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“Maraniss’ sympathetic yet unsparing portrayal of a sports legend and his family… transcends the narrow world of yard markers and end zones. In Maraniss’ deft hands, it is an American tragedy.”—Michael Skube, The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“A sharply focused rearview mirror on the life of a complex and even paradoxical man, When Pride Still Mattered is more than a sports book on a nostalgic errand—it’s an unflinching look at a man and the myth surrounding him.… A fluid narrative about a fascinating individual.”—Tom Perry, Green Bay Press-Gazette

“Remarkably insightful.… The football follower finds old myths punctured, fundamental truths revealed.”—Earl Gustkey, Los Angeles Times
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“Crammed with anecdotes and surprising observations… Maraniss’ book reads like a novel. But it’s not just a football story. It’s about an American icon, the John Wayne of the gridiron, successful on the football field, flawed off it.”—Scott Anderson, Seattle Post-Intelligencer

“Ambitious and definitive.… Maraniss’ research is daunting.… He gets his man down fully and finally.”—John Powers, The San Diego Union-Tribune
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TO WENDY

My sister forever






Preface

THE TITLE of this book was taken from a scene in Richard Ford’s novel Independence Day in which his main character, a former sportswriter named Frank Bascombe, makes a pit stop at the Vince Lombardi Service Area at exit 16W on the New Jersey Turnpike. The “Vince,” as Ford called it, then had a collection of Lombardi memorabilia from days when pride still mattered. Ford put the phrase inside parentheses, and I thought when I first read the passage that he intended it with a certain irony, a suspicion that he later confirmed when I asked him. That is the spirit in which I use it as well.

Lombardi was a great and fearsome presence of my youth, always there above me up in Green Bay, true north, standing firm on the frozen earth of Lambeau Field as I skittered free and feckless down below in the Madison of the sixties. America was at war during much of that decade; we all were in various ways, and though our wars were vastly different I always counted myself on Lombardi’s side. The Packers were his first platoon, yet his troops numbered greater among the masses, including students like myself who were rebelling against authority, discipline, the establishment—most of what the coach was supposed to represent.

Part of the bond could be explained by cultural geography. It seemed so unlikely and glorious that he was winning in Wisconsin. If life is comprised of a million small battles waged endlessly in our imaginations, in mine, every Sunday that Lombardi won, he won for me, defeating not just the Giants and Colts and Rams, but deeper foes, the forbidding East, class expectations, fate and also L.A., and everything else that seemed transient or unsettling compared to our place in Middle America. I realize now that I also thought he was winning for my father. They both had big, open faces and chain-smoked cigarettes and paced the winter in trench coats and talked tough. My dad was a newspaperman, a city editor, who came from Brooklyn and got his best chance late in life, and in Wisconsin, as did Lombardi.

Nearly three decades have passed since Lombardi’s death. Other great coaches, George Halas, Bear Bryant and Woody Hayes, have receded with their passing, confined to the narrow world of football, but Lombardi alone seems to live on, larger than his sport. His bronze bust at the Pro Football Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio, has the shiniest nose, touched more than any other by the faithful, the sporting world equivalent of rubbing St. Peter’s foot in Rome. Walk into the office of an insurance salesman in Des Moines, or a college financial officer in Richmond, or a hockey-team president in New Jersey, and there is the Lombardi credo, framed and hanging on the wall. Turn on ESPN and there is John Facenda, the voice of God, declaring, “Lombardi, a certain magic still lingers in the very name. It speaks of duels in the snow and the cold November mud.” Green Bay’s run to the championship in 1996 brought more attention to Lombardi, but he is always there anyway, lurking in the national psyche at a deeper level.

Many yearn for Lombardi out of a sense of longing for something they fear has been irretrievably lost. Every time a sporting act seems graceless and excessive, every time a player dances and points at himself after making a routine tackle, or a mediocre athlete and his agent hold out for millions, whenever it seems that individual ego has overtaken the concept of team, the question can be asked: What would Lombardi do about this? Why isn’t there anyone like the Old Man out there anymore? Others think Lombardi represents something less romantic, a symbol of the American obsession with winning, a philosophy that if misapplied can have unfortunate consequences in sports, business and all of life. From this perspective come other questions: Did Lombardi really believe that winning isn’t everything, it’s the only thing? What does his life say about the modern ethos of competition and success? The questions from both sides are valid, and the stereotypes from which they arise are equally misleading. Lombardi was more complex and interesting than the myths that surround him. It is that contradiction, the ambiguity of his meaning in American culture, that drove me as I researched this biography.

WASHINGTON, D.C.

MAY 1999






1 Tattoos


EVERYTHING BEGINS with the body of the father. At the turn of the century, when Harry Lombardi was a rowdy boy roaming the streets of lower Manhattan, his chums called him Moon. He had a face that reminded one of a full moon, a round ball that surely would bounce on the sidewalk if it could be yanked off his shoulders. His thin lips, slatted eyes and disjointed nose seemed painted on, or imagined—as if they had been made by looking up at the moon and creating facial features from shadows of gray on a white-lit orb. His spherical face rested atop a frame that grew boxier year by year, evoking a second nickname given to him in adulthood: Old Five by Five. This was said mostly behind his back by members of his own family, including his children. To be precise, he stood several notches above the five-foot mark, the top edge of his brush cut reaching five five, and though his stomach protruded generously, his body seemed more square than fat. The little strongman was so powerful that he once loaded two kids on a coal shovel and lifted it up with one hand.

The ornamentation of his flesh is what truly announced Harry’s presence. He was covered with tattoos. They rose up from his forearms, a swirling blue and red mural of devotion to family and country, each splotch symbolizing another of his simple beliefs. He even had messages tattooed onto his hands, one letter per finger in a row above the knuckles. The letters appeared upside down and backward from his perspective, looking down, but in legible order to someone reading them from the front. On the index finger of the left hand was a W, followed by an O on the middle finger, R on the ring finger and K on the pinky. His right hand lettering began with P on the pinky, then L and A, ending with Y on the index finger. WORK and PLAY, competing for attention on the beefy digits of an immigrant meatcutter in New York. There could be no more fitting passwords at the creation of an American myth.

What Harry thought of his ink-stained body, which he acquired during his early teenage years, has been a matter of dispute within the family. It is known that his widowed mother, Michelina, was horrified by the tattoos, ordered him to wash them off (even the MOTHER on his bicep) and prohibited him from paying further visits to a tattoo parlor near their tenement house on Mott Street. Harry apparently scrubbed and scraped to little avail. The lasting image of maternal concern was a vestigial American bald eagle on his chest, only half complete. Some relatives insisted that he was embarrassed by the tattoos later in life, while others remembered that he displayed them with pride, wearing short-sleeved shirts when he might have concealed the artwork on his arms. In either case, the patriotic tattoos expressed his loyalties. He was born in 1890 with a foreign-sounding name in another country, Enrico Lombardi of Italy, but he arrived in New York at age two and from then on considered himself every ounce an American. He was Harry on city records, Harry to federal census takers, Harry to customers at his meat market. He said little about his Neapolitan ancestry and rarely spoke Italian, attaining fluency instead in a peculiar New York dialect in which these was dese, those was dose, them was dem and things were tings.

By his thirtieth birthday in 1920, Harry Lombardi seemed to be living the modern American life. He and his brother ran their own business, selling wholesale meat from a shop on the Hudson River waterfront. He was married and the head of a household of four: wife, Matilda; son, Vincent, seven, and daughter, Madeline, three. Three more children were to come. The Lombardis lived behind a white picket fence in a gray two-story wood-frame house at 2542 East Fourteenth Street in Sheepshead Bay, a pocket of southeast Brooklyn nestled between Flatbush to the north, Manhattan Beach to the south, Gravesend to the west and Marine Park to the east. Shops and fruit markets throbbed along Sheepshead Bay Road. An array of restaurants lined bayside Emmons Avenue, including Lundy’s, a fish palace that occupied an entire block and attracted the diversity of Brooklyn to its tables: families, priests, businessmen, movie stars, boxers, Dodgers, gangsters. Across the street were rows of fishing shanties leading down to the docks where charter boats went out for snapper and flounder. Breezed by the sweet salt air of the nearby Atlantic, Sheepshead Bay had once served as a resort for New York’s gilded class, but now it was playing a more egalitarian role: a decompression chamber between old world and new for first-generation immigrant families who seemed as eager as Harry Lombardi to fit in.

Next door to the Lombardis lived old John Murphy, who had escaped the poverty of Ireland as a boy. Two houses down was the family of Frank Rich, who emigrated from Austria. On the other side lived Ben Brandt, whose parents left Germany, and Thomas Wright, one generation removed from Scotland. While there were notable concentrations of Italians and Irish in that part of Brooklyn, the diversity of blocks like the Lombardis’ on Fourteenth Street seemed to hasten the Americanization of the people who lived there, and perhaps drew them to Sheepshead Bay in the first place, away from the ethnic density of Little Italy and Hell’s Kitchen. They were entering the middle class, turning away from some parts of their pasts. All the women stayed home except a young telephone operator, boarding with her parents. One man sold cars, two others brokered real estate, another clerked for Kings County. Most were craftsmen with skilled hands: barber, telegraph operator, bricklayer, stonemason, butcher.

Matilda Lombardi, Harry’s wife, was a member of what many regarded as a first family of Sheepshead Bay, not in wealth, but in size and fraternity. She was born an Izzo in a brood of thirteen children—four sisters: Delia, Betty, Nicolina and Amelia; and eight brothers: Frank, Joseph, Richard, Louie, Jimmy, Pete, Anthony and Mikey. Their parents, Antonio Izzo and Laura Cavolo Izzo, were immigrants who had arrived at Ellis Island as teenagers from Vietri di Potenza, a tiny mountain village nestled in a brilliant green gorge of olive and oak trees below Mount La Serrapula, sixty-five miles east of Salerno in southern Italy. Many Izzos and Cavolos, who had been farmers, millers and carpenters, fled the impoverished and earthquake-ravaged village in an early wave of Italian immigration in the late 1870s and early 1880s. They were lured to New York by advertisements seeking laborers for the construction of the Brooklyn Bridge, which was celebrated as the longest suspension span ever conceived, an eighth wonder of the world.

The union of Antonio and Laura Izzo eventually created a new world wonder of its own. As the thirteen Izzo siblings reached adulthood and accumulated spouses and children, they all settled within a mile radius of their parents’ house on East Sixteenth Street in Sheepshead Bay, a homestead that throbbed with the daily rituals of a prodigious Italian Catholic family: engagements, weddings, birthday parties, picnics, feast days, Sunday dinners, comings, goings, births. That is where Vincent Thomas Lombardi was born, the eldest son of Matilda and Harry, named for his paternal grandfather in the Italian custom. He was delivered into the world in a second-floor bedroom on the night of June 11, 1913, and the Izzo homestead served thereafter as the womb of his childhood. Like his sister Madeline and the three other Lombardi children when they came along, brothers Harold and Joe and sister Claire, Vinnie grew up in the protective and unavoidable embrace of his mother’s extended family.

There was unceasing commotion at the Izzo homestead on weekends as the thirteen siblings came in and out with their families. Grandma Izzo was a big-busted woman who wore thick black shoes and tied her deep black hair in a bun. She greeted her grandchildren by grabbing hold of their cheeks and squeezing tight while shouting “Bella! Bella!” Matty, as people called Matilda, and her sisters Nicky and Millie played the piano. Nicky loved ragtime; Matty improvised popular songs and sang in a sharp soprano voice. One of the Cavolo cousins plucked his banjo. Harry Lombardi joined the Izzo brothers down in the basement, where they shot billiards and late at night rolled dice on the green felt of the pool table. Grandma Izzo was a formidable card shark, fond of poker and tripoli, a form of rummy. She played for pennies against all takers, and month by month her glass penny jar shone with more copper coins, which she emptied at year’s end to help pay the family taxes.

