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  Proud Refrain

  What are you dreaming, Soldier,

  What is it you see?

  A tall gray Gothic tower,

  And a linden tree.

  You speak so sadly, Soldier,

  Sad and wistfully—

  I cannot hear the tower bell

  In the swirling sea.

  What meaning has it, Soldier,

  A tower bell, and tree?

  Nothing, nothing—only once

  It meant my life to me.

  —Thomas Heath, BC 1943

  This book is dedicated to

  William J. Flynn, BC 1939

  Bill Flynn (1915–1997) devoted his life’s work to the faithful service of Boston College. As a student-athlete, football team captain, alumnus, faculty member, assistant coach, university administrator, and the director of intercollegiate athletics, his seven decades of integrity, leadership, and loyalty to Alma Mater clearly made him:

  The Greatest Eagle of Them All.


  Foreword

  My first experience at Boston College came in September 1976, when Texas came to Alumni Stadium. I recall sitting with my father and brother Bill in the end zone by the old scoreboard with the and vaguely remember the seconds ticking away during the end of the big 14-13 upset over Earl Campbell and the Longhorns. To me, that night provided proof that there is actually big-time football in the New England area.

  Yet at the time, I still thought of Boston College as the wannabe Division I-A football school. Everybody who talked about local college football said it had to be Boston College. And to me—a kid who had just moved to the area from Florida, where there was Miami, Florida State, Florida, and all those rivalries—I kind of shrugged my shoulders.

  When I thought of football in the Northeast, I thought of Penn State and Pittsburgh. But when I was in high school, I had the opportunity to go to the Boston College Football Camp—and that, to me, was pretty big-time. I was there with all of the kids in the area, and there was always a chance to prove yourself against everyone else in the area. But the difference was you were at Boston College, a legitimate Division I-A school.

  As a senior in high school in 1980, I was on Boston College’s recruiting list when I went to the Stanford game. And all of the hype swirled around John Elway and Stanford, which was ranked in the top 10 after just knocking off Oklahoma. Yet Boston College beat them that night—and totally outplayed them. It was then I thought, “This is a legitimate football school.” I knew it had been 40 years since Boston College had been to a bowl game. This wasn’t a powerhouse, but the fact it could beat Texas and turn around a few short years later and beat Stanford with John Elway and all sealed the deal. At that time, I wanted to go to Boston College.
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  Boston College beat Texas 14-13 to open the 1976 season. Doug Flutie was a high school student sitting in the stands. (University Archives, John J. Burns Library, Boston College)

  While I was at Boston College, it was a great atmosphere. The sports programs all were doing well—the basketball team was a top 20 program; the hockey team went to the Final Four. Academically, it was just comfortable. I can just picture walking through the quad near Gasson Hall and the Dustbowl, hanging out in McElroy Commons for two-hour or three-hour dinners. My friends and I would just sit and talk, killing time, basically, until it was time to do our homework. More than anything, I thoroughly enjoyed going to the basketball games with a group of guys from the dorm and the anticipation leading up to those games—you’d be counting down the minutes until tipoff.

  There was such a fine corps of teammates—of course, there was my roommate Gerard Phelan. Until my senior year, I had never played together with my brother Darren—I just really wanted to get him out on the field with me. That made my senior year a lot more fun. There was tailback Troy Stradford. There was Scott Gieselman, Steve Strachan, and our senior class.

  Everyone referred to us as the “Class That No One Wanted,” a bunch of character kids who were smart, overachieving Ivy League types who ended up getting scholarships because of the coaching situation—Jack Bicknell and his staff didn’t get a start on their recruiting until they arrived in January 1981.

  We weren’t as big-time as we projected ourselves to be, and I think we knew it at the time, too. Right down to our recruiting class, we were a bunch of Ivy League kids. We never had egos—there was no room for anyone to think he was bigger than the team.

  We were almost too naïve to realize what we were doing. Penn State coach Joe Paterno had a quote about me specifically, saying something to the effect that “he doesn’t realize he’s not big enough to do the things he does.” And I think that’s what our team was like.

