholar-athletes America ever produced. In 1937, he was a consensus All-American in football at the University of Colorado and a Rhodes Scholar too. (Lewis and White are profiled in Chapter Two.) Among the greatest of female scholar-athletes, there is no better example than Duke swimmer Nancy Hogshead-Makar, who overcame post traumatic stress disorder to capture three gold medals and one silver at the 1984 Olympics. A superb student at Duke and at Georgetown Law School, she is a nationally prominent expert on Title IX and gender equity. (Her profile appears in Chapter Nine.)


The visibility of such role models is largely eclipsed today by commercial hype, but we can still aspire to the ideals they represent. A better example than Myron Rolle would be hard to find. A black Bahamian-American, he grew up in New Jersey and became the number one college football prospect in the country while maintaining a 4.0 grade point average, starring in three varsity sports, and participating in several extracurricular activities in high school. He became a third team All-American defensive back at Florida State University and was a sixth-round pick in the 2010 National Football League draft but postponed playing when chosen as a Rhodes Scholar and studied at Oxford instead. He played briefly in the NFL after that but decided to go to medical school in 2013. While in medical school, Rolle served on the Knight Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics from 2014 to 2018. After med school, he began a residency in neurosurgery at Massachusetts Harvard Medical School. He is a Global Neurosurgery Fellow today at Harvard Medical School.


Role models like Rolle reflect the ancient Greek ideal of an integrated whole—a person with distinct traits: the discipline to find the right path and stick to it; the empathy to understand the needs of others and to see things from their perspective; the passion to produce great work and contribute to the public good; the intellect characterized by an inquisitive, analytical, and creative mind; the courage to think and act independently, to weather adversity and solve problems without compromising principles; the faith to believe in a power greater than ourselves; and the capacity to lead a high-impact life characterized by “giving back” to his or her communities and beyond. In his role as head tennis coach at Duke University, this book’s co-author John LeBar helped many players develop these traits. All of them graduated and most got professional or graduate degrees. Profiles of six of his players appear in Part II.


A word of explanation on the alternating voices readers will encounter in College Sports on the Brink of Disaster: its “storytelling voice” shifts between first and third person to add authenticity to the narration. Parts I and IV are described by the authors jointly; Parts II and III are the voice of John LeBar recounting his personal experience.


In the end, are we prepared to discard entirely the ancient amateur code? To give up playing for the joy of the game, building character through fair competition, embracing sportsmanship in all aspects of play, learning to subordinate oneself for the good of the team and pursuing the integrated whole of becoming an athlete and a scholar. One may dismiss—even sneer at—these ideals as relics of the rah-rah-sis-boom-bah era. But doing so invites peril. Such ideals make us better humans beings, call on us to stand for something greater than ourselves and commit us to uniting every stratum of American society. Those ideals can only be revived by flattening the pyramids and enlarging their base to benefit us all.




Part I


How We Got Where We Are




CHAPTER ONE


A Brief History of College Sports


The American sporting scene has always produced bona fide heroes who set standards we all can admire and aspire to. Separating the acceptable from the unacceptable in the full panoply of collegiate sports is an indispensable part of understanding how we lost our birthright and how it might be regained. The ideal of the scholar-athlete was enshrined early at Yale, where the best-known exemplar was Nathan Hale, an early hero of the Revolutionary War. Words he spoke moments before the British hanged him on September 26, 1776 — “I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country” — enshrined Hale in immortality.1 At 21, he’d been caught spying for the Continental Army. A handsome, muscular young man with blue eyes and reddish brown hair, Hale had graduated from Yale with first class honors in 1773 and went on to teach in two Connecticut secondary schools. A diary he wrote in the early months of 1776 notes his avid interest in wrestling, checkers and football. He’d played football (then more a version of rugby) at Yale and is said to have performed the extraordinary feat of jumping from one waist-high hogshead cask into an adjacent one.2 A statue of Hale stands today near City Hall in New York.


In his inaugural address on October 19, 1869, Harvard President Charles W. Eliot gave an early definition of the scholar-athlete when he called the sons of Harvard an “. . . aristocracy which excels in manly sports, carries off the honors and prizes of the learned professions, and bears itself with distinction in all fields of intellectual labor and combat;. . .”3


Eliot’s reference to manly sports reflected a Victorian obsession with muscular Christianity, which originated in mid-century England to keep public school boys from becoming too effeminate and to keep religion from being overly feminized. It soon became a rage in an America plagued by anxieties that closing of the frontier, the rise of Social Darwinism and the industrial revolution would expunge ruggedness and toughness from the male character. By the time Teddy Roosevelt embraced manly ideals in the 1890s, popular magazines — the main arbiters of taste and cultural mores — featured story after story on an authentic American hero: the manly ideal of the scholar-athlete.4 A good example is the cover of the Saturday Evening Post for October 28, 1899, cited in Daniel A. Clark’s Creating the College Man. It depicts two college men clasping each other’s shoulder in a fraternal way, one in cap and gown with an arm full of books, the other in a football uniform cradling a pigskin.