Vinnie and Madeline and their Izzo cousins, Richie, Dorothy, Wally, Freddy and Joseph, often made fun of the way their grandparents scolded them in broken English for playing rough inside the house. Sent out to play, they skipped down the front porch steps, darted through the fence gate past the cherry tree and out into the vast yard, where they hid and chased and tackled until they were called inside. Here before them was a childhood wonderland, a virtual farm-in-the-city, with shed and coop, side garden of tomatoes, eggplant, corn and string beans, a grape arbor overhanging the brick terrace in back, and a grassy field that extended down Sixteenth Street to the corner of Avenue Y. Grandpa Izzo kept chickens in a pen, and had taught Vinnie and his other grandsons how to prick holes in an eggshell and suck out the yolk. Also in the yard was a small barn for a black-and-white Shetland pony that belonged to Uncle Richard, who bought it from a bankrupt circus troupe. Young Vinnie delighted in the creature and treated it as his own. Once he slipped out the yard to a bridle path that followed Ocean Parkway up toward Prospect Park, a solo adventure that ended when he and the pony were clipped by a slow-moving truck. No injuries resulted, only embarrassment.

Sunday dinner was an endless feast consumed in shifts, with delegations of Izzos taking turns at the oblong mahogany table in the dining room, food and drink flowing for five or six hours. Matty and her four sisters did the cooking. The wine was homemade—Concord grapes picked from the back vineyard, featuring a strong and fruity bouquet that took some getting used to. After antipasto came homemade soup, usually minestrone, sometimes a tart dandelion, followed by spaghetti and meatballs with hot red peppers, or freshly made ravioli, then stuffed capons or braciola, and the Izzo specialty pies. Spinach Pie: Boil fresh spinach and dry. Place in piecrust with sautéed onions and olive oil, salt and pepper, add diced green onions and bake. Ricotta Pie: Mix ricotta with eggs and parsley, grated Parmesan cheese and Italian sausage. Array in piecrust and bake. There was no rush to leave the table.

Large Italian families were not uncommon then in Sheepshead Bay, but the Izzos stood out from the rest. The Brooklyn Eagle sent a reporter to a family gathering one Sunday in September 1924, and he came back with a story that ran on the front page with the understated headline: “IZZO FAMILY OF SHEEPSHEAD IS INTERESTING.” The reporter found it especially interesting that for all of their Italian tradition, the thirteen siblings, who had been instructed by Antonio and Laura to speak only English at home, were now energetically merging with other ethnic groups in the community. “Father and mother Izzo are impartial to nationalities,” the story noted. “One daughter married a son of Italy [Matty and Harry], another a son of Old Erin, another has married into an old Gravesend Yankee family; one of the boys married a Belgian miss,” and yet another wed “a German butcher’s daughter, pretty Molly Grenau; one of the younger sons expects to take unto himself a young girl from France.” Still to come were spouses of Swedish, Polish and Scots heritage.

Grandpa Antonio Izzo was known by his identifying nickname: Tony the Barber. For more than three decades he had been the proprietor of Izzo’s Barber Shop, a Sheepshead Bay landmark renowned for its close shaves and haircuts (one glowing account described Tony as a “tonsorial artist”) and, even more irresistibly, as the place to go for inside information on the racing scene. During the Izzo Barber Shop’s first twenty years of operation, from 1890 through 1910, Sheepshead Bay was a thoroughbred racing town, its mile and a furlong oval among the most popular on the East Coast. Jockeys, touts, trainers, owners, bookies—all found their way to the barbershop at the corner of East Sixteenth and Sheepshead Bay Road.

Inside Tony the Barber’s, the saying went, “you not only got a shave, but you gave a tip and got a tip.” If there was anything important to learn about an overnight starter, Tony’s place got the dope and quietly passed it along to the right folks while lathering their chins. When the white-mustachioed Tony was preoccupied, you could deal with his able assistants along the seven-chair corridor of barbers, walking tip sheets all. Skeats the shoeshine man also had the news. Tony’s clientele was a who’s who of sporting figures: Snapper Garrison, Humming Bird Tyler, Cannonball Bald, Tom Sharkey, Philadelphia Jack O’Brien and Sunny Jim Fitzsimmons. Long after the Sheepshead Bay track closed, Tony maintained his line of steady customers and his sporting reputation, and passed the tradition along to another generation of Izzos: sons Frank, Louie and Pete all became barbers. It was not uncommon for customers to become family friends or even relatives. Frank Izzo, the oldest son, clipped Harry Lombardi’s hair, introduced him to his sister Matty, served in their wedding party in September 1912 and settled down the block from them on East Fourteenth Street.



THE TRINITY of Vince Lombardi’s early years was religion, family and sports. They seemed intertwined, as inseparable to him as Father, Son and Holy Ghost. The church was not some distant institution to be visited once a week, but part of the rhythm of daily life. When his mother baked bread, it was one for the Lombardis, one for the priests, with Vince shuttling down the block between his house and the St. Mark’s Rectory delivering food and tendering invitations. Father Daniel McCarthy took Vince and his best friend, Joe Goettisheim, to ball games in Flatbush and Coney Island. Harry Lombardi was not particularly devout then, but enjoyed swapping stories, eating and drinking with men of the cloth. Matty was a regular communicant. From an early age her son Vince revealed an equally strong affinity to Catholicism’s routine. He accompanied his mother in prayers to St. Jude and St. Anthony, the family’s patron saints, and toted his own prayer book to church for seven o’clock mass.

His mother’s favorite picture of Vinnie as a child shows him standing in front of the house on confirmation day, resplendent in buffed black shoes, kneesocks, dark knickers, white shirt, striped tie and double-breasted suit coat, with a boutonniere pinned to his left lapel. The faint glimmer of a shy smile appears on his scrubbed face. His own clearest memory of his religious youth was the Easter Sunday when he and Joe Goettisheim, both twelve, served as altar boys. It was while standing there amid the color and pageantry, scarlet and white vestments, golden cross, scepters, the wafers and wine, body and blood, the obedient flock coming forward, that the inspiration came to him that he should become a priest. As an altar boy, he never wanted to be just another candle bearer, but up front in the procession, bearing the cross.

Vinnie was sponsored at church by Sunny Jim Fitzsimmons, a horse trainer and family friend who lived in the neighborhood and took a liking to Tony the Barber’s grandson. Despite his nickname, Sunny Jim could appear stern, but to Vince it just seemed that he was taking his vocation seriously. The racing sheets were his catechism; he was a daily communicant at early morning workouts. Accessorized with hardboots, walking stick and stopwatch, he headed out to the training tracks on muddy spring mornings, often taking Vinnie along for the ride, godson and talisman. One August they went to Saratoga together for a spell of the upstate racing season. Horses had an esoteric appeal to Vince, but he was too heavy to be a jockey and never imagined amassing the wealth of an owner. He played basketball, but was too stiff to excel. In baseball, he was a rough-and-ready outfielder and catcher, but poor eyesight limited his skills with the bat. Football was his sport. He joined his first team when he was twelve, a sandlot outfit that represented Sheepshead Bay in a Brooklyn league. They wore helmets and shoulder pads and green and white uniforms, and though the games were organized, parents were blessedly absent; the SHB boys coached themselves. Vince played fullback and helped design the offensive plays.

“From the first contact on, football fascinated me,” he said years later. Contact, controlled violence, a game where the mission was to hit someone harder, punish him, knees up, elbows out, challenge your body, mind and spirit, exhaust yourself and seek redemption through fatigue, such were the rewards an altar boy found in his favorite game.

Contact and pain were not things from which the Lombardi family seemed to shy away. In later years Vince explained his own occasionally violent outbursts by portraying his father as a harsh disciplinarian who would “hit you as soon as talk to you.” There was some truth to this if it described Harry’s relationship with his eldest son, decidedly not with the younger Lombardi children. Harry showed a gruff exterior and talked tough about pain. “No one’s ever hurt,” he proclaimed when Vince came home from football practice with a bruised rib. “Hurt is in your mind!” When he had been drinking too much wine or his preferred scotch, Harry could alternate between verbal hectoring and didactic posturing: he sometimes lectured Vince and the others on his triangle of success—sense of duty, respect for authority and strong mental discipline. But behind his bluster and philosophical musings hid a soft touch who wanted to have a good time and knew that rules could be broken.

There was in Harry still a bit of the wiseacre Moon who marauded through the streets of lower Manhattan. One of his favorite stories was how he and his pals rumbled into restaurants in Chinatown and taunted chefs; one, he said, chased after them with a meat cleaver. And Harry was a prankster still. In Scrabble games with his wife, he invented words, many off-color. Nothing gave him more pleasure than his trick wine flask. After using it to fill his glass at Sunday dinner, he passed it around the table and laughed when it reached a first-time guest, who poured and poured with nothing coming out, unaware of a secret button that needed to be pushed. On Thursday nights, spaghetti night in the Lombardi house, Harry piled his plate high with noodles, smothered them with hot red peppers and dug in. A smile creased his moonface as he fanned himself, his mouth burning, and exclaimed in his throaty Brooklynese: “Hey, Matty! Matty! Whoa! Dis sure is good!”

Harry believed that his kids should not be deprived of the fun he was enjoying. Sometimes he came home late at night with Matty’s brothers Mike and Pete, cooked a juicy steak and awakened the children to share in the midnight meal. Tell us a story, they implored him, and Harry invariably repeated the same one, about a man who got into a fight with an Indian and twisted the Indian’s nose upside down and it rained and the Indian drowned. No, they would say, not that one: Tell us another one! Harry’s effect on his first son was profound in many ways, but the image of him as a humorless autocrat pounding character into young Vince with his fists is mistaken, the first Lombardi myth, created later as part of a larger Lombardi mythology, which was steeped in patriarchy and needed a stern original father figure.

When a painful lesson was to be inflicted in the Lombardi house, more often it came from the back of the mother’s hand. Matty was taller and more refined than her husband, with a taste for clothes and a manner that some relatives considered haughty, hence her nickname, the Duchess. She was nervous and domineering, barking out orders. Her family creed was that there was no time for lolling around. She assigned children the most menial tasks: one was responsible for polishing the base of her dining room table every day. Everything with her “had to be this way, the straight and narrow, all according to Hoyle; she had to make sure it was just right, even dessert, not a little whipped cream out of place,” according to Joe, the youngest brother. Harold, the middle brother, was late arriving home once and got smacked before he could offer an excuse. “She would hit first and ask questions later,” recalled Madeline, who was responsible for washing the dishes. Madeline remembered that her big brother Vince, as the oldest son, “which is a position next to God in an Italian family,” had the fewest chores. But those he did have were strictly enforced. “If I didn’t do them, I was rebuked,” he said later of his mother’s discipline. “And not orally, I might add.”

By the time Vince became a teenager, his parents had transferred many disciplinary duties to him. He was foreman of the younger siblings. Madeline did the babysitting, but Vince was the enforcer, punishing them if they misbehaved when Mother was not around. Madeline’s lingering memory of her brother during those years was that he was “mean.” And though he was generally well behaved, his siblings knew that he was not the choirboy that he pretended to be. When he was fourteen, Madeline caught him sneaking a smoke behind the garage and informed her father. After being scolded by Harry, Vince set out to punish his little sister for snitching. “He chased me and caught me and let me have it but good,” Madeline recalled. “I wasn’t fast enough to get away from him.” Meting out discipline was a role that he took to naturally and extended beyond the family, bossing around cousins and friends as well. Sometimes he could seem a bit much, more like an adult than one of them. But the older people loved him. Long before the outside world saw anything extraordinary in him, the family regarded Vinnie as the favorite son. He was the prized nephew of Izzo aunts and uncles; they saw in him Matty’s intense perfectionism and the rustic physical features of Grandfather Tony: the distinct jawbone, dark and deep-set eyes, shining smile, piercing voice.

Harry and Matty worshiped their first son more year by year. He was given his own bedroom. His family stressed to him that being average was not enough, that he was better than the rest. They played to win, from Grandma Izzo at cards to Father Harry at Scrabble. You could see it in their eyes: beat Harry in Scrabble and his eyelids blinked violently, a trait passed on to Vince, whose buddies noticed it when they stuck him with the queen of spades in a game of hearts. He also had the churning stomach of his mother, which was one reason they both prayed to St. Anthony of Padua. Anthony was the patron saint of the poor, travelers and those who had lost property, but also, for the Izzos, the saint to turn to when overwrought with worries about the future. No one wanted Vince to spend his life cutting meat.