  The memories are all still very vivid. During training camp my freshman year, I remember being at Media Day and just kind of walking around in my own little world because nobody wanted to talk to me. Then I remember offensive tackle Steve Lively, who was a junior at the time, joking with Jack Bicknell about me, “Seriously, you gave this kid a scholarship? He looks like he should be in junior high.”

  Assistant coach Barry Gallup was my first connection to Boston College when he recruited me, yet became more of a friend through those years and continues to be through time. If I needed someone to talk to, he was there.

  Tom Coughlin, who was the quarterbacks coach then, was the guy who taught me how to play the game at the Division I-A level. Jack was there on game day to make you relax, and Tom went upstairs. I’ve always joked that Tom drove you nuts during the week, and then game day was like a vacation—it was so much fun. If you made a mistake, you’d come over to the sideline, and it was Jack there all calm and encouraging, while Tom was on the headphones upstairs with the eagle eye for every little imprecision.

  In this collection Reid Oslin has compiled, you are looking at the history of the football program at Boston College and how this institution has really changed over the years. It used to be that Holy Cross-Boston College was what everyone lived for. Soon after our years at BC, that came to an end, because both schools went in different directions football-wise.

  A school that had gone more than 40 years since winning a Sugar Bowl before revisiting the bowl scene in the 1980s. A school that went from having the old football field on the Dustbowl to having the stadium it has today. It has all been part of the whole maturing process of a university athletically, because even in our years, we were far behind with facilities and the way we ran things. It was run as a small-time program, and we were just kind of happy to be competing with the big boys. Now, the extra steps have been taken to be able to compete on a yearly basis with the big boys.

  As a Boston College student in the 1960s and the sports information director in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, Reid was there through it all, and in this book, he has recalled many of the defining moments in the history of Boston College football. I remember being very close to Reid. It was a unique situation for him and a unique situation for me—I don’t know if any of us had never been exposed to the type of national attention we were getting, and it was trial and error for all of us. How do we want to do this? How do we treat that? When do we want to call a press conference? At first, everyone wanted access to you—“OK, yeah, Doug’s right here”—then all of a sudden we found ourselves having to be more discretionary about whom we talked to. We just didn’t have enough time in the day.

  It was fun for me to become part of what I thought was helping turn the university into a legitimate Division I-A power, which has now carried on for 20 years. Now, Boston College’s players have been to plenty of bowls in the last 15 to 20 years, and they can compete with anyone in the nation.

  We may have had the image of a Division I-A powerhouse, with a Heisman Trophy winner and a turnaround through the 1980s to being a national top 20 team. But in many ways, we were pretty small-time, and I think some of the stories in this book will verify that. If only some people knew the size of our meeting rooms or that at halftime of home games, our team had to walk across a street and up a hill to get to our locker room. I don’t think Paterno would ever have gone for that.

  But would I have had it any other way? Hell, no, I thought being at Boston College was the greatest thing in the world at that time. I felt very fortunate to be at Boston College with a Division I scholarship. I thought I was taking advantage of them at first. It’s too bad to see in football today all these kids who leave school early and want the money right away.

  The whole experience provided the most fun I’ve ever had—football-wise, the people I met, being around campus, being around the basketball team, the hockey team, the atmosphere around campus.

  I wouldn’t trade those four years for anything in the world.

  —Doug Flutie

  2004


  Preface

  Gene DeFilippo, Boston College’s former director of athletics, always liked to say, “You can’t tell where you are going until you know where you have been.”

  As Boston College celebrates its 150th anniversary in 2013, this is a golden opportunity to take a look back at some of the accomplishments, legends, and lore that have made Boston College football the flagship sport of the university’s storied and successful sports history.

  For some 50 years, I have had the privilege and honor of holding a front-row seat—as well as a locker room pass—to Eagle football. I saw my first Boston College football game as a prospective freshman visiting the Chestnut Hill campus on November 16, 1963. The Eagles beat Virginia that day, 30-21; it was the start of a long love affair with a wonderful school and its fine football program.