The dual ideal of the scholar-athlete was firmly fixed in the public mind by illustrations such as this one from 1899.


“The cover graphically illustrates,” Clark writes, “how the ideal college man now united two heretofore antagonistic ideals of American manhood — the cultured, genteel scholar and the resolute, courageous, and vigorous man.”5


Ideals notwithstanding, by the time that cover appeared, college football was a gory mess but fast becoming the country’s most popular sport. In 1878, a Yale player prepped for the Harvard game by dipping his canvas uniform jacket in slaughterhouse blood — to “make it look more businesslike,” explained Frederic Remington, whose future paintings, illustrations and sculptures of the American West would make him famous.6 Five years later, at President Eliot’s urging, the Harvard faculty voted to ban football because, by rule, a player could strike an opponent with a closed fist three times before being ejected.7 Punching, scratching, clawing, gouging and other forms of mayhem were all part of the game. Over and over university athletic committees and college presidents, citing egregious abuses — even clever coaching tricks to injure opposing players — called for bans; but each such plea failed as alumni, students and an adoring public adamantly insisted that the games go on.


That same streak of violence ran back through American sport to earliest times. In the Colonial Era, taverns on village greens were often the scene of rough and tumble sports with bloody outcomes — worsened, nearly always, by heavy drinking. Wrestling, cudgeling and various ball and bat games with violent twists were most popular among the common folk. In the South, horse racing was greatly favored by the gentry. Early on, the Church of England, the South’s dominant denomination, took a laissez faire attitude toward sports. But by the 1730s and 1740s, evangelicals of the Great Awakening were urging suppression of sporting ways, though with scant success. In the North, generations before, Puritans and Quakers had tried the same to little effect. Americans were so imbued with love of sports that attempts at suppression only increased their ardor, which in time would grow exponentially.


By the early 19th century, the focal point of sporting attention had shifted from the village green to the college campus, where baseball and early forms of football based on rugby and soccer were being played. Intercollegiate competition of any kind had not yet occurred. The first took place in 1852: a rowing match between Harvard and Yale on Lake Winnipesaukee, New Hampshire.8 At the time, rowing — driven by its practicality and a plethora of sporting clubs — was second only to horse racing as America’s favorite sport. As a harbinger of the future influence of money on sports, the New Hampshire boat race was proposed by the superintendent of the Boston, Concord and Montreal Railroad, who offered to pay all expenses for a two-week vacation for both crews. On race day, a thousand spectators watched as the Harvard boat, Oneida, quickly took a one-length lead over Yale’s Shawmut and won going away.9 The winners were presented a prize of silver-tipped walnut oars by General Franklin Pierce, who would win the presidency that November. Lake officials offered a return match in 1853, but it failed to materialize due, most likely, to mediocre financial results for the railroad. Even so, a spate of rowing matches in the decade that followed pitted colleges and universities throughout New England and the Middle Atlantic states.


Long-simmering relations between Great Britain and the United States over British actions on behalf of the Confederacy during the Civil War prompted perhaps the greatest boat race ever held in 1869. By providing naval vessels to the Confederacy — in particular, the havoc-wreaking Alabama, a sail- and steam-powered commerce raider — it was said the British had lengthened the war by two years and caused incalculable damage. Some members of Congress were demanding $2 billion in reparations, which the British roundly rejected amid reckless talk of war on the American side.