EVERY WEEKDAY MORNING at four-thirty, Harry Lombardi rose to make an hour-long commute through Brooklyn and across Manhattan to his place of business near the Hudson River waterfront at 23 Hewitt Avenue on the Lower West Side. There, down the block from the bustling Washington Market, he and his older brother Eddie ran Lombardi Bros. wholesalers, a variation of the classic immigrant success story. Family legend held that their father, Vincenzo Lombardi, had been a silk merchant in a village between Naples and Salerno and had come to the United States in pursuit of an associate who had stolen from him. The story was hazy and there were no records to substantiate it. The Lombardis, in any case, started over in America, in the commotion of a tenement house on Mott Street in Little Italy. Vincenzo hauled goods in a horse wagon before dying in early middle age, leaving his widow, Michelina, with four children. Eddie and Harry, the two oldest, had dropped out of elementary school and begun working in their early teens, holding jobs as haulers and delicatessen butchers before opening a market of their own.

Raw strength and street smarts were two qualities most useful in the wholesale meat business, both of which the Lombardi brothers had in abundance. Uncle Eddie was an intimidating hulk, well over 250 pounds, so massive, relatives said, that when he died they had to remove a door to get the casket out. He walked around with black olives in his pockets and dispensed them to customers and children as tokens of friendship. Whether Eddie was an entirely friendly sort is uncertain; family stories offer suspicions of connections to black marketeering. Harry was a miniature version of his brother, though his dealings seemed more benign. Eddie and Harry flexed their muscles all day, hoisting 225-pound half-steers from delivery trucks, placing the slabs on rail hooks outside the market, and taking them down again to be weighed and cut inside the refrigerator room, which was large and cold with sawdust on the floor. When Vince and his brothers and cousins were big enough, the heavy lifting was passed on to them. The two football-playing Lombardis, Vince and little brother Joe, could only laugh years later when asked if they had lifted weights. Never touched a barbell, they said. Only slabs of dead meat.

Bull meat was the Lombardi specialty, below top-grade fare that was sold to downscale chophouses and public institutions in the New York area for use as ground beef. Every Monday and Wednesday, Harry traveled to slaughterhouses in Secaucus, New Jersey, and Brooklyn, stamping LB into his selections with the company ring. The meat was soft and warm when it arrived at loading dock, and the trick was to get it inside, weighed, boned out and refrigerated quickly, so the blood would congeal. Lost blood diminished the weight, and the sale price. Although all the Lombardis knew their way around a side of beef, stories of accidents suffered by father and sons were part of the family lore. Working at the meat table one day, Harry cut his thigh when the knife slipped. Many years later the same misfortune befell Joe. Vince once got caught on one of the belt hooks and vowed never to work at the meathouse again.

The Lombardi boys were repelled and fascinated by their father’s trade, as they were by the waterfront scene, a New York workingman’s pasticcio of the ugly and the exotic: rats scampering behind crates in the wharf shadows, black-market jewelers hustling wares on the sidewalks, mob lieutenants stalking the corners, cops on the take, short-weighting con artists; and there, in the middle of Washington Market, anything one could imagine, a magnificent cornucopia of pheasants from New Jersey, colored birds from Manchuria, mallard ducks and Canadian geese, wild turkeys from Wisconsin, grouse direct from J. P. Morgan’s private shooting preserve in Scotland, venison from Pennsylvania, reindeer meat from Alaska.

Harry, the grade school dropout, could read and write and showed sharp business sense. His transactions with wholesale customers were in pennies: half-cent, quarter-cent, seven and a half cents off here, a nickel there. He could check the scale and do the arithmetic in his head. No one tested his IQ, but anyone who encountered him knew he was no easy mark. He was financially conservative. His motto: If you can’t pay for it, don’t buy it. He instructed his family never to buy on credit, a directive that Matty followed, but not their daughter Madeline. As a teenager, Madeline enjoyed a few prodigious shopping sprees at Abraham and Straus department store, incurring debts that her doting father paid off for her. The imperatives of the industry required him to run the wholesale meat business on credit, but he hated to do so, especially after 1929, when many of the restaurants that bought from him collapsed in the Depression. He fumed when customers declared bankruptcy and reopened under different names. When President Franklin Roosevelt came along with programs to ease the way for debtors, Harry blamed the mess on him.

The tattooed butcher had created a comfortable life for himself and his family, and he had acquired the tastes of a middle-class self-made man. All through the Depression years he drove a black sedan. He registered as a Republican. After work he settled at the dining room table for a snack of sliced apples and toasted Italian bread, sipped a tumbler of scotch and read the New York Evening Journal, a step up from the sensationalist tabloids, chockablock with sports and columns. To ensure that his children would rise higher, he helped pay for almost everything they wanted, including private educations, and regaled them with aphorisms about freedom and responsibility.



IN THE SUMMER of 1928, after Vince had finished eighth grade at P.S. 206 in Sheepshead Bay, he faced the first critical decision of his life. Where should he continue his education? The choice he made, Cathedral College of the Immaculate Conception, a diocesan preparatory seminary, reflected not only what he wanted to study but also whom he hoped to become. He thought he was on his way to being Father Lombardi. Pursuing the priesthood was not an unusual calling for a studious Catholic boy then, not for an altar boy so earnest that he appeared at church an hour before mass, but it was out of the ordinary within his family. When Father McCarthy accompanied him to Cathedral’s offices on Atlantic Avenue at St. James Place to register for the six-year high school and college program, Vinnie became the first among the Izzo and Lombardi clans to prepare for a religious life; not a priest or nun in the lot. There was one other curious aspect to the decision: the school had no football team.

Cathedral Prep was three stories of gray stone, long rows of ancient windows, topped by spires and gargoyles. Lombardi reached it by taking the Brighton Beach Line to Prospect Park, catching the Fulton Street Elevated to Atlantic and walking two blocks through a working-class neighborhood. A diverse faculty of priests from the Brooklyn Diocese ran the school. Some of them were sarcastic, others gentle. The experience brought more discipline to Lombardi’s days and instilled in him many rituals he continued into his adult life. He was required to wake before dawn to attend mass at St. Mark’s, and his attendance was recorded with X’s and O’s in a book that the priests checked regularly. Daily mass became a lifelong practice, often cited as evidence of his extraordinary faith. True enough, but as Lombardi himself explained in later years, he was expected to worship every day when he was growing up, so it had become a habit; his religion was as much a matter of discipline and routine as devotion. The boys wore suit coats and ties, a formality that he maintained and expected of people around him in social situations thereafter. Along with academic subjects, he studied church doctrine, the Nicene Creed, martyrs in the church and articles of faith, and though the specifics of these lessons receded with time, the essence of the dogma stuck with him. He was imbued with the notion that success came with faith and obedience to superiors.

He learned Latin from Father James Smith, nine parts taskmaster, one part humorist, whose teaching style, making the lessons clear to even the slowest pupil, was one that Vince would emulate. The coach in baseball and basketball, Jack “Jocko” Crane, was a levelheaded layman who treated the boys with respect, and drilled them in the importance of repetition and the necessity of mastering the fundamentals. The assistant coach, Father McGoldrick, was Lombardi’s sponsor and impressed him with an ability to make the boys believe in him without private doubt. That was not always an easy task; these would-be priests were full of vinegar. “We would try to get away with anything we could down there,” said the Reverend Larry Ballweg, one of Lombardi’s classmates. One teacher, a naive Irishman, tried to teach through dramatics, but “guys would run roughshod over the poor guy.”

No student dared run roughshod over Spike Hyland, a priest with the disposition of a sweatshop foreman who was Cathedral’s disciplinarian and oversaw “the Jug”—after-school detention. Hyland often kept an entire class after school and gave the boys tedious assignments as punishment: write out the principles of geometry but PRINT every third word. He was a skeptic who doubted that most of the boys wanted to be priests or had what it takes to be one. “None of you have the vocation,” he would say dismissively to his charges. “You don’t, your mothers do.” There was a method to Hyland’s madness. The Brooklyn diocese was then overflowing with aspiring priests, many of them, as Hyland pointed out, sent to seminary by Irish and Italian mothers who wanted one of their sons to wear the collar. Matty Lombardi was among them. “My son’s going to be a priest,” she boasted proudly to neighbors.

As a student and athlete at Cathedral, Lombardi was good but not outstanding, yet he stood apart from the boys anyway. He was scrappy and used his head. His grades were mostly B’s. He stammered while reciting Latin and Greek, but plowed his way through both languages. He was surprisingly light of foot but rather uncoordinated in basketball, where he played center on a lackluster team. He could win the center jump by anticipating the referee’s toss. His nickname was Two Points Lombardi. The derivation is unclear; more likely it meant that he might score two points a game than that he was a sure shot. As a utility outfielder and catcher, he barked out orders to his more talented teammates. He was also injury-prone. “Lombardi, by the way, has more injuries than Hoover has commissions,” a student journal noted dryly. He was remembered at Cathedral for three characteristics: his smile, a sudden, wide flash of teeth that heated the room; occasional eruptions of anger; and his physical maturity. He had the body of an adult at age fifteen—his own adult body, in fact. He was the same height and almost the same weight as a freshman at Cathedral, five eight and 175 pounds, as he was in his senior year at college.

It was his intimidating physical presence, and his desire to lead, that helped Lombardi get elected president of his section of thirty-five classmates, known as Class B, four years in a row, unanimously every time. The student magazine proclaimed that he could have the job for as long as he wanted it. In his yearbook pictures—dark wavy hair, sharp suit and vest, arms folded in a menacing pose, always seated next to the priests in the front row—he appears several years older than his classmates. “He looked mature. He was a serious guy. He always had this smirk on his face,” said classmate Joe Gartner. “When I saw him look at me, I would always wonder: Is that unveiled contempt or veiled admiration?” As class president, Lombardi’s prime function was maintaining order, much as he did with his siblings and cousins in Sheepshead Bay. The boys stayed in one classroom throughout the day, with priests coming in to teach various subjects. Between periods they might be alone for five minutes, and Lombardi was determined to keep order. At the first rumbling: “All right, fellas, keep quiet.” A minute later: “Come on, fellas, quiet.” Then, if the hubbub persisted, he rose to his feet and let loose with a ferocious command: “SHUT UP!” Which everyone did, according to Larry Ballweg.

Vinnie’s eruptions were often followed by “outbursts of laughter” that made him “a likable fellow,” recalled another classmate, John B. Healey. In his third year annual he was described as “the guy who wise cracks his way through class.” There was, along with his emotional manner, a bit of mystery to him during his Cathedral days. Few of the boys knew much about him outside the classroom. They called him Tony, a nickname that he used nowhere else. They knew that he played football on a sandlot team on Sunday afternoons (the boys had Thursdays and Sundays off, but went to school on Saturdays). Every now and then he arrived at school with a black eye, which he earned boxing in a Golden Gloves program under a pseudonym. The Cathedral priests disapproved of violent sports; the only thing worse was going out with girls. Boys found to be dating faced suspension. This was an essential part of the culling process; only a third of the students survived the first four years of high school at the seminary. During a retreat at the end of their third year, a Franciscan priest led the boys in a vocational incantation: “I vant to be a priest!” he intoned in a thick German accent, directing the students to repeat the phrase with him. “I vant to be a priest! I vant to be a priest!”

In the end, Lombardi could not say the words with conviction. He left Cathedral in 1932 without completing the six-year program, overtaken by the realization, he said later, that he “was not intended to be a priest.” As much as he had tried to direct his thoughts to the peaceful realm of God’s salvation, he could not divert himself from earthly temptations. He loved physical contact more than spiritual contact, and could not shake his preference for the game of football. That sport was considered a virtual sin at Cathedral.

An essay on athletics in the 1931 Cathedral Annual explains the school’s opposition to football, making a case that would echo through the decades:


Many undesirable results and conditions, physical, moral and intellectual, are brought about by football. Athletes are very liable to physical injury and strain through overemphasis and over-specialization. Football tends to further the advancement of destructive and detrimental moral results. It indubitably leads to the adoption of questionable ethical practices and unsportsmanlike conduct. It sanctions the evasion of rules, trickery, undesirable recruiting practices bordering on professionalism, and a lack of courtesy. There is a regrettable psychological effect on the players. This effect is brought about by newspaper publicity, building up individual prestige instead of praising the machinelike functioning of a team. False attitudes are taken by the student body which revels in its athletic accomplishments while neglecting the real purpose of education.