  I had the great opportunity to serve as Boston College’s sports information director for 24 years, from 1974 through the end of the 1997 season—Tom O’Brien’s first year at the Heights. During that time, I not only saw several hundred Boston College football games in person, but I got to meet and to know scores of the coaches, players, Jesuit priests, administrators, alumni, and fans who helped to make this sport such a special and important part of the fabric of our university.

  In writing this book, I have deliberately chosen not to make it a game-by-game or even year-by-year chronicle of Boston College football. Rather, I thought it would be more interesting and revealing to use anecdotes, stories, and recollections to show—in snapshot style—what it has been like to play, to coach, or to follow Boston College football over the years.

  Throughout Boston College football’s 100-plus year legacy—starting at the school’s original James Street location in Boston’s South End and now, advancing to the football fields of opponents along Tobacco Road—the story has been unique and certainly compelling. There have been many days of victory and glory; a few of pain and defeat. I hope you will enjoy recalling them all.

  Go Eagles!

  —Reid Oslin

  Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts

  2004, 2013
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  Chapter 1

  “He Threw

  It Into Forever”

  —Headline in The Boston Globe, November 25, 1984, following Doug Flutie’s “Hail Mary” pass that gave Boston College a 47-45 victory over Miami.

  The “Hail Mary”

  at Miami

  The most famous game in Boston College football history was supposed to have been played in September.

  Eagles athletic director Bill Flynn and Miami athletic director Sam Jankovich had originally signed an agreement for their teams to meet in the Orange Bowl on September 29, 1984. Officials at CBS-TV, however—including the network’s executive producer of college sports,xf Kevin O’Malley, a 1968 BC grad—figured that a matchup between star quarterbacks Doug Flutie of BC and the Hurricanes’ Bernie Kosar would be a terrific draw for viewers and persuaded Miami to juggle its schedule to rearrange the game for November 23, the Friday after Thanksgiving.

  The network paid Rutgers $80,000 to drop a scheduled game against Miami that had been set for that post-holiday weekend. Rutgers officials, who years later would chide Boston College and Miami for leaving the Big East Conference, accepted the network’s cash, and the Scarlet Knights played an abbreviated 10-game schedule in 1984, finishing with a 7-3 record and failing to attract a postseason bowl invitation.

  The CBS plan paid off in spades. Not only did the Eagles’ 47-45 final-play “Hail Mary” victory immediately vault the game into college football history, but the contest drew the largest television audience of any college football game for the entire 1984 season.

  Boston College head coach Jack Bicknell was nearly on the Miami sideline for the game. After winning the national championship in 1983, Hurricanes coach Howard Schnellenberger in June accepted a million-dollar offer to head up a promised U.S. Football League team that was planned for Miami. (The USFL team never materialized, and Schnellenberger resurfaced in college football as head coach at the University of Louisville in 1985.)

  Jankovich offered Bicknell the Hurricanes’ suddenly vacant head coaching position. “Sam called and offered me the job,” Bicknell said. “I didn’t even have to interview.”

  Bicknell turned the offer down. “I just didn’t think the timing was right,” Bicknell recalled. “We had promised the kids that we had recruited that year that we would be there.

  “I knew we were going to be good, too. That had something to do with it.”

  Before making his final decision, Bicknell sought his family’s input on the Miami offer. He gathered his wife and three children at their Holliston, Massachusetts, home and asked their thoughts. “You can’t leave Doug Flutie,” said his wife, Lois.

  “What about me?” asked oldest son Jack Jr., a rising senior who was the starting center on his dad’s BC team.

  “Oh, Jackie,” answered his mother, “we’ll have you forever. We’ve only got Doug Flutie for one more year.”

  Bicknell stayed put in Chestnut Hill. The Miami job went to Oklahoma State head coach Jimmy Johnson.

  • • •

  The BC-Miami game was played in the Orange Bowl on a dark, windswept, and rainy day. A crowd of 30,235 half-filled the venerable old structure, but those in attendance witnessed one of the greatest combined offensive performances in the history of the sport.