Against this backdrop of friction and national pride, in April 1869, Harvard issued a challenge to Oxford for a four-oared race in August over a four- and- a-quarter-mile course on the Thames. On race day, the banks of the famous river were jammed with crowds estimated at upwards of one million, perhaps the largest ever to witness a sporting event. A coterie of British elite, including the Prince of Wales, Prime Minister William Gladstone, Charles Dickens and John Stuart Mill, watched while the usual gamblers and fast buck artists worked the crowd. It was a highly competitive race won by Oxford by a mere six seconds. Results were quickly flashed back to America via transatlantic cable laid only three years earlier. Both sides cited the results as evidence of their superiority in manliness and other virtues.10


Mother country norms and practices had always exerted strong influence in America, where the rich inheritance of British games was undeniable. But one source of conflict appeared in the late 19th century: It centered on who was eligible to play — a question that turned on the definition of an amateur at a time when professional sports were in their infancy. The British aristocracy and leisure class went to great lengths to shape an iron-clad answer that forbade participation by anyone who worked with their hands. The true amateur, the aristocrats held, played purely for the love of sport. To cement the concept in place, the British Amateur Athletic Club approved a so-called “Mechanic’s Clause” in 1866–67, which barred from play all who were “born and bred below the salt” — i.e., anyone who earned wages by manual labor of any kind. In 1871, the club invoked the clause in a biking championship it was sponsoring by eliminating 17 of 20 entries. Much later, an American bricklayer was banned from the elite Henley Regatta under the Mechanic’s Clause. In egalitarian America, such strictures seemed effete, unmanly and decidedly undemocratic. On the frontier, each man stood on his own merits and aristocrats did not dictate the rules.


The first intercollegiate baseball games were played in the 1850s, but the game’s rise to America’s favorite pastime took place mainly on professional diamonds. Intercollegiate football got its start on November 6, 1869, when Rutgers and Princeton, using rugby rules, fought to a 6–4 Rutgers win. Harvard beat Tufts 1–0 on June 4, 1875, to become the first game to follow modern football rules (though modern scoring came even later). Over the last quarter of the 19th century, the game gained enormous popularity, spreading quickly from its New England and Middle Atlantic origins to colleges and universities throughout the land. All through this period, Walter Camp, who captained Yale’s 1879 team, and others tinkered with rules, mainly adapting rugby to systematize the game and give it a rational order.11 Camp’s innovations as head coach and later master strategist at Yale included the line of scrimmage, the system of downs, the center snap, the seven-man line and four-man backfield, including the new position of quarterback and the yardage markers on the gridiron itself.12 Small wonder that by age 33, Camp was widely acknowledged as the father of American football.


By the 1890s, Thanksgiving Day games in New York were receiving saturation news coverage and drawing crowds in the 40,000 range.13 Gradually, the sport became a national ritual. The historian Ronald A. Smith writes, “The Thanksgiving Day game had combined the educationally elite colleges on the athletic field with the social elite in the stands. The ‘Gilded Age’ in American history was seen no more clearly than at the football stadium. . . . Many of the prominent attended the games, from multimillionaires, such as Cornelius Vanderbilt, and state governors, to playwrights and social celebrities such as Mrs. William Whitney.”


By this time, the United States was well on its way toward joining its educational system and popular sports at the hip, a trend that would accelerate dramatically in the century to follow. In contrast, other countries made sports the province of amateur and professional clubs that often played before huge throngs. A major influence in shaping the American system was a new craze for fitness and athleticism advocated as the true path to manliness by such popular figures as Theodore Roosevelt and Walter Camp. The trend took root toward the end of the 19th century, as training in physical education and sports found their way into the curricula of colleges and universities and even secondary schools.14


In 1903, Harvard built the first large stadium using reinforced concrete, and a nationwide boom in stadium construction followed. But now, the game found itself in the grip of its first great scandal over violent extremes on the playing field. In 1905 alone, there were 18 football-related deaths and 159 serious injuries, including concussions, punctured lungs, snapped spinal cords and broken necks.15 In all, 45 players had died since 1900. In 1893, President Grover Cleveland had abolished the annual Army-Navy game after learning that 24 Navy players had been admitted that year to the hospital and that the team had experienced 82 sick days.16 By then, several colleges and universities were threatening to abolish the game. The level of violence in 1905 turned out to be the breaking point; the game’s existence hung by a thread.


At that point, one of football’s greatest enthusiasts intervened to help save the game. That October, President Teddy Roosevelt called representatives of Harvard, Yale and Princeton — the so-called “Big Three” — to a White House luncheon to discuss how to make play safer, “especially by reducing the element of brutality in play,” the Washington Post reported on October 10, 1905.


“Nearly every death may be traced to ‘unnecessary roughness,’” the Post reported. “Most victims had been found unconscious beneath a mass of other players, often kicked in the head or stomach, so as to cause internal injuries or concussion of the brain. . . .” Even so, per the Post account, “Roosevelt liked football and apparently thought being roughed up wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. ‘I believe in outdoor games, and I do not mind in the least that they are rough games, or that those who take part in them are occasionally injured.’” Roosevelt’s view that the football field was a proving ground for the battlefield was validated by the performance of his Rough Riders, many of whom were former football standouts.17 “In life, as in a football game,” he wrote, “the principle to follow is: Hit the line hard; don’t foul and don’t shirk, but hit the line hard!”