None of this meant much to Lombardi. He simply loved football. At the first opportunity, he persuaded friends to jump on the subway with him and ride up to the Polo Grounds to watch the professional Giants and big-time college matches between Fordham and Pitt. He followed football avidly each fall in the sports pages. All through his Cathedral years, despite the discouragement of the school’s fathers, he kept playing sandlot football. As some of his teammates turned eighteen, the good ones who played on major high school teams told him stories about college recruiters dangling scholarships. Vinnie’s resistance to the outside world was already weakened—by uncertainty about a life of celibacy, by the demanding seminary curriculum and by what he thought, somewhat ashamedly, was his unpriestlike temper—and finally it broke down. Football was out there, and he wanted in.

His timing could not have been better. The very summer that he went looking for a place to play football and win a college scholarship, in essence by repeating his senior year, St. Francis Prep was searching for boys like him. He had heard of the little school, and had even visited its crumbling yellow-brick building on Butler Street, because some of his Sheepshead Bay friends already went there. St. Francis, the oldest Catholic school in Brooklyn, was fighting to survive. At first it considered dropping football, then set out on the opposite course, striving to make a name in football by almost any means necessary, handing out scholarships to gridiron talent all over the metropolitan area. Here could have been Exhibit A in the Cathedral essay about football’s evils. Many of the athletes St. Francis recruited did not meet its academic standards. With his good grades, Lombardi was an honorable beneficiary of a dubiously conducted recruiting enterprise. He was nineteen years old, with four full years of secondary school behind him. The only reason he did not already have a high school degree was that Cathedral was a six-year program. He was more mature than most of the boys he would play against, a fact that would help him and his team. He took a $150 scholarship to St. Francis for tuition and books and signed on to play football.

The sporting world tends to cling to the nostalgic belief that everything was simpler and cleaner in the old days. That is true in some ways, especially in the realm of money, but not completely. It is the fallacy of the innocent past. The sports of yesteryear might seem purer in retrospect because the larger culture keeps changing: money increases, information comes faster, and sources of temptation multiply. But human nature remains essentially the same, no more or less pure from one generation to the next. Schools employed questionable methods to build winning football programs before Lombardi came along and after he left the game. Even as he followed a relatively straight and narrow path himself, the fallacy of the innocent past would be apparent throughout his career in football, starting at a desperate little Catholic school in Brooklyn.



THERE WAS NO practice field on Butler Street. The St. Francis boys trained for ten days in August at Camp Alverno in Centerport, New York, which felt like the Ritz compared with what they had to endure once school began. Back in Brooklyn, they put on their pads and cleats at school, then clambered into an old bus and jostled through the borough to what passed for a field on the edge of Todd’s Shipyard along the East River waterfront. The skyscrapers of Manhattan soared in the middle distance. The field was actually a storage lot, a hazardous dirt yard littered with chunks of scrap iron that had to be cleared away. But if the conditions were difficult, the football was the real thing.

Harry Kane, the coach, ensured that much. He himself had been recruited to bring glory to St. Francis. He was an esteemed schoolboy tactician who had made his name coaching football and baseball at the High School of Commerce where, as he never stopped reminding later players, he had once instructed Lou Gehrig, the immortal Iron Horse of the New York Yankees. Kane was the prototypical football autocrat, a short bowling ball of a man with gray hair and a high-pitched voice who knew what he was doing and dismissed any alternative ways of proceeding. No patting on the head with Harry Kane. What he demanded of his players was undivided attention and commitment to winning. On the way back from the shipyard after a sloppy practice, furious at the way his boys were behaving, Kane shouted, “Stop the bus!” and ordered his players off, forcing them to walk the rest of the way back to Butler Street. It was a moment that Lombardi would recall with delight later, telling it to his own players when they complained that he was too unforgiving.

When the year started, Kane’s top assistant, Tut Maggio, kept an eye on Lombardi, noticed the way he hit people and thought he should be moved to the line, which Maggio coached. Interior linemen who stood five eight and weighed 175 pounds were not undersized then. Vinnie wanted no part of the move. He survived the scare, playing in the backfield on offense as a spinning fullback, whose primary function in any case was to block, running only in short-yardage situations. There was another fullback on the team, a muscular, pug-nosed Irish kid with stunning speed, all light hair and laughter, who Lombardi realized had twice his own talent but none of his determination. Vinnie played. The gifted slacker mostly sat.

Though he was there for only one year, a ringer of sorts, Lombardi became a popular student at St. Francis. He was called the class Floyd Gibbons, thought of as a bold adventurer. His smile left the greatest impression. “Lombardi is famous throughout the school for his smile that only seems to become bigger under adverse circumstances,” the SanFran yearbook said of him. “You must not think, however, that Lombardi’s smile is like those ordinary ones that some people seem to wear eternally merely to appear pleasant, and with which they mask their true feelings. Lombardi can no more help smiling than the sun can help shining.” The SanFran writer misunderstood young Lombardi, assuming that the smile reflected his “inner, happy nature.” People in Vinnie’s family knew that he was more complicated than that: the smile was also a product of the nervous energy and anxiety that drove him.

The St. Francis football team won five of six games that year on its way to the mythical Catholic school title, defeating both Brooklyn Prep and Brooklyn Tech, and Lombardi, on the field for almost every down, performed well enough to gain some all-city recognition. He had his own intense rooting section of Izzos and Lombardis at every game, led by the tattooed Harry, who lit up a Lucky Strike before the kickoff for good luck. But the most telling moment of the season for Vinnie came at the conclusion of an early game against powerful Erasmus Hall, a public high school then in the midst of a long winning streak. Led by the golden arm of its crackerjack quarterback, Sid Luckman, Erasmus shut out St. Francis, 13–0. Yet Lombardi, who smacked Luckman with a few good licks on defense, felt like anything but a loser when it was over. He experienced what he later described as a locker room epiphany. As he sat slumped on the bench in his grass-stained red and blue uniform, he was overcome by joy, a rare feeling for him. Nothing on the sandlots felt quite like this. He understood that he was not a great player, but he had fought hard, given his best and discovered that no one on the field intimidated him, no matter how big or fast. He was confident, convinced that he could compete, puzzled why other players did not put out as much as he had. He felt fatigue, soreness, competitive yearning, accomplishment—and all of this, he said later, left him surprisingly elated.

WORK and PLAY. It was an intoxicating sensation, one that he would want to experience again and again for the rest of his life.






2 Fordham Road


NEW YORK CITY once was the place to play college football. During the twenties and thirties, three schools there, Fordham, New York University and Columbia, all had major programs that attracted the best teams in the country to the Polo Grounds and Yankee Stadium. Their contests on autumn Saturdays were held in front of thunderous crowds and covered by the most influential sportswriters in America, who competed in prose and poetry to glorify the college game in more than a dozen metropolitan daily newspapers. When he accepted a scholarship to play at Fordham in the fall of 1933, choosing it over Columbia, Lombardi remained in New York, but he was a long way from home. The campus on Rose Hill was about as far from Sheepshead Bay as one could get within the city, forty-four miles from the bottom of Brooklyn to near the top of the Bronx. The trip by public transportation took an hour and a half of riding subways through three boroughs: aboveground on the BMT’s Brighton Beach Line from Avenue U to Newkirk Avenue, down under Prospect Park to Myrtle Avenue, up in daylight again to rumble over the East River at Manhattan Bridge, and back in darkness as the Sixth Avenue Line rolled north under the West Side of Manhattan and the Bronx on the way up to the Grand Concourse. At the end of that trip came a half-mile walk down Fordham Road to the school’s front gate.

Vinnie’s cousin Richie Izzo, who had arrived at Fordham a year before him and had helped persuade him to enroll there, made that commute every day. Like most of the men of Fordham, Richie was a day hop, as commuter students were called. Many day hops traveled by train and subway from Brooklyn, Queens and outer Long Island. Another contingent hitchhiked or drove down in car pools from Westchester County; Ed Quinn, who inherited an old Ford from his aunt, took a group of four guys in from New Rochelle, often with just enough gas to reach the Bronx Zoo. In those days they could abandon the car in the middle of the street—“We wouldn’t even push it to the curb,” Quinn recalled—and hustle up the sidewalk to make their nine o’clock class, certain the car would still be there late in the afternoon when they returned with a canister of gas. Some day hops found their way across the Hudson River from New Jersey; Orville Leddy took the train down from Bergenfield to Weehauken, then rode across to Manhattan on a ferry, before shuttling north on the subway. And one of the 432 men in Lombardi’s freshman class, Wellington Mara, whose father owned the New York Football Giants, was occasionally seen riding up from his family’s luxurious residence at 975 Park Avenue in the back of a chauffeur-driven limousine.

Lombardi was among the lucky few spared the daily grind. There were no day hops on the football squad. Most of the players were recruited out of the factory towns of New England or Pennsylvania coal country, but even the few who came from the New York area were given room and board on campus. They were an elite within the school’s boarding elite. Many of them, like Lombardi, had attended prep schools for a year or two after high school and were not only bigger but older than their classmates. They roomed on the same floors of Dealy or St. John’s Halls (in alphabetical order: Lombardi’s roommate was Jim Lawlor, a tackle from Astoria, Queens). They ate steaks and lamb chops together at the training table. They walked the campus in athletic brigades and played pool together in Dealy’s smoke-filled recreation room. The first memory many teammates retained of Lombardi was of an incident at the pool table; he was leaning over to make a shot during their first week on campus, and someone goosed him. His pool cue flew across the table, and he turned around with a look that warned everyone that here was a serious fellow.

The Fordham campus and its surroundings seemed isolated from the grit of the metropolis. A calming preserve of natural beauty extended from the world-famous zoo to the New York Botanical Gardens and onto the school property itself, seventy acres of cobblestone paths, gray stone Gothic buildings and rolling greenswards shaded by graceful elms. The faculty of Jesuits, robed in full-length black cassocks, strolled the paths of the Quadrangle, carrying missals and saying their office. The athletic director, Jack Coffey, prided himself on memorizing the birthday of every student. “Hello, June 11,” he chirped upon greeting young Lombardi. The campus was so evocative of academic serenity that it was a favorite choice for collegiate movie scenes. There was some clanging in the center of it all, where construction had begun on Keating Hall, but the noise was greeted as a sign of vitality, the majestic frontispiece of Keating rising skyward as a symbol that Fordham, founded in 1841 as the first Catholic institution of higher learning in the northeast United States, was flourishing even amid the economic hardship of the Depression years.

The Jesuits sought to impose strict discipline on the men who lived there, and Lombardi mostly accepted it. From his sparely furnished freshman room on the fifth floor of Dealy, high-ceilinged with a creaky wooden floor, he awoke each morning at six-thirty, dressed in coat and tie, put on his maroon-bowed miraculous medal depicting the Blessed Mother, and followed the path to chapel for daily mass before breakfast and class. He had few options in his coursework. Like many football players, he studied business administration, but only three courses separated that major from most others. All undergraduates essentially followed the same curriculum, the Jesuits’ favored Ratio Studiorum, which emphasized the retention of knowledge in the first two years and an integration of that knowledge into a spiritual philosophy in the final two. Freshmen were loaded down with as many as eight courses per semester, while seniors had only four, with an increasing emphasis on philosophy, psychology, religion and ethics. All Fordham men were expected to have an acquaintance with classical languages, which Lombardi already had fulfilled by taking Latin and Greek at Cathedral and St. Francis. At Fordham he studied French.

There was no sleeping in or skipping class. Attendance was mandatory and tests came unceasingly. The Reverend Joseph Assmuth, S.J., biology professor for underclassmen, perhaps seemed inimitable, yet he was representative of the Jesuits who instructed Lombardi. Most of them had idiosyncratic touches; all were demanding. Assmuth was considered a world authority on termites. Students could not chew gum in his class. “Zat is for cows,” he would proclaim in his German accent. “Ve don’t chew!” He did not use textbooks, but scrawled everything on the blackboard for students to take down, essentially creating a textbook over the course of the year. And he kept everyone anxious. One never knew which day of the week he would stride in and bellow “Blitz!” as assistants passed out the dreaded surprise quiz.

After classwork and football practice Lombardi was expected back in his room no later than eight on weekdays, with lights out by ten-thirty. The Jesuits conducted room checks; to demonstrate their obedience, Lombardi and Lawlor stepped out into the hall, fell on their knees and uttered their nightly prayers. On weekends, the boarders could escape the campus, but had to return by eleven, midnight for upperclassmen, and report to the residence hall prefect or dean of discipline, Father John W. Tynan, S.J. (Black Jack, the students called him), on the way back to their rooms. John Barris, one of Lombardi’s classmates, thought that it was “just like a monastery up there. They locked the gates. They wouldn’t let you out. Everything was a sin. You had this stuff drilled into you.” But football players often exhibit split personalities, willing to exist in an authoritarian environment, yet always looking for small ways to rebel. In their first weeks at Fordham, some freshman ballplayers learned how to sneak from room to room by climbing out the window and moving along the ledge while clinging to the mansard roof. Later many of them, including Lombardi, discovered they could fool the Jesuits, who checked their breath for alcohol at night, by chewing garlic cloves after drinking.