  “It was an offensive show,” Bicknell said. “Both offenses were as good as any you will ever see. Everybody thought it was a one-man show with Doug Flutie, but that couldn’t be farther from the truth. There were so many quality running backs, receivers, linemen—what talent there was on that field.”

  Flutie did manage to earn his share of the spotlight in the game. After connecting on his first 11 passes of the game, he finished with 34 completions in 46 attempts, good for 472 yards, three touchdowns and no interceptions. Kosar hit 25 of 38—including his own run of 11 straight completions—for 447 yards and a pair of scores. He was intercepted twice.

  Together the teams amassed 1,282 yards of offense (627 for BC, 655 for Miami); the lead changed hands nine times, and there were four ties, including three lead swaps in the final four minutes of the game.

  “It’s gonna be a shootout,” Bicknell told his team in the locker room at halftime. “Don’t lose faith in what you’re doing. Keep executing and keep playing.

  “It’s a long game. The team that’s got the most in here [pointing to his heart] is gonna win this darn thing.”

  The Hurricanes took their final lead of the game with a 79-yard march that took 12 plays and consumed 3:22 off the clock. “During that Miami drive, Doug came over and tried to convince me to let them score,” Bicknell said. “I said, ‘Just go over there and don’t bother me.’ But it really was pretty smart. If they hadn’t scored, it would have given us more time. He was always thinking ahead. It was amazing.”

  Fullback Melvin Bratton scored Miami’s go-ahead touchdown on a one-yard airborne plunge with 28 seconds left in the game.

  Miami’s Mark Seelig kicked off through the BC end zone, and the Eagles had the ball on their own 20. Flutie nodded his head in recognition of his huge task as he put on his helmet to take the field for the game’s final series. He had two timeouts to use—if needed—on the drive.

  Flutie passed down the left side to RB Troy Stradford for a 19-yard gain. The first down stopped the clock. From the 39, he then found TE Scott Gieselman—again down the left sideline—for a 13-yard advance. Gieselman stepped out of bounds at the Miami 48, stopping the clock with 10 seconds to play.

  Flutie’s attempted pass to sophomore TE Peter Caspariello fell incomplete—again on the left side—now leaving six ticks on the clock.

  BC had one more chance. Bicknell and quarterback coach Sam Timer, operating from the press level coaching box, had but one play choice for the final attempt: “Flood Tip, Twins Right.”

  This was a play that the Eagles had practiced every Thursday since the beginning of the season. It consisted of two wide receivers (“twins”) Gerard Phelan and Kelvin Martin and tailback Stradford “flooding” into the right side of the end zone. If the primary target could not catch the ball, he was supposed to “tip” it into the air with the hope that a teammate might make the grab.

  The teams lined up for the final snap, but an official inadvertently threw a flag. Referee Paul Schmitt—assigned to the game by the Southern Independent College Officials Association and brother of Miami sports information director Karl Schmitt—ruled that there was to be no penalty.

  Up in the television booth, Brent Musberger, former Notre Dame coach Ara Parseghian, and ex-Rams quarterback Pat Haden were calling the action for the national audience on CBS-TV:

  BRENT: And now, Doug Flutie is down to his last at-bat…

  ARA: I really think Flutie’s got to throw this ball down to the end zone or down around the five-yard line in hopes of if they don’t get the completion, the possibility of an interference. The game cannot end on a defensive penalty, so they would have another play. So, I think he’s got to put it up down deep in the end zone.

  PAT: Maybe a designed scramble to allow him to buy some time….

  BRENT: Penalty marker is down, play is stopped…. One thing is certain: those brave folks who sat out here in the Orange Bowl and put up with this terrible weather saw a whale of a football game. And they should give both teams a rousing ovation when this one is over.

  ARA: This is one of the better ones that I’ve seen…

  Flutie used the brief stoppage in play to move toward Caspariello, lining up at tight end on the left side of the formation.