As the historian Benjamin G. Radar writes, “Through much of the nineteenth century, the popular media took delight in depicting the typical undergraduate male in effeminate terms — as a dyspeptic, shriveled up, and cowering scholar. . . . Football, on the other hand, projected the typical college man as rugged and fearless, as one who could hold his own in the world outside the walls of academe.”18


After the White House luncheon, on the train ride back north, the Big Three representatives discussed the President’s request and agreed to send him a joint telegram pledging their willingness to cooperate on reforms. Fundamental reforms were soon adopted that legalized the forward pass, abolished dangerous mass formations, created a neutral zone between offense and defense and doubled the first down distance to 10 yards.19 Thereafter, fatalities began waning — to 11 in 1906 and 11 in 1907. A resurgence in 1909 led to more reforms that spread formations and encouraged the high-octane passing game of the modern era. One footnote: among changes brought about at Roosevelt’s request was a recommendation to form a purely advisory intercollegiate organization that later became the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA).
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Theodore Roosevelt speaking from the balcony of the Hotel Allen, Allentown, Pennsylvania, 1914.


It’s worth remembering that no team would ever dominate football as had Yale in the lead-up to the modern era. From 1872 to 1909, Yale football teams won 324, lost 17 and tied 18. From the last game of the 1890 season to the ninth game of the 1893 season, Yale scored 1,265 points to none for its opponents.20 Yale so dominated archrival Harvard that the Crimson “felt a certain loss of manhood in not winning a single game in the 1880s and only two in the 1890s,” wrote Harvard historian S. E. Morrison. Harvard philosopher George Santayana even went so far as to identify Harvard with ancient Athens and Yale with ancient Sparta. All this could mean only one thing: Schools everywhere emulated Yale and its legendary son, Walter Camp.


By the turn of the century, administrations everywhere had discovered that football was far more effective in attracting public attention than an institution’s reputation for scholarship or outstanding teaching.21 In the postbellum era, most colleges and universities were attended by men from society’s upper crust; and a degree from an Ivy League institution was seen as a ticket to the privileged class.


The dramatic rule changes adopted between 1905 and 1912 opened football up, led to many more spectacular plays and led to a sharp uptick in fan excitement. These changes, coupled with another lesser known factor — the inclusion of athletics in military training — helped set the stage for the Golden Age of Sport in the 1920s.


On the eve of World War I, as James Mennell explains in the Journal of Sports History, recommendations were made to President Woodrow Wilson that the military provide organized recreation in training camps. In a remarkably short time, camp teams were organized, equipped and playing games. Fortunately, many men in the camps had played or coached football, thus filling capable teams was not that difficult. Enthusiasm for football among soldiers and sailors was so high that games soon followed between camps and colleges in major stadiums.22 Sportswriters soon saw and lauded the superiority of service teams. The biggest attendance draw of the 1917 season matched a service team against Harvard. Relations between service teams and colleges soured the next year. Mennell notes that fewer and fewer colleges would schedule service teams to avoid a loss of standing. Thus, the six leading service teams could schedule only six of their 27 games with college teams in 1918.


Mennell also writes that “. . . the most dramatic game of the 1918 season occurred when national champion Pitt agreed to play a powerful service team, the Cleveland Naval Reserve, in a postseason showdown between service and college teams. In 1917, Pitt had been regarded by many observers as the national champion, but had refused to play a postseason game with a strong service team. . . .” Cleveland won the [1918] game 10 to 9.


While game attendance fell during the war years, it rebounded sharply in the 1920s. During the Golden Age, attendance doubled and gate receipts tripled. Americans couldn’t get enough of the game; their appetites were whetted by amped-up accounts written by legendary sportswriters like Grantland Rice of the New York Herald Tribune.23 Rice’s lead paragraph on the Army–Notre Dame game on October 18, 1924, described an immortal Irish backfield and became the most famous ever written:




Outlined against a blue-gray October sky, the Four Horsemen rode again. In dramatic lore, their names are Death, Destruction, Pestilence, and Famine. But those are aliases. Their real names are: Stuhldreher, Crowley, Miller and Layden.