IT TOOK only one day of practice for the new head coach at Fordham to decide that his young recruit from Brooklyn was not going to become a backfield star. James H. Crowley watched Vinnie Lombardi play fullback that opening day, then motioned for freshman coach Ed Hunsinger to come over. Too slow, said Crowley, switch the kid to the front. The next day Lombardi was playing guard. He was frustrated by the move and had difficulty adjusting from the upright position of a fullback to the three-point stance of a lineman. His hip pads bothered him. Nearsighted and color-blind, he complained about what he saw up there on the line. The opponents looked too close to him, separated only by the width of the ball. But he became a guard.

That move of positions from fullback to guard in one sense marked the starting point of the mythology of Vince Lombardi. But the context of the Lombardi myth goes back another generation, to an earlier story involving his coach Jim Crowley. There is a remarkable circle of coincidence in Lombardi’s life that began, long before he had ever heard of the place, in the small northeastern Wisconsin city of Green Bay. That is where Crowley launched his own football career. He was the backfield star of the 1920 Green Bay East High team that won the state championship when he threw four touchdown passes in the decisive game against Green Bay West, the precision of his spirals aided by a deformed pinky finger on his right hand, which he said helped him better steer the ball. His first high school coach was Earl “Curly” Lambeau, a local athlete who had dropped out of Notre Dame and was also starting up a new professional team back home called the Green Bay Packers.

At Lambeau’s suggestion, Crowley left Green Bay to play for Knute Rockne at Notre Dame. There he became known as Sleepy Jim, a nickname that perfectly captured his appearance. His whole physical manner suggested relaxation: his ambling gait, his lazy hair parted down the middle, his tired, droopy eyes. It was Rockne who had coined the phrase by describing his recruit as “a sleepy-eyed lad who looked as though he were built to be a tester in an alarm clock factory.” But Crowley’s drowsy aspect disguised a quick wit. To the question of why he seemed so sleepy, he explained in deadpan: “I sleep all right at night and in the morning, but in the afternoon I toss and turn something awful.” On the practice field at South Bend, Indiana, one day, Rockne, who was called The Swede by his players, lashed out at Crowley for missing a blocking assignment. “Is there anything dumber than a dumb Irishman?” asked the coach. From Sleepy Jim came the dry retort, “Yeah, Coach, a smart Swede.”

Crowley was not just sleepy and funny, he was also a character in American mythology by the time he reached Fordham. He had been brought to fame in part by his own running skills, but more by the facile work of a publicist and the melodramatic prose of the greatest mythmaker in American sports, Grantland Rice, who over the course of a half-century wrote more than twenty-two thousand stories and seven thousand poems celebrating athletes and their games. Crowley played left halfback at Notre Dame in a backfield that included Don Miller, Harry Stuhldreher and Elmer Layden. The quartet, gritty and undersized, their average weight only 164 pounds, started twenty-two straight games from 1922 to 1924, losing only once. The fifteenth game in that streak came against a top-rated Army team at the Polo Grounds on October 18, 1924. Rice covered the contest amid the brotherhood of New York sportswriters in the press box, and in loose conspiracy with a sports information man for the Irish, he transformed Sleepy Jim and his backfield mates from mere mortals into football legends: the Four Horsemen of Notre Dame.

On the Wednesday before the game, back in South Bend, the Notre Dame players had traipsed over to the recreation center in Washington Hall for their ritual road trip eve movie. Playing on the screen that night was The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, a 1921 silent film starring Rudolph Valentino and based on the mystical book of the same title written by Vicente Blasco Ibáñez. It was a story of greed, hedonism, honor, love and war set in Argentina and France before and during World War I. In the movie’s pivotal scene, the Valentino character encounters a Christlike prophet known as the Stranger who foresees “the beginning of the end,” the coming of world conflagration, and evokes the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse from Revelation. They appear as horrifying apparitions on horseback, the helmeted Conquest, the hideous War, then Pestilence, carrying the scales of famine, and finally the pale rider on the pale horse, Death.

George Strickler, the Notre Dame public relations man, said he “got goosebumps” watching the scene where the Four Horsemen, after appearing one by one, join together and thunder across the screen. The image stayed with him all the way to New York on the train. At halftime of the Army game, as he stood in the press box gossiping with a group of writers that included Grantland Rice and Damon Runyon, he mentioned that the Irish backs were running through the Army defense “just like the horsemen.” The next morning, when he leafed through the Sunday edition of the New York Tribune, he realized that Rice had appropriated his idea for what would become the most famous football lead ever written:


POLO GROUNDS, New York, Oct. 18, 1924—Outlined against a blue-gray October sky, the Four Horsemen rode again. In dramatic lore they are known as Famine, Pestilence, Destruction and Death. These are only aliases. Their real names are Stuhldreher, Miller, Crowley and Layden.…



Strickler’s work was not finished. After reading Rice’s account he called his father in South Bend and arranged for him to rent four horses from a corral next to his saloon. At the first practice session after the team’s return from New York, photographers were led onto the field to snap the picture of a publicist’s dreams: Stuhldreher, Miller, Crowley and Layden on their mounts, wearing helmets and fearsomely stylish warmup coats. The shot was distributed nationally above the cutline: “The Four Horsemen of Notre Dame.” That phrase and the symbolism of the photograph combined to denote something beyond the prowess of a talented college backfield. All the elements were there for a new myth, born from the old.

The leathery men on horseback not only summoned the allegorical riders of the Apocalypse from the Book of Revelations, they also connected football to something that had nothing to do with the movie but everything to do with the photographic image: the mythology of the American West. Swift justice and thrilling violence, the unambiguous world of black hats and white hats, valor and perseverance on the unspoiled plain—all that seemed endangered by the advent of the modern age. But here, within the hundred yards of a football field, was another way to play out America’s enduring national myth, the freedom of the frontier. The Old West might be disappearing, but the Four Horsemen of Notre Dame rode on in the nation’s romantic imagination, in league with the silent westerns then being filmed in Hollywood, yet with a more powerful combination of sport, legend and memory. High on horseback, invincible, Stuhldreher, Miller, Crowley and Layden became honorable warriors of a lineage that reached deep into the narrative archive, as eternal and illusory as knights of the Middle Ages. Their power in the sporting imagination, like that of medieval knights, arose from the contradiction of the heroic dream described by Dutch historian Johan Huizinga, whose seminal work on the legend of chivalric knights was published contemporaneously with Grantland Rice’s rendering of the Four Horsemen. “Reality continuously denies the ideal,” Huizinga noted, forcing culture to withdraw “further and further back into the sphere of festival and play.”

Jim Crowley brought the mythology of the Horsemen with him to Fordham a decade after leaving Notre Dame. On the first day of practice, when he encountered Vince Lombardi and decided to move him to guard, he unwittingly provided the connection from past to future, from one myth to the next.



YOU DID NOT have to be a big lug to play guard. Crowley copied the system he had been taught at Notre Dame, preferring what were called “watch charm” guards, often four inches shorter and thirty pounds lighter than average linemen. The position demanded quickness and tenacity. Lombardi was squat and slow in sprints, with large feet that looked as though they belonged on somebody else’s body, but he was quick in short bursts and indisputably tenacious, as was his fellow guard Nat Pierce. What was most unusual about Lombardi was that he was from New York. The other key recruits in Crowley’s first class came out of New England factory towns: Pierce grew up in Biddeford, Maine, on a street whose name—Granite—would later define him; Leo Paquin, a rangy end, was from Brockton, Massachusetts; Joe Dulkie, a fullback, from Lowell; Andy “Handy Andy” Palau, a quarterback and kicker, and Albie Gurske, a halfback, both from Bristol, Connecticut; and Frank Mautte, another halfback, from New Haven. Among all the varsity and freshman players, only five were from New York, while eighteen were from Massachusetts alone.

During their freshman year, proscribed from varsity competition, Lombardi and his classmates spent most of their time on the practice field learning the Notre Dame box offense and mimicking the opposition in scrimmages against the varsity. The guards Lombardi and Pierce spent hour after hour practicing the crossover steps required of them when they pulled out to lead the blocking on sweeps. From his three-point stance at right guard, pulling right, Vinnie would drop his right foot back slightly at the snap, then cross over with his left foot and head out, swerving from the line enough so as not to interfere with other blockers, yet reaching the hole before the swiftest back would make his cut. Crowley’s assistants, including line coaches Frank Leahy and Judge Carberry, who also came from Notre Dame, stressed that the key to good line play was the quick start, the sudden hit, taking the momentum away from the defender. One day in practice, Lombardi and Pierce learned just how quick they both were; mishearing the play, Vinnie pulled left while Natty pulled right. They met, full force, behind center, “like a head-on car collision,” Lombardi later recalled. “We both went down. Our pride was hurt.” His nearsightedness might have hindered him in that instance, but for the most part his coaches and teammates thought he was a superior blocker precisely because he could hardly see. He hit opposing linemen a split second before he realized he was upon them, which gave him a reckless abandon, never holding back to cushion the blow.

Butch was the nickname his teammates gave Lombardi. Appropriate, perhaps, for the grandson of Tony the Barber. And it reflected Vinnie’s toughness. As rugged as he was, though, the history of his early career at Fordham is primarily a hospital report. He was held out of three freshman games with a broken ankle. During spring drills the next May, as Lombardi was preparing for his sophomore season, Crowley and the line coaches began mentioning him as a key backup, if not starter, and by fall preseason workouts his chances seemed bright. Upperclassmen on the line succumbed to injuries one after another: John Waldron dislocated his shoulder and was knocked out for the year, while Amerino Sarno, the roughneck tackle, fractured his ankle and was hobbling for several weeks. Butch Lombardi saw backup action at guard in the first varsity game of his college career, played at Yankee Stadium instead of the usual Polo Grounds, a 57 to 0 thrashing of tiny Westminster of Pennsylvania. Crowley used the mismatch to experiment, using a flexible shift formation in which the guards started in the backfield, aligned with the halfbacks, then jumped into gaps in the line before the snap. Neither the score nor Crowley’s offensive creativity proved to be signs of things to come. For the rest of that year, Fordham would be a low-scoring outfit with a conservative offense that relied on a sturdy defense to win ball games.

The next weekend, on Columbus Day, Fordham made a rare road trip (every team wanted to play in New York, where the big crowds and sportswriters were), taking the train up to play at Boston College. Early in the game a starting tackle broke two bones in his hand, further depleting the crippled line corps, and was replaced by Lombardi, who performed admirably despite his lack of size for that position. In several stories the following Monday and Tuesday, as Fordham practiced for its annual visit from St. Mary’s of California, Lombardi, projected to start at tackle, had suddenly ballooned into a bulky 200-pounder. Or so said the Fordham Rams publicity department and New York sportswriters. Butch actually still weighed about 183 pounds. The Lombardi buildup lasted one day.

In the day-to-day ritual of football practice, Wednesday was the most brutal day, the midweek session when the players went at it with game-situation ferocity. Crowley trained his men in secret, the workouts closed to students and the press. He was an adherent of long and physical practices, full of wind sprints and odd exercises like the one-legged bump, in which two players faced off against each other on one leg, holding the other behind them, and bumped shoulders until one hit the ground. Sleepy Jim thought it helped with balance. On Wednesday he kept the players on the field until they appeared as dim figures scrimmaging in the twilight, identified only by grunts. The final round was all hitting, with backs slamming into the line again and again, and blockers and tacklers, protected only by slender pads and leather helmets without face guards, pounding away in violent scrums at the line. The men often changed positions for the free-for-all; they were not rehearsing plays so much as toughening themselves for the bruises of Saturday and relieving the weekly boredom through unrestrained frenzy.

Lombardi loved Bloody Wednesday: out there on Fordham Field above the gymnasium on Rose Hill, trains from the New York Central rumbling along beyond the fence, Butch in the midst of his teammates, hours of work behind them, letting loose, darkness enveloping the Bronx, the smell of mud and grass and leaves and leather and sweat, thwack and thud, then a big heap on the ground, lying there, exhausted, and up for more.