  “My assignment was to help out with the pass blocking,” Caspariello said, “but Doug told me to go downfield on the left side and look for the ball.”

  At the snap, Caspariello was briefly covered by the Miami defensive end, but 10 yards down the field, the defender drifted off the assignment and sprinted toward the right end zone, where a crowd of potential receivers and defenders was gathering.

  “I was all alone, wide open,” recalled Caspariello. “But I guess I’m glad he didn’t throw it to me.

  “I probably would have dropped it.”

  Eagle fullback Steve Strachan also abandoned his pass-blocking duties on the play, electing to join Stradford and the wideouts in the rush down the right side to the goal line.

  “Flood Tip” had been tried three times before. In the Temple game on October 13, Flutie had successfully thrown a 52-yard “Hail Mary” to Phelan on the final play of the first half. One week later, at West Virginia, a pass at the end of the first half had been batted away by a defender. A similar attempt before intermission in the 1983 Liberty Bowl had failed when Flutie’s 65-yard heave sailed over the head of WR Brian Brennan.

  “Against Temple, I ran to the back of the end zone and caught the ball as I was coming back,” said Phelan. “This time I ran to the goal line and took a step back upfield, but I realized that the defenders were still out at the five. They never thought Doug could throw the ball that far.”

  • • •

  On the radio side, this is how WRKO radio announcers Dan Davis and Gino Cappelletti called the play for New England listeners:

  DAN: Here’s your ballgame, folks, as Flutie takes the snap… He drops straight back… has some time… Now he scrambles away from one hit… looks… uncorks a deep one for the end zone… Phelan is down there….

  GINO: Oh, he got it!....

  DAN: Did he get it?

  GINO: He got it!

  DAN: Touchdown! Touchdown! Touchdown! Touchdown! Touchdown, Boston College! He did it! He did it! Flutie did it….. He hit Phelan in the end zone… Touchdown!

  GINO: I don’t believe it!

  DAN: Oh, my goodness!

  The television audience heard a slower-paced, but similar exultation from Musberger:

  Three wide receivers out to the right… (ball is snapped)… Flutie flushed….throws it down… Caught by Boston College! I don’t believe it! It’s a touchdown! The Eagles win it! Unbelievable! I don’t believe it. Phelan is at the bottom of that pile. Here comes the Boston College team! He threw it into the end zone… There was no time left on the clock! The ball went between two defensive backs of Miami!

  Moments later, Musberger misidentified the receiver as “Gerald” Phelan while describing the replay of the scoring pass. He eventually corrected the error and apologized for the gaffe several times in future interviews.

  “I knew I had to be in the end zone and just then saw the ball coming right at me,” Phelan recalled. The ball arrived from Flutie’s launch point—64 yards away, at the BC 37—on a low trajectory, striking Phelan, now stationed a yard over the goal line, just below the numbers on his jersey. He pulled the ball into his arms as he fell to the turf and noticed that the grass around him was painted the green and orange of the Miami end zone. Back judge Joseph DiRenzo immediately raised his arms to signal the touchdown and then walked off the field without ever changing the blank expression on his face.

  Phelan had scored. He stood up and raised the ball over his shoulder. He was immediately lifted up and tackled to the ground by Martin, who was now to his left in the end zone. Stradford jumped on him in celebration, followed by most of the delirious BC team.

  “Troy and I said we both thought we were going to suffocate at the bottom of that pile,” Phelan said later. “I thought I was dead.

  “Then I thought, ‘What a way to go!’”

  As the BC sideline emptied of players and staff eager to join in the end zone celebration, Bicknell found himself alone—partially because he was stunned by the impact of the final play; partially because his feet were tangled in the telephone cord that provided communication with his staff in the press box.

  • • •

  Flutie—who never used either of his timeouts during the final drive—was carried off the field triumphantly by one of his offensive linemen, Steve Trapilo. As Trapilo placed him down, he looked around for Kosar, who had played so magnificently in defeat, asking “Where’s Bernie?” to several Miami players. (The two quarterbacks, who had become friends during an NCAA football promotional tour during the previous summer, spoke later that night by telephone. Kosar placed the call to Flutie’s Natick home.)