Rice also lionized home run king Babe Ruth, heavyweight boxing champion Jack Dempsey, tennis star Bill Tilden, and golfing great Bobby Jones. But he reserved his most memorable monikers for Red Grange, the University of Illinois halfback whose exploits on the gridiron electrified the nation. In naming Grange “the Galloping Ghost,” Rice coined one of the most memorable sobriquets ever. It fit because Grange’s phantom-like moves made him seem illusory as he dodged and weaved through masses of players on long runs. Rice also called him “the Wheaton Iceman,” the “Will o’ the Wisp” and a “Human Tornado.”


His breathless prose earned Rice a six-figure income and a host of imitators. With radio and newsreels still in their infancy, newspapers were the public’s main source of news. Americans wanted their sporting heroes to be larger than life and full of derring-do. Sports fans weren’t nearly as interested in the rising chorus of complaints about college football’s cutthroat recruiting, sham courses and runaway commercialization. These and other symptoms of deep-seated corruption were documented in a Carnegie Foundation report issued in 1929 after three years of investigations and site visits to 112 campuses. Investigators found that three-quarters of the schools visited had violated the NCAA’s code and principles of amateurism. The authors of Unwinding Madness, an excellent study released in 2017, note that, “A follow up study in the New York Times in 1931 found that not a single college had changed its practices in response to the Carnegie Foundation report.”24


Charles Clotfelter, professor of public policy, economics, and law at Duke says, “What is most striking about the (1929) Carnegie Foundation report is how contemporary its findings sound today.”25 Charlie’s book Big-Time Sports in American Universities is one of the very best on the subject.


In the decade that followed, Hollywood produced several films that poked at the hypocrisy of college sports, among them Horse Feathers starring the Marx Brothers, Saturday Heroes and Hero for a Day. These films helped establish near-universal public recognition that college football was rife with abuses that required correction.26


By this time, a new sport — an American original — had emerged and was being played worldwide. Dr. James Naismith, a Canadian-born physical education teacher,27 had asked the janitor at his Springfield, Massachusetts, school to nail a peach basket on a balcony 10 feet above the floor. Using a soccer ball at first, he challenged his students to throw the ball into the basket any way they could. When one succeeded, the janitor brought out a ladder, climbed up and retrieved the ball. Naismith’s previously bored students eagerly embraced the challenge. From these humble origins, the game quickly spread nationally through the YMCA network and soon was being played at a host of colleges. Improvements made along the way quickened the pace of play, and by 1936 basketball had become an Olympic sport.


It became a national sport centered in New York in the 1930s. In 1934, a former sportswriter named Ned Irish rented Madison Square Garden, which had seating for 16,000, and pitted outstanding local teams against the strongest rivals he could attract from other parts of the country. Two years later, Irish matched Long Island University (LIU), a perennial powerhouse, against Stanford University and its star, Hank Luisetti, whose one-handed shot created a rage. LIU boasted a 43-game winning streak, but Stanford won 42–31. Irish-promoted games had become a legend, and college basketball was established as a national spectator sport. During World War II, service teams composed of recognized stars did much to increase the game’s popularity through a quicker pace and standardized play. After the war, the game became a source of pride in communities of all sizes with good teams. It also attracted stars from ethnic neighborhoods and a growing number of African Americans. Unlike football, the recruitment of one or two star players could transform a team in a single season, and players in general were improving their skills.


But disaster struck in 1951 when New York District Attorney Frank Hogan announced that 32 players from seven colleges, among them several of the nation’s best teams, were guilty of point shaving. Three players from the University of Kentucky, which had won the NCAA title three times since 1948, pleaded guilty in the scandal. When it broke, their famous coach, Adolph Rupp, told the media the gamblers “. . . couldn’t touch my boys with a ten-foot pole.” As the sports historian Murray Sperber writes in Onward to Victory, “The point spread changed everything. Suddenly games between mismatched squads became interesting. If the bookie made the superior team a ten-point favorite, the bettor could wager that the underdog would do well enough to come close, at least not to lose by ten points or more.” Interest in the point spread soared as millions of dollars got wagered, and incentives for fixing the spread became much too tempting for gamblers to ignore.


Revelations of widespread point shaving in basketball and widespread honor code violations at West Point threw cold water on cherished American beliefs and deeply shocked the public. Even the sporting press began to back away from defending what the public saw as inexcusable behavior. Suddenly deemphasis of college athletics became a cry heard throughout the land. The New York Times demanded a “total collegiate sports cleanup.” For months, the college coaches and presidents battled each other over reforms.