But this time, on the Wednesday before the St. Mary’s game, Lombardi did not get up. He had playfully switched to the backfield in the free-for-all and carried the ball. As players disentangled, Butch was on the bottom of the pile, motionless, groaning loudly, kicked in the gut so hard that he could not move. He had to be carried from the field. Enough, said Crowley, sending his men to the showers. That night Lombardi felt so queasy he could not eat. He returned the next day, determined not to lose a chance to start, but collapsed before drills began and was carried off again, semiconscious. At the infirmary, doctors determined that he was bleeding internally with an aneurism in his duodenum. If nothing else, a glowing article in Friday’s New York Post must have cheered the young casualty, who had not started a game yet was portrayed as a most valuable player. “Fordham’s dreams of football glory in tomorrow’s intersectional gridiron classic with the highly-touted Galloping Gaels of St. Mary, which will pack the Polo Grounds to its historic rafters, were all but knocked galley west yesterday,” the story began. “An injury to Vin-cent Lombardi, the powerful young Brooklyn sophomore whom Jim Crowley, the Ram coach, had nominated for a starting position at tackle, did it.”

Lombardi was listed as a starting lineman in the game program, but in fact he was back in the campus infirmary when St. Mary’s beat Fordham 14 to 9, consigned to a bedridden row of maimed football players that included three other linemen and the star halfback, Joe Maniaci. Lombardi was put on a diet of soft foods: ice cream, heavy cream, milk, bananas. The next week students in his public speaking and religion classes gathered below the window of his infirmary room and shouted up songs and get-well wishes. “Gave him the little rah, rah, rah,” classmate Edward J. Schmidlein said. Inspired and still burning for his chance to play, Lombardi dragged himself out of the infirmary that Thursday and reported for practice, surprising Crowley and the Fordham beat writers, who hailed the return of “one of the cripples.” But Lombardi was so weak that he could play little that week or the next. He was in and out of the lineup the rest of the year, which Fordham completed with a 5 and 3 record. The Rams lost to three intersectional foes, but won two important games near the end of the season, 13 to 12 over Major Bob Neyland’s powerhouse Tennessee squad, and 39 to 13 against archrival NYU in the muck of Yankee Stadium on Thanksgiving Day. Most of the Fordham starting linemen graduated after that, opening the way for Lombardi and his cohorts to take over.



IT WAS NOT easy to meet women at Fordham, where even the cheerleaders were men. The Jesuits did not entirely discourage dating, but the only women on campus were a few elderly librarians and telephone operators. Joining an organization that traveled away from Rose Hill was the surest way to encounter women. The Fordham Glee Club was especially popular not just because of its musical tradition, but also its sex appeal. The male singers looked dashing in white ties and tails, and performed at the nearby women’s schools, including Mount St. Vincent’s and the College of New Rochelle. Most campus social clubs sponsored dances, none bigger than the spring formal held by the Brooklyn–Long Island Club. Four hundred Fordham men brought dates to the Hotel Pennsylvania’s rooftop across Seventh Avenue from Penn Station, where couples danced in tuxedos and gowns to the big-band music of Woody Herman and Tommy Dorsey.

Lombardi’s experience with women had been extremely limited. He played spin the bottle as an adolescent with his cousins over at Grandma Izzo’s, but during his years at Cathedral Prep, as he trained for the priesthood, even that innocent game would be considered sinful, material for his confessions. During his year at St. Francis Prep, he was allowed to date, but the girl he asked to the spring prom was his cousin Dorothy Izzo. Finally, at Fordham, largely because of the gregarious attitude of Jim Lawlor, his big, glad-handing roommate, Vinnie entered a new world of romance. Lawlor had a first cousin at Fordham named Arthur Planitz, whose two sisters, Marie and Marge, were then living with their mother in the Bronx in a first-floor apartment at 2564 Creston Avenue, a third of a mile up Fordham Road from campus. Marie had studied nursing at Roosevelt Hospital, but dropped out after getting sick. German Catholic on her father’s side and Irish Catholic on her mother’s (a Sheridan), she was tall, blonde and blue-eyed, with a figure, recalled several Fordham men, that elicited from them a familiar, ungrammatical locker room exclamation: “What a built!”

With the approval of Marie and Marge, Lawlor began bringing Vinnie and other football players to the apartment, sometimes on Saturday nights after the team’s banquet of Italian food at the Riviera Restaurant on Kingsbridge Road, more often late on Sunday afternoons. Lawlor, Lombardi, Leo Paquin, Andy Palau and a half-dozen more pals sat around munching on pretzels, drinking beer and telling lies. Marie was quickly taken by Lombardi; overwhelmed, she said later, by his maturity, his dark curly hair and brilliant smile. She became his girlfriend, his first and only. Soon after Marie and Vin met, Lawlor accompanied them down to Fair Haven, the New Jersey shore town where the Planitz family came from and where they maintained a residence.

As Marie told the story in later years, after a long day swimming and roaming the beach she said goodbye to Lombardi, walked into the house and announced to her father, “I’m going to marry that man.”

“No you’re not, Rep,” she remembered her father answering sternly. “He’s Italian.”

“Rep” was Mortimer Planitz’s pet name for his daughter, short for reptile. On the surface Mortimer Planitz appeared to be a reserved figure, conservative and status-conscious. He was a stockbroker who dressed in suit and bow tie every day, whether staying home to receive guests or heading to Wall Street to buy and sell on the New York Stock Exchange. He did not like the idea of his daughter dating the rough-looking son of an Italian butcher from Brooklyn. But Marie’s father was in no position to dictate proper behavior to others. He had long been involved in an illicit intrafamily romance that haunted his wife, Mary, and Marie herself, for the rest of their lives. When Marie was entering high school at Red Bank (New Jersey) Catholic High near Fair Haven, her father became seriously ill with blood poisoning when his cut foot was infected from the dye in dark socks. He was cared for by Mary’s sister, Cass, a nurse, at the family’s apartment in the Bronx. During the recovery period he and Cass fell in love, and they stayed together from then on.

It was a debilitating family melodrama, played out in silence and shame. The Planitzes, Marie said later, did not yell and scream or even talk about what was going on. There was no divorce and remarriage, just an unofficial rearrangement. Marie blamed everything on her aunt Cass, not her father. Her mother, Mary, became a quiet alcoholic and eventually suffered a stroke. She stayed in Fair Haven until her children finished high school, then moved to the apartment in the Bronx, switching residences with Mortimer and Cass. Marie and Marge stayed with their mother while son Arthur attended school at nearby Fordham. Disaffected and confused by the family trauma, Marie tried to lose herself in fun: in search of the next dance, another party, a new young man to meet. Then she encountered Vin Lombardi, who seemed to offer everything that her life lacked: he was emotional, he had a huge family, he was full of life, a varsity athlete, religious and dependable, a relief.

Lombardi had been shy in his dealings with women, inarticulate about his deepest feelings, but Marie awakened his dormant romantic side. He showered her with gifts and pastel-colored greeting cards to “Rie Dear” from “Vin.” She became, almost immediately, the first promoter of his career. During her high school years she had preferred to watch football games by standing on the sideline near the boys, and now she was figuratively standing next to her Vince. One day she was with him at an ice cream parlor near campus and saw big Ed Franco coming through the door. Franco, recruited to Fordham from Jersey City, New Jersey, a year after Vin, was also an interior lineman, with more raw talent, and loomed as a threat for playing time as Lombardi began his junior year. “So you’re Ed Franco. You’re the fellow trying to take away my boyfriend’s job,” Marie said to him. She bet Franco a box of candy that he would not be able to do it.

Vin brought Marie home several times in the summer after his sophomore year, when he worked as a lifeguard and special policeman at Brighton Beach, one beach down the shore from his family’s summer locker at Manhattan Beach. The Lombardis by then had moved off Fourteenth Street to a new house at the corner of Avenue S and Twenty-ninth. Vin’s brother Harold adored Marie, finding her more artistic than anyone in his own family. But the Lombardi women had trouble with her. Mother Matty seemed jealous of anyone who threatened to steal the love of her beloved son. “My mother was a very domineering woman and she would never relinquish Vin,” said Harold. Sister Madeline befriended Marie and visited her at the Bronx apartment, occasionally sleeping over, but remained suspicious. If Marie had so much money, as she boasted, why did she keep borrowing clothes from Madeline? To her, Marie seemed a bit aloof. “I don’t remember her ever showing emotion like I would,” Madeline said later. “I thought she was pretty cold, but to an Italian if you weren’t Italian I guess everybody seemed cold.”



THE YEAR 1935 in the Bronx: Lombardi told the Fordham publicist that his favorite actors were Leslie Howard, Ann Harding and Helen Hayes. He claimed to be a “voracious” reader of the books of Richard Halliburton, the daring Hoosier who wrote adventure stories romanticizing his travels around the globe. Vinnie and his Fordham teammates paid a quarter to see motion pictures at the Paramount. Another quarter got them a sixteen-inch pie at the Italian pizzerias up on Arthur Avenue. They received free season passes to Giants games at the Polo Grounds (paying only the 20 cents federal tax). Old Golds, Luckies, cork-tipped Herbert Tareytons and menthol Spuds (“When Rah! Rah! Rah! makes your throat Raw! Raw! Raw! Light a Spud Cigarette”) went for 15 cents a pack. A night out with Marie, dancing to Irving Conn and his Orchestra at Ben Riley’s Arrowhead Inn on Riverdale Avenue, set Vin back a dollar per ticket. Subway fare: a nickel. The Bronx Buick Company on Jerome Avenue advertised a 1934 Pontiac Sports Coupe, eight cylinders and rumble seat, for $495. Tickets to Fordham football games at the Polo Grounds cost 50 cents for students; other fans paid $1.10 to sit in the bleachers, $2.75 for reserved seats and $3.30 for box seats. A pittance, in retrospect, but 50 cents was hard to get in the Depression; it was a half-day’s work for Al Lucchi, one of Lombardi’s classmates, who spent several hours before and after school as an elevator operator at the Barbizon Plaza in Manhattan.

The scale of life during Lombardi’s college days now seems manageable and innocent, but that is looking through the distorted lens from present to past. Life did not appear entirely innocent then. In fact, as Lombardi began his junior year at Fordham, a dominant theme in American academic circles was the loss of innocence. Leading scholars feared that universities, reflecting changes evident in modern society, were deteriorating into incoherence, with an emphasis on the particular instead of the whole, on uninterpreted fact instead of fundamental principle, encouraging a hollow worship of fame and success. The inevitable results, they said, were confusion, greed and self-centeredness.

Robert Maynard Hutchins, president of the University of Chicago, delivered a paper asserting that bewilderment was becoming the characteristic feature of the modern world. If a university was to combat that, he said, it “must be intelligible as well as intelligent.” But “if we look at the modern American university we have some difficulty seeing that it is uniformly either one. It sometimes seems to approximate kindergarten at one end and a clutter of specialists at the other.” The fall from grace of American universities, declared Ralph C. Hutchinson, president of Washington and Jefferson College, was “evidenced by the shocking number of graduates who have been discovered in… corrupt professional practices, in the concealment of corporation assets or liabilities, in the watering of stock, the peddling of questionable securities, the evasion of income and other taxes, the distribution and acceptance of bribes, and the predatory exploitation of public resources.”

The rise of major college football was part of the debate. After a brief slump at the beginning of the decade, the game had become increasingly popular and profitable again during Lombardi’s college years: Attendance figures rose 10 percent every season from a Depression-era low in 1932, and bulging gate receipts loomed ever larger in the considerations of athletic directors and administrators. Notre Dame drew more than 53,000 spectators to every game. Navy led eastern schools with an attendance average of 44,000, with Fordham close behind. But along with enormous growth came complaints that the sport had compromised the integrity of the universities and made laughable the ideal of amateur competition. Even the Marx Brothers were laughing: their 1932 Horse Feathers was a send-up on the college recruitment of dumb football players.