  Flutie didn’t see Phelan until the two had reached the locker room several minutes after the game. The college roommates embraced without a word.

  “I knew what he was thinking, and he knew exactly what I was thinking,” Flutie said.

  The reunion was quickly brought down to earth when defensive back Dave Pereira doused the game-winning duo with a full bucket of orange Gatorade.

  • • •

  Back in the radio booth, Davis sought a guest for a post-game interview. Production assistant Paul Brooks dashed out into the corridor and found an ebullient fan—Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill, a 1936 Boston College graduate and Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, who happened to be walking by the broadcast location after viewing the game from the stadium’s VIP box. The Speaker gladly obliged with a guest appearance, delighted to share his thoughts on the thrilling game.

  Dozens of reporters—from national as well as local media outlets—mobbed Bicknell and Flutie in a makeshift press area outside of the locker room. They retold the play and analyzed the game for nearly 30 minutes, when New York Times football columnist Gerald Eskenazi asked Bicknell, “Why didn’t you kick the extra point?”

  “Geez, I dunno,” the perplexed Bicknell answered. It turned out that assistant coach Barry Gallup had declined the point-after try when asked by the referee after the final touchdown.

  In the Miami locker room, Hurricanes defensive coordinator Bill Trout mused that there indeed was a way to stop Flutie.

  “But you go to jail for killing people,” he joked.

  That night, Trout “resigned” from Johnson’s staff, reportedly because of “philosophical differences” with the embarrassed head coach. Miami defensive backfield coach Butch Davis suffered no such consequences, eventually becoming the Hurricanes’ head coach (1995-2000) prior to being named head coach of the NFL’s Cleveland Browns in 2001.

  • • •

  When the BC team returned home to Boston on its Eastern Airlines charter flight, Logan International Airport’s Terminal A was jammed with fans eager to catch a glimpse of the triumphant Eagles. A state police escort was quickly formed to assist Flutie and Phelan in getting through the happy crowd of alumni, students, families, and Boston sports fans. Phelan still clutched the football that he had caught for one of college football’s most famous touchdowns. He has since loaned the ball to the Boston College Athletic Association for display in its trophy case.

  That weekend, Boston talk shows were flooded with callers who wanted to chat about the memorable game, including one fan who said that she was in a cab that had the game on the radio and instructed the driver to keep circling around a downtown block until the down-to-the-wire contest was completed.

  • • •

  Bicknell, Flynn, and associate athletic director Ed Carroll did not return to Boston after the game. Instead, they joined Cotton Bowl executive director Jim “Hoss” Brock on a flight to Dallas, where they would check out hotel accommodations and practice facilities for the team’s New Year’s Day bowl game. On the way, Flynn pulled a set of construction plans out of his briefcase: the initial blueprints for the expanded Alumni Stadium and the university’s sparkling new Sports Center, which would eventually be named after former BC football player and U.S. Representative Silvio O. Conte (R-Mass.)

  Thanks to the Eagles’ football achievements and burgeoning interest in the Boston College athletic program, construction on the $25 million project would begin the following year.

  Musberger, who that day was doing one of his last college football broadcasts for CBS before switching to ABC, was asked to be the master of ceremonies at the Boston College Varsity Club’s Cotton Bowl Victory Banquet in January—a sold-out event that drew more than 1,500 fans to the main ballroom of the Sheraton Boston Hotel to honor the Eagles’ storied 1984 season.

  Davis went on to join the announcing staff at ESPN Radio. Ironically, he and Musberger later cohosted a sports talk show on that network.

  “I’ve never made a dime from that play-by-play description,” said Davis, noting that it has been rebroadcast thousands of times, included as part of an ESPN/Pontiac promotion to select the most famous play in college football history.