“Most Americans wanted college football players to be superb athletes and authentic students, thus fulfilling the classic norm,” writes Sperber. He goes on to say, “Some exceptional scholar-athletes could handle these conflicting demands (between athletics and the classroom) . . . but tens of thousands of participants in big-time college sports fell short, particularly academically.”28 The system could not support the traditional scholar-athlete ideal.


To their credit, college presidents, acting through the American Council of Education (ACE), proposed an impressive list of reforms: a ban on bowl games, abolition of spring football practice, an end to athletic scholarships. At the behest of coaches and athletic directors, the NCAA mounted an aggressive counterattack. In the end, NCAA prevailed, and the New York Times’s influential columnist Arthur Daly would characterize the results as “a step in the right direction.” It was Daly’s view that “the NCAA took the lofty, utopian proposals of the college presidents and watered them down slightly.”29 Slightly was a poor choice of words; in effect, the NCAA had gutted ACE reforms. But with the Times imprimatur on the NCAA’s side, other media fell in line and public outrage abated. With that, one of the last moments when the game might have been fundamentally reformed slipped away.


In the early 1950s, the flood gates opened, and money from television began pouring into college football coffers for the first time. NCAA television contracts authorized a “Game of the Week,” plus regional broadcasts that shifted national viewers to the most interesting regional games.30 Commercialization in the form of sponsored TV broadcasts began its inexorable rise to dominance over collegiate sports. Televised games were so popular fans quickly forgot the basketball point shaving scandals or shady practices dating back to the 19th century that most schools playing big-time football still used.31


From the Harvard-Yale boat race on Lake Winnipesauke in 1852 to the point shaving scandals of the late 1940s and early 1950s, a century of big-time college sports had fed voraciously on commercialization and a trend toward professionalization. “Ringers and tramps,” who rarely, if ever, went to class, were getting paid just as in yesteryear; athletes were being coddled with kid gloves to a greater extent than ever before; coaches and athletic directors still steamrolled with impunity faculty and media demands for reform; college presidents still turned a blind eye to egregious abuses, hoping for “jackpot” championships that would lure more students to their campuses; and the “win-at-all-cost” sentiment among boosters and fans remained completely out of control. Everything had come full circle except for one new and catastrophic threat: Vast sums pouring in from television over the next half century and beyond would push commercialism to stratospheric heights and lead to levels of hypocrisy never experienced before.




CHAPTER TWO


Towering Achievers


Between the 1890s and World War II, the United States became a global power and forged a distinctive national culture defined in no small part by its scholar-athletes. As the Gilded Age came to an end and a new century dawned, Americans were still shell-shocked by a rapidly evolving form of capitalism marked by the Financial Panic of 1893, frequent and bitter labor strikes, small but heady wars of expansion and massive waves of immigration. For the first time, as the scholar Steven W. Pope writes,




The Thanksgiving sporting tradition had truly become a national passion. In 1893, a four-hour Thanksgiving parade went up New York City’s Fifth Avenue and wove through Harlem to the Polo Grounds where 40,000 spectators watched Princeton beat Yale.1





A week later, Richard Harding Davis, a journalist who would become the first American war correspondent, hailed the tradition of the Thanksgiving Day football game — at the time barely a decade old — as “the greatest sporting event and spectacle combined this country has to show.”2 More and more, sports served as the flame beneath the melting pot — a realm of pursuits that helped to unify newly arrived Polish steelworkers in Cleveland with Scotch-Irish millwrights in Birmingham and Serbian bricklayers in St. Louis. Regional, racial and ethnic differences all were bridged by an irresistible imperative to “Americanize.” Walter Camp, the father of American football, proclaimed sport as “the folk highway” of the nation, contending that, “More people march together and contentedly and in democratic spirit along the [folk] highway than along any other of the roads trod by human kind.”3


The careers of two scholar-athletes — both consensus All-American football players — were bookends to the half century of ferment and change between 1890 and the eve of World War II: William Henry Lewis, the first African American so recognized for his play at Harvard in 1892–93, and Byron “Whizzer” White, the nation’s most popular collegiate sports hero in 1937–38. He played at the University of Colorado and went to Oxford in 1939 on a Rhodes Scholarship. Both men had exceptionally high-impact professional lives.