The professionalization of college football dated back at least to 1891, when the University of Chicago hired the first coach at a professor’s salary, Amos Alonzo Stagg. Now Chicago’s president, Hutchins, was questioning the relevance of football to the educational mission. He had forced Stagg to leave in 1932 and was in the process of deemphasizing football; before the decade was out he would eliminate it at Chicago altogether. The college game was all but invented by Yale’s Walter Camp, who conceived the modern scrimmage rules, attempted to deepen the significance of the game with his analogies to warfare and corporate management, and glorified the players with his annual All-American teams. But in 1931 the death of an Eli player had led some to conclude that the warfare analogy had gone too far, and now Yale’s president, James Rowland Angell, stood out among the game’s leading critics. During the 1935 season Angell lambasted the commercialization of collegiate athletics, saying that football had succumbed to a “hired man” policy. “College football has become in many instances big business,” he said. “Today in college football it is the crowd, the winners, the receipts, that count above everything else in 70 percent of the institutions.” Angell offered three alternatives: (1) seek endowments to make athletics independent of gate receipts; (2) allow athletics to carry on unaided by college; or (3) abandon college sports. His comments received major coverage. Most sports columnists ridiculed his preaching (“A careful perusal of the Constitution fails to reveal that the makers of that document were greatly concerned with the possible advantages which might accrue to a youth weighing more than 150 pounds and lucky enough to kick a football more than 40 yards,” wrote Hugh Bradley).

Most editorial writers picked up the cause, however, as did other public officials. Governor Martin L. Davey of Ohio sarcastically called football “the supreme purpose of higher education” and complained that Ohio State players were stashed on the state payroll. To recruit top players, the university and its boosters found no-show or easy jobs for fourteen athletes in the state highway department, sales tax division and motor vehicle department, or at the capitol as legislative pages, elevator operators or clerks. The Reverend Patrick J. Mahan, S.J., of Creighton University said that big-time college football presented an inherent contradiction. “I am convinced, and reasonably so, that no regular player is on a big team without being paid. He does not, out of his own pocket, pay for his tuition, fees, board and lodging. Yet authorities of universities decry the subsidizing of athletics,” said Mahan, concluding: “If you sit in at a crooked game you must be crooked if you expect to win.”

During his first three years at Fordham, Jim Crowley heard no complaints from his Jesuit superiors about the dominance of big-time college football on campus. His problem with Father Aloysius J. Hogan, the school’s president, was of an entirely different sort. Hogan had little use for academ-ics who disliked football. Crowley’s problem with his boss was that here was a Jesuit who thought he knew everything about sports. Every Monday during football season, shortly after lunch, Hogan would slip into Sleepy Jim’s blue Packard parked outside the campus’s Bathgate entrance, puff on his pipe and launch into a soliloquy on the tactics the coach might employ for the next game. Crowley ignored the advice but endured the lectures, which were a quiet source of amusement to others in the athletic department, though not to Jack Coffey, who faced the same situation with his baseball team. Once, after Coffey’s ball club lost a game 18 to 2, Father Hogan was beside himself, saying there was no reason they should have lost by such a score. “I help out as much as I can,” the father lamented. “But the exigencies of the job are endless, and I cannot be in two places at one time.”



HIS JUNIOR YEAR was the most frustrating of Butch Lombardi’s career. He began the season as the regular right guard, but injured his shoulder in a 13 to 7 victory over visiting Vanderbilt, and soon lost his job to Ed Franco. Whether this prompted Marie to pay off her bet and give Franco a box of candy is lost in history, but it did cause her boyfriend to sulk. Franco not only played, he became a star, part of a tough front line that shut out Pitt in a scoreless tie and stifled the offense of talented St. Mary’s in a 7 to 7 tie. The front seven linemen performed so strongly that Fordham’s publicist gave them a nickname, The Seven Samsons. Lombardi was relegated to a backup group of “shock troops” who spelled the regulars at the start of the game and again in the third quarter. Still, his injury jinx persisted, even with limited playing time. He twisted an ankle against Pitt and got elbowed in the mouth so hard in the St. Mary’s game that his lower teeth were knocked loose. He wore a bridge for the rest of his life. He was the constant companion of trainer Jake Weber, the diminutive Dutchman known as Eighty Minute Jake, who could single-handedly tape the ankles of the entire forty-man squad, eighty ankles in eighty minutes. Harry Lombardi’s old admonition to his son—“Hurt is all in your mind!”—was only partially true. Vinnie was hurting body and soul. One Saturday night, stuck alone in his room at St. John’s with an injury, he spotted classmate James Ambury walking down the abandoned hallway and called him in for help. “Would you get me a priest?” Lombardi asked. “I need to go to confession but I can’t move.”

Sleepy Jim’s entire team felt frustrated that year. The two ties and a 20 to 0 thumping by Purdue had dropped the Rams from the top national rankings. Thinking that Fordham had no chance against Jock Sutherland’s Pitt team, New York’s sportswriting fraternity had largely ignored what proved to be Fordham’s finest defensive outing in years, choosing instead to take the overnight train to Columbus to cover the Notre Dame versus Ohio State matchup. But after stopping Pittsburgh, Fordham’s players were convinced they were the best squad in the East going into the season finale against rival NYU, which, with an easier schedule, was unbeaten in seven games and anticipating a bowl berth. Before the game, the New York Evening Journal, Harry Lombardi’s favorite paper, thought it had a scoop. Fordham’s two senior stars, running back Joe Maniaci and tackle Amerino Sarno, reported that two “flashily dressed” gamblers driving an “expensive car” approached them outside the practice field at Fordham and offered them $1,000 each to throw the game.

As Maniaci told the story to the newspaper, “Sarno and I were on our way to the gym to change our clothes. Two fellows got out of their car. One guy asked, ‘You guys need any money?’ I said, ‘Who doesn’t?’ The fellow asked me if I’d like to make a G for myself and made Sarno the same offer. We laughed. ‘What do you want us to do?’ The fellow said, ‘We’re a couple of bookies and we stand to make a lot of money on this game if we know which way it’s going to go. All we want you guys to do is make it sure for us. You, Maniaci, you fumble that ball whenever you can and you, Sarno, make your tackles miss. In other words, dog it.’ ”

Hours before the game the next day, Maniaci and Sarno reported the bribe attempt to Sleepy Jim and their teammates. The story enraged the squad, pumping them up even more for the crucial contest, which was played on Thanksgiving Day before a boisterous sellout crowd of 75,000 at Yankee Stadium. Fordham dominated the Violets, winning 21 to 0, led by the offensive play of halfback Maniaci and quarterback Handy Andy Palau, who caught a touchdown pass, intercepted two passes, punted, returned punts and won the Madow Trophy as the game’s most valuable player. Lombardi spent the first quarter on the sideline, but rushed the field with a band of teammates in the second quarter when Sarno got into a fistfight with NYU tackle Perry Gaffen. When the brawl ended, Sarno and Gaffen were tossed from the game, and the hole in the line gave Lombardi some unexpected playing time at guard. At midfield after the game, Crowley encountered NYU coach Mal Stevens, whose Rose Bowl hopes had just been crushed.

“I’m sorry, Mal,” Crowley said.

“That’s all right, Jim,” said Stevens. “Maybe I can do as much for you someday.”

Up in the press box, Damon Runyon, covering the game for the New York American, banged out his familiar telegram-style lead, addressing it to the Rose Bowl Committee:


Dear Gents: Sorry will be unable to meet you in Rose Bowl stop We used everything possible against Fordham including our Dukes but were de-emphasized again stop They have tough chins stop Suggest worthy opponent for you would be Andrew Palau and any ten other fellows stop Love and kisses

The Violets

New York University



The next day Father Harold Mulqueen, the prefect at St. John’s Hall where the football players lived, confronted Maniaci and Sarno after being told by police detectives that the bribe story appeared questionable. The seniors finally confessed to the priest. They had concocted it. Their only motive from the beginning, they said, was to inspire the team, which indeed they had, and the lopsided victory restored Fordham to national renown: the final polls ranked the Rams eleventh in the country.

There was one final bit of controversy for the Fordham football team that school year, and Lombardi was in the middle of it. It happened during spring practice, as the men were going through drills in preparation for the 1936 season, which would be Lombardi’s last. He felt unsure of his standing on the team. Sleepy Jim had been picking on him, making him feel that he could do nothing right. Late one afternoon, after a discouraging session, Lombardi was taking a shower when he was approached by Richard Healy, another senior-to-be who was feeling equally frustrated after three years as a second-string end. Healy was known as a practical joker, and this time he went too far. He called Lombardi a wop and told another player to stand next to him to see who was darker. Lombardi was enraged. He tackled Healy to the hard shower floor and punched him several times before Leo Paquin and a few other teammates broke it up. Blood flowed into the shower drain as Healy and Lombardi were taken to the infirmary.

“I got an egg on my head and he got some stitches in his forehead,” Lombardi later recalled. Healy said he “got the worst of it” in the exchange of blows, and carried the shame of what he had done for the rest of his life. “I agonized over it for years. It haunted me. It was another dumb trick. A dumb Irish trick. I regret that. It was a sad moment in my life.” Fordham had a new president that spring, Father Robert I. Gannon, S.J., who did not think much of big-time college football. When he heard about the shower room fight, he considered it evidence that the violent game was making brutes of young men, turning them away from the responsible traditions of the Jesuits. He suspended both players from the team. Lombardi was stunned. “I thought,” he said later, “that it was the end of my career.”






3 We Do, or Die


TEN DAYS BEFORE the Fordham football squad opened its 1936 season, a young sportswriter for the Associated Press visited the practice field at Rose Hill to assess the team’s prospects for the coming year. This cub reporter for the AP later gained journalistic renown as James R. Reston, Washington editor and columnist for the New York Times, but in his early days he covered sports under the informal byline Scotty Reston. Writing in the clipped and matter-of-fact style of the wire service, Reston centered his preseason account on a quote from the coach that was predictable both for its humor and pessimism. “I feel at home with this squad because they’re big and I can’t pronounce their names,” said Sleepy Jim Crowley. “But we’re playing so many tough teams that we can have a very good year and still lose almost every ball game.” The eight-game schedule, Reston pointed out, featured first-rate teams from every corner of the nation: Southern Methodist from the Southwest, St. Mary’s from California, Purdue from the Midwest and Georgia from the South, along with powerhouse Pittsburgh and NYU in the traditional finale. But Crowley had sixteen top lettermen returning, and not even his droll pessimism could diminish the great expectations for his team in his fourth year as coach.

Reston appraised this as Fordham’s “biggest, fastest and most promising squad in years.” His competitor at the New York Sun, Edwin B. Dooley, in a story headlined “Ram Team May Be Best in History of Institution,” wrote his season-setter in more effusive prose: “Every one on the campus from the clerks in the office to the gardeners on the lawn was talking about it. All of them wanted to know if you had heard about the team Jim Crowley is going to have this year. If you hadn’t it was a pity, for it was an absolute fact, you were informed, that the Maroon machine will be the best ever to set foot on Fordham’s practice field.” The stories noted that the strength of the team would be its seven-man line, led by a rugged junior who played center on offense and backer-up (what linebackers were called then) on defense. He was the player Reston identified as “the great unpronounceable”: six-foot, 200-pound Alexander Franklin Wojciechowicz, who was being promoted for All-American honors as Wojy, his more pronounceable nickname. It was said that the sound of his blocks and tackles was so distinctive, a clean and sharp smack, that even a blind man could tell if Wojy had made the play. Starting up front with him would be ends Leo Paquin and Johnny “Tarzan” Druze, tackles Ed “Devil Doll” Franco and Al “Ali Baba” Babartsky, both of whom had been moved out from guard, leaving left guard for Natty Pierce and right guard for Vin Lombardi.

At last Lombardi was a fixture in the starting lineup, the beneficiary of the persuasive powers and football judgment of Crowley. First the coach intervened with Father Gannon to lift Lombardi’s and Healy’s suspensions. Then he and line coach Frank Leahy concluded that they could field the sturdiest forward wall by moving surplus guard talent to tackle, where two vacancies had been left by graduation. The new line Crowley built for the 1936 season from left to right: Paquin, Franco, Pierce, Wojy, Lombardi, Babartsky and Druze. Before the era of two-platoon football, these seven were almost sixty-minute men, playing both ways all season with occasional substitutions (the most frequent being Harry Jacunski at end for the oft-injured Paquin). On offense they responded fiercely to Crowley’s familiar sideline refrain: “Blockers! More blockers!” he would shout. On defense they became known as the Seven Blocks of Granite, an evocative epithet that made the 1936 season memorable and blessed the Fordham linemen with a permanent place in football lore. For one among them, the scrappy right guard, already twenty-three years old, his uneven playing career nearing an early end, it served an even greater purpose: the figurative block of granite became a cornerstone in the construction of the mythology of Vince Lombardi.