  Monday after the BC-Miami game, Sports Illustrated hit the newsstands with a cover photo of America’s new hero, “The Magic Flutie.” At least one sharp-eyed reader noticed that on the winning play, Flutie had tucked his mouth protector into the top of his knee-high sock and technically was in violation of equipment rules—a five-yard penalty.

  When asked about the supposed infraction, the always quick-thinking quarterback responded, “That’s where I keep my spare.”


  Chapter 2

  The Kickoff

  Boston College Football on James Street

  It was a sweltering September night in 1973 in College Station, Texas, when the Boston College football team took the field for the first time against the famed Texas A&M Aggies.

  Just before kickoff, A&M sports information director Spec Gammon turned to his BC counterpart, Eddie Miller, and asked dryly, “When did y’all stop playin’ club football?”

  “1893,” Miller replied.

  Boston College won the game 32-24.

  • • •

  Rev. Edward Ignatius Devitt, SJ, the ninth president of Boston College (1891-1894), had a clear priority for his administration: upgrading and expanding the 28-year-old school’s small library.
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  Boston College’s first football team—1893. (University Archives, John J. Burns Library, Boston College)

  It came as no surprise then, that in the spring of his first year as president, Fr. Devitt was not especially receptive to a proposal offered by two undergraduates—Joseph F. O’Connell, of the class of 1893, and Joseph Drum, BC 1894—to start a varsity football team.

  Fr. Devitt pondered the students’ idea—similar proposals had been denied by his predecessor, Rev. Robert Fulton, SJ—and two weeks into the fall semester he grudgingly agreed to the request. There was one catch to his approval, however. He didn’t allocate any money to the new organization.

  Boston College had its first football team in 1892, but the team had no schedule, no coach, no uniforms, and no field to play on. What they did have was enthusiasm—and lots of it.

  Boston College football had been born.

  • • •

  Athletics and physical education at Boston College— like many American schools—did not formally begin until after the Civil War. At that time, Boston College students took part in military drill exercises and a limited program of intramurals and class games. Although the college, located on James Street in Boston’s South End, did not own a sports field, the school established a small gymnasium with three pieces of gymnastics equipment and little else.

  College football grew in popularity after Princeton and Rutgers played the first intercollegiate game—an offshoot of rugby—in 1869, but it was nearly 20 years before the sport surfaced at BC in a series of interclass games. Football then was far rougher than today’s version, with no helmets and little protective equipment worn by the combatants; pushing, pulling, and locked arms were allowed, and most offensive strategies consisted of only three plays: a dive into the line, a run around the end, and a punt. A favorite kick return play was the “Flying Wedge” in which members of the receiving team joined arms in a massive surge to escort the ball carrier up the field. Injuries were commonplace. The wedge formation was outlawed in 1896.

  One of Boston College’s early running backs, Hughie McGrath, played the game with a leather strap sewed to the bottom of his trousers. His teammates would use the makeshift handle to toss him over the top of the scrimmage line in short-yardage situations.

  The playing and scoring rules were changed frequently in those days. Originally, teams had three tries to make five yards and a first down; touchdowns were worth four points until 1898, when a score netted five. In 1912, a touchdown put six on the scoreboard. Conversely, the scoring value of a field goal steadily decreased, going from five points in 1883 to four in 1904 before the current figure of three was decided upon in 1909.

  The “Boston College Athletic Club” was organized in 1884 to oversee physical education and athletic activities. It was the forerunner of the Boston College Athletic Association, which would be established in 1887. A young Jesuit Scholastic, Mr. Leo Brand, SJ, was appointed as the first faculty director of athletics, and Boston College athletics historian Nathaniel Hasenfus termed Mr. Brand “a clever liaison officer between students and president when a real diplomat was necessary” as interest and participation in sports mushroomed on James Street toward the end of the century.

  • • •

  Although Fr. Devitt authorized the formation of the first Boston College football team in 1892, the first team candidates, with no funding and no coach, scrambled to find practice fields and complete a schedule of games. As a result, the 1892 squad never played an actual game—opting instead for a series of informal practice scrimmages and exhibition matches against other schools and amateur clubs in the area.
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