Lewis’s parents were former slaves. He was born three years after the Civil War when it seemed that America’s promise of full equality and citizenship for his race was all but assured. With two-third majorities in the U.S. House and Senate, Republicans had enacted bold plans for a “Radical Reconstruction” to be administered by the U.S. Army. Black Americans would be enfranchised, hold public office, get land and have public and private schools. In Special Field Order No. 15, issued on January 16, 1865, General William T. Sherman had mandated that black Americans along the so-called rice coast of South Carolina and Georgia be granted 40 acres of land (he later added a limited number of mules).4 Southerner planters responded with implacable fury, and Radical Reconstruction quickly unraveled late that same year when President Andrew Johnson ordered that lands set for redistribution be left in the hands of the planters. Northern concern for the plight of newly freed southern black Americans soon began to wane as white Americans gradually regained control of the courthouses and state houses of the old Confederacy.


In the words of the leading black historian of the day, W.E.B. DuBois, who was born the same year as Lewis: “The slave went free; stood for a moment in the sun; then moved back again toward slavery.” While the tragedy of black regression continued apace, an ideological debate over the so-called “Negro question” gave rise to what DuBois described as “one of the most stupendous [propaganda] efforts the world ever saw to discredit human beings, an effort involving universities, history, science, social life and religion.”5 In essence, the African American in the postbellum era was portrayed and seen — in the North and the South — as lazy and shiftless — a subhuman species with little prospect for improvement. One widely advocated solution was to establish African colonies to which the African American population would be exported.


The career and accomplishments of Lewis can only be appreciated in this context for they gave rout to the lie of racial inferiority and served as a beacon of possibilities that any fair-minded person could not ignore.


The first of the Horatio Alger rags to riches stories was published the year before Lewis and DuBois were born. It is doubtful that any offering in that series of 120 installments could outshine Lewis’s story for sheer pluck and hallmark accomplishments. Lewis was born in the village of Berkley, Virginia, which is tucked between Portsmouth and Norfolk. His parents were the offspring of white, slave-owning fathers and African American slave mothers.6 His father, Ashley Henry Lewis, had been freed in North Carolina by the Union Army and was mustered out of the military in Norfolk. He was working on the docks in Norfolk when William Henry was born, then moved his family to Portsmouth, where he became a Baptist minister.


At a mere 15, William went off to Virginia Normal and Collegiate Institute (now Virginia State University) where he came under the watchful eye of its President, John Mercer Langston, an African American abolitionist and lawyer. It is likely that Langston guided young William to Amherst College, where he enrolled in the fall of 1888. Up to that point, William had not played an organized sport and had engaged in little meaningful exercise. At Amherst, where development of the mind and body was strongly emphasized, his routine would quickly change. Choosing to play football, William would later say, “I didn’t have a uniform, and wore my street clothes. That first day I got my clothes all torn off and my feet stepped on. The next day they gave me a uniform.”7


Lewis was among several talented young black Americans who were warmly accepted and educated at elite liberal New England schools — prodigies who would be among the most prominent African American leaders in the new century. Apparently, he and an older classmate, William Tecumseh Sherman Jackson, were introduced to Massachusetts Senator George Hoar by Virginia Normal President Langston. Hoar, in turn, seems to have introduced them at Amherst.8 Lewis and Jackson traveled there together and were joined by a third young black American, George Washington Forbes of Wilberforce University in Ohio.9


Lewis and Jackson both went out for football as sophomores and quickly made the starting lineup with Lewis at center and Jackson in the backfield. Lewis drew rave reviews and would continue as a star for the rest of his career at Amherst. In his last season, he was elected captain, the first of his race to hold that position on a mixed-race team. The accolade was more than a perfunctory tribute because at that time the captain called plays and largely dictated on-field strategy.


In the final game of the 1891 season, Amherst and Williams played to a scoreless tie. Football historian William Edwards called Lewis’s performance “one of the greatest exhibitions of grit ever seen in a football game. . . . [He] was all over the field on defense. When the game was over, his teammates tried to carry him off the field, but he refused to leave until the final whistle.”10


At Amherst, race was a thin barrier to Lewis. He got elected to the Student Senate his junior year and was selected to compete for the prestigious Hardy Debate and oratory prize. He also gained membership in the Hitchcock Society of Inquiry, a prominent literary organization. Even more telling, in his final year, his classmates elected Lewis to give the class oration. In it, he observed: “Here is no snobbery, no caste, no invidious social distinctions. Every man is a fellow, a member of the true college fraternity.”11


The Amherst Record noted that the world at large should know “. . . that the color of a man’s skin has no bearing whatsoever on the part he may take in the student or social life at Amherst college.”


It is noteworthy that several African Americans from Boston, including DuBois, attended Lewis’s graduation. A young woman named Elizabeth Baker was among them. She came from Cambridge and Wellesley. After that visit, she and Lewis began a courtship that would lead to marriage. She may well have influenced Lewis to go to Harvard Law School because it was only a stone’s throw from her home. They married the year he earned his law degree.12


Lax eligibility rules permitted Lewis to play football for Harvard in 1892 and 1893, his first two years of law school. His reputation for prowess on the gridiron preceded him, and he quickly cracked the Crimson’s starting lineup. At five feet ten inches tall and 175 pounds, Lewis was small for a center but made up for that with incredible quickness. As one national writer put it: “Lewis is a man thoroughly versed in all the fine points of the position . . . and being very quick . . . he can not only play his position but get out and into almost every play, and to do a surprising amount of tackling.”13


In 1892, Lewis made the prestigious All-American team chosen by Casper Whitney, editor of Harper’s Weekly. He earned even more plaudits the following year and closed out his college career by leading Harvard to a rousing 26–4 victory over Penn on Thanksgiving Day. An injury had sidelined the Crimson captain, so Lewis was chosen to replace him. Once again, Whitney named him to his All-American team, extolling Lewis as “. . . not only the best centre of the year, but the best all-around centre that has ever put on a football jacket.” The legendary Walter Camp also named Lewis to his All-American teams for 1892 and 1893. He later named Lewis to his mythical team of the eleven greatest football players of all time and credited him with revolutionizing his position by emphasizing mobility over fixed stability.14


Lewis might have played during his last year of law school but stricter eligibility rules adopted by Harvard and other schools ruled him out. With that, he moved to the sidelines where he became a much-admired assistant coach for 13 years. Once again he broke new ground as the first of his race to hold such a position. During that period, Cornell and several other schools offered Lewis their head coaching jobs. Part of his allure was his authorship in 1896 of A Primer of College Football, which was serialized by Harper’s Weekly. By then, Lewis had developed a national reputation as one of football’s greatest strategic wizards.


While Lewis coached, he also practiced law — first as a partner in the Boston firm of Lewis, Fox and Andrew and then on his own. By 1899, he had ventured into politics by getting elected to the Cambridge City Council. He followed that with a term in the Massachusetts state legislature but lost his bid for reelection in 1903. In 1907, President Teddy Roosevelt appointed him as Assistant U.S. Attorney for Massachusetts. As a fellow Harvard alum, Roosevelt admired Lewis’s gridiron success and had entertained him in 1900 at his Oyster Bay estate on Long Island.


In 1911, President William Howard Taft appointed Lewis as an Assistant Attorney General of the United States, a position that required confirmation by the U.S. Senate. Southern senators blocked his confirmation for eight months, but he was finally confirmed and served in the position for two years. It made him the highest-ranking African American ever to serve in the federal government. When he was fired by President Woodrow Wilson in 1913, he returned to Boston and private law practice.15


Over the course of his long career, Lewis was involved in several high-profile cases. No other African American had ever argued a case before the U.S. Supreme Court alone and won, but Lewis did that in 1930.16 He was confident and strong in the courtroom, and the press often described his arguments as brilliant.


As the rise of the Ku Klux Klan became more and more ominous and as race relations sharply deteriorated, Lewis’s strategy for improving the lot of black Americans evolved from confrontational to conciliatory. After law school, he became one of the “Boston Radicals,” a small but vocal group of well-educated black Americans who opposed the accomodationist philosophy of Booker T. Washington, the powerful architect of the so-called “Tuskegee Machine” based at Tuskegee University in Alabama. The Radicals vehemently objected to the centerpiece of Washington’s program to improve the lot of black Americans by providing them with industrial education in lieu of the traditional liberal arts education. Washington and the Radicals clashed at a meeting at a Boston hotel in 1898. The last speaker was Lewis, who advised Washington to go “back to the South and leave to us the matters political affecting the race.”17


But Lewis changed sides just two years later. His turn toward Washington’s philosophy was marked first by an exchange of letters with President Roosevelt. Lewis wrote first to push for a much stronger defense of civil rights. In his reply, Roosevelt urged Lewis to meet with Washington, writing that he “is a man for whom I have the highest regards.” Apparently, Lewis’s wife, Elizabeth, was urging him about the same time to give up on confrontation. All this led, ultimately, to an exchange of letters between Lewis and Washington in which Washington made it clear that he could help Lewis further his career. It was on Washington’s recommendation that Roosevelt named Lewis as Assistant U.S. Attorney for Massachusetts.
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