On the eve of the season opener, Crowley paced the floor of his apartment on East Ninety-sixth Street in Manhattan. This late-night pacing had become a ritual for him, as he turned over in his mind every play that might go wrong the next day. Up at the Fordham campus, nine of his veteran players gathered in the St. John’s Hall room of Dick Healy to tell stories and play craps for dimes on the bed. Butch Lombardi came, the bruises of his shower brawl with Healy forgotten. Paquin, considered the intellect of the group, was interviewing his teammates for a weekly column he wrote for the Fordham Ram. The players were in “fine physical and mental condition,” Paquin determined, and were anxiously awaiting “the coach’s signal to ‘Go get ’em, boys.’ ” Wojy said he was eager for the St. Mary’s Gaels “to blow into town.” Frank Mautte, captain and halfback, was expecting trouble from Pittsburgh, which had already started its season and had rung up 53 points in the opener. Franco was nervous about his move to tackle and looking forward to playing the “Southern Methodist gang for thrills.” Lombardi said he had “a score to settle with Purdue,” which had dealt the Rams their only loss the previous season. Andy Palau, still frustrated by Sleepy Jim’s cautious offense, said he expected to pass more this year. The answers were classic ballplayer clichés, none more so than the one Paquin elicited from Johnny Druze. “I’m not looking ahead to anyone but Franklin and Marshall,” the opening day opponent, Druze said, noting that assistant coach Hugh Devore “saw them play last Saturday, and reports a great club.”

Not so great, it turned out. The year before, Franklin and Marshall had surprised Fordham, losing only 14 to 7. This time Fordham ran up 66 points before the Diplomats from Pennsylvania finally scored in the closing seconds by falling on a blocked punt in the end zone. The Rams offense looked unstoppable, gaining 308 yards on the ground and another 98 through the air on six of seven passes. It was not entirely the wide-open attack Palau was hoping for, but impressive enough. But the offense created by Crowley, the old Horseman, turned from apocalyptic to meek after that first week. Southern Methodist came into New York next, and from the start all attention was on the visitors from Dallas, who arrived like a traveling circus, replete with mascot pony, marching jazz band and an official sweetheart named Mary Ann Collins. Riding east by train, the SMU pageant reached Grand Central Station at 10:45 Friday morning. While the players relaxed at the Hotel Croyden, the jazz band and its official sweetheart wowed New York, parading double time down Forty-second Street and performing at the Madison Square Garden rodeo.

At the Polo Grounds the next day, Southern Methodist revived the circus atmosphere by keeping the ball high. The Mustangs threw more passes than Fordham might attempt in a full season (forty-eight), and gained 213 yards passing, to zero for the Rams. But for all their showmanship, they could not score. Six times Fordham’s defenders were pushed deep into their own territory; each time they stopped SMU from crossing the goal line. The visitors grew desperate as the afternoon darkened, until finally they threw one too many; Johnny Lock intercepted a long SMU pass and raced seventy-five yards for the game’s only score. Fordham had been outplayed all day, but still won 7 to 0, maintaining its national standing. In the locker room afterwards, Sleepy Jim and his players acknowledged that they had been lucky. But Johnny Lock was a shaky hero, nauseous since reaching the end zone. In the excitement of the moment, dashing downfield on his run to glory, he had swallowed a wad of tobacco.



LOMBARDI WAS AN INVETERATE talker on the field. Always yapping. Aggressive. Barking. Come on, let’s go! There were times when Andy Palau had to tell him to hold it down so he could call the play. No. 40 was the bossy older brother to his partners along the line, shoving them around even though they were all bigger, demanding more from them even though they were all better. “The better we became, the tougher and meaner Vinnie got all the time. He felt it was his obligation to instill religion in the younger players,” said Tarzan Druze. The other members of the line were comparatively quiet. Wojy, a good-natured quipster out of uniform, turned mum in the locker room before a game and let his hitting speak for him until it was over. Natty Pierce, Druze and Devil Doll Franco occasionally threw wisecracks and taunts across the line to opposing players. But only Butch was incessantly talking to himself and his teammates. His eyelids blinked furiously. Damn it, what’s going on here! When he missed a block or thought a play had been fouled up, he hustled back to the huddle seething “like a madman,” in the words of his line coach, Frank Leahy, who worried that Lombardi was “always treading a thin line” between competitiveness and fanaticism. “There never was a more aggressive man who played for me than Vincent. There were times when I genuinely worried that he might be too aggressive.” He impressed the more talented Wojy as a battler, a “fighting guard who never took any guff from anybody.” But he rarely let his emotions interfere with his concentration for the next play.

As the quarterback in Crowley’s Notre Dame box formation, Palau lined up a few yards behind center, then shifted to the left or right before the snap, often ending up behind the right guard. On many plays he and Lombardi had the same blocking assignment, pulling out to double-team an opposing tackle or guard, Vin hitting the defender from the inside, Handy Andy from the outside. They were not the most intimidating sight coming at you, Palau a bony 165 pounds, twenty less than Lombardi, and both were slow afoot, but they were persistent and smart. They developed their own internal blocking signals. If one thought he could handle the tackler alone, he would yell “Ice” and the other would turn upfield looking for a backer-up to block instead. “Vinnie was very smart that way,” according to Palau. “Many times he called the play and got it right.” His attributes of perfectionism and determination were more apparent to the team than to sportswriters in the press box, who dismissed Sleepy Jim’s occasional comment that Vinnie was his most underrated player. Wojy and Devil Doll attracted most of their attention.

Lombardi’s teammates could not see intimations of greatness in him, but they responded to his forceful character. He seemed mature beyond his years, carrying himself on campus like a young salesman moving briskly on his way to the next call. His shirts and suits were sharply pressed. He toted a snappy brown briefcase with neatly organized class notes and football diagrams. On game days he helped round up the team for mass, bringing along even Palau, a Lutheran. After the ritual ankle taping down in Jake Weber’s barber’s chair and a midmorning lunch of steaks and chops, peas, potatoes and milk, the Rams marched onto the bus for the ride up Fordham Road and down the Grand Concourse to the Polo Grounds. They sang most of the way, loud and joyous, starting with the playful (“She Told Me She Loved Me, but, Oh, How She Lied”), moving on to the sacred (the lilting Latin hymn, “Regina Coeli, Laetare”) and ending with the school’s emotional fight song. Lombardi would rise from his seat, flash his luminescent teeth and conduct the chorus of “The Fordham Ram.”


Hail, men of Fordham, hail; on to the fray;

Once more our foes assail in strong array,

Once more the old Maroon, wave on high;

We’ll sing our battle song: WE DO, OR DIE!



THE SOUTHERN METHODIST show was nothing compared with the coming of St. Mary’s two weeks later. Led by its ebullient coach, Edward “Slip” Madigan, the team and an accompaniment of six reporters and 253 fans rode out of the Moraga valley in northern California on a fifteen-car special train, stopping to practice at Chicago’s Soldier Field along the way. The eastbound party was preceded by Tom Foudy, an advance man born for the carnival circuit, who spread word that the Gaels had a new back, Jes Groux, who could throw the ball eighty yards “and when the wind is right he can make it one hundred,” and pass with such accuracy that he knocked a nickel off a stake from fifty yards away. In this, their sixth trip east, Foudy noted, the Gaels would feature “the only Jew ever to play for St. Mary’s,” sophomore Harry Aronson, the son of a San Francisco tailor, and they would wear sensational new uniforms, solid silk in stockings, shirts and trousers, all of a shimmering emerald green with red, white and gold touches.

When the train reached Pennsylvania Station, Slip Madigan dashed over to the Waldorf to meet with his pals in the New York press corps. Stanley Woodward, the erudite sports editor of the Herald Tribune and president of the New York Football Writers’ Association, was there, along with Allison Danzig of the New York Times, Bill Corum of the Evening Journal, Joe Williams of the World-Telegram, Frank Graham of the Sun, and Grantland Rice and Damon Runyon, among others. In one sentence, Runyon captured the philosophy of his brethren. “All of us dyed-in-the-wool New York sports writers from Pueblo, Colo., Memphis, Tenn., Waterbury, Conn., Chicago, Ill., Milwaukee, Wis., Boston, Mass., and way stations, are loyally pulling for the home team today, although it is pretty tough to pull against St. Mary’s after you’ve met Slip Madigan,” he wrote for his “Both BarrelS” column, published in the New York American the next morning. Wherever he went in the Waldorf, Runyon said, he was accosted by “inmates of California” wearing little red and blue caps, their “pockets stuffed full of pamphlets” about their home state. “As a matter of fact, we are commencing to suspect that St. Mary’s annual pilgrimage to the big town on the excuse of a football game with Fordham is nothing more nor less than an insidious publicity campaign for California.”

The Fordham men were thinking only football. The St. Mary’s contest was the first of three games in the middle of the schedule that looked as though they would define this promising season: St. Mary’s, then Pitt, followed by Purdue. After the first three games, the Rams had given up no touchdowns rushing and only two overall, both in the final minutes on fluke plays when the first string line was not in the game. But Crowley was still losing sleep over his offense and starting to take criticism for its lack of firepower. Dooley of the Sun, himself a former running back at Dartmouth, noted that Crowley “has never had an attack at Rose Hill which was even faintly reminiscent of the Four Horsemen.” Slip was getting all the ink, but Sleepy Jim was certain he had the better story. He was searching, as he often did, for something to inspire his team.

Crowley was at heart a showman. Once he invited the heavyweight boxing champion Jack Dempsey to talk before a game. Whenever his friend and fellow Horseman Don Miller was in New York, Crowley ushered him onto the field for practice, but invariably dispelled the Horsemen myth with his instinctive sarcasm. “This is Don Miller, boys,” he said once. “He used to play right halfback and block for me at Notre Dame. He is going to take the backs down to one end of the field and give them some tips. I want them to pay very strict attention—and when he has finished, forget everything he has said.” Crowley even tried secret potions. Lombardi later told the story of how Crowley, before one game in 1935, claimed that he had been working with “a scientist from the Swiss Alps” and had invented “a pill that will impart superhuman strength.” This was long before the era of uppers and greenies and steroids. It was a psychological con job; Crowley was using nothing more than sugar pills. The players came forward one by one, tongues out, to receive the wonder pill delivered on tweezers. Lombardi felt “HUGE,” as though he could stomp anybody, when he took the field for warmups that day.

For the St. Mary’s game, Crowley tried to inspire his men with stirring words. This was not his strong suit; he could never replicate the mystical oratorical powers of his old mentor Knute Rockne from the shadows of the Golden Dome. But in the locker room at the Polo Grounds on that October 24 Saturday, Crowley assembled his men and began a pregame speech that his players long remembered. There was a sellout crowd out there in the stands, he told them, and millions more would be listening to Ted Husing’s radio broadcast. Out of the multitudes, he wanted them to think of one special fan, his elderly mother, “sitting in her rocking chair out there in Green Bay, saying her beads” for her boy’s good luck, waiting to hear whether Fordham could compete with the best. They must not let her down. Crowley paused, turned to the team manager and, in a low voice that rose to a crescendo, sent his players on a wild charge into the sunlight with the words, “Son, you better open the door and get out of the way fast. HERE COMES MY FORDHAM TEAM!”

Crowley also unveiled a new offensive plan, sending his backfield men in motion, which almost proved the team’s undoing. Referee J. P. Egan determined that the Fordham backs were not coming to a complete stop after the shift, and he threw the flag on them seven times. Damon Runyon had his lead: “Penalty, penalty, who gets the penalty, seems to be the game the officials are playing this afternoon.…” St. Mary’s took an early 6 to 0 lead, aided by the constant penalties and a powerful kicker, Lou Ferry, described by Runyon as “a human siege gun,” who kicked field goals of eighteen and forty yards. But Ferry was “lugged off the field by six of his teammates” after being hurt in the second quarter. Handy Andy Palau brought Fordham back by throwing a touchdown pass and kicking the extra point, and the Rams held on to win 7 to 6. “The locker room afterwards was one mad scramble of backslapping, songs and shouts of ‘What’s hot tonight?—see you at the Commodore!’ ” Paquin, the end and newspaper chronicler, recalled. “Crowley in the meantime was congratulating each player and had the broadest grin of all.”

The victory, Runyon noted in his game story, left “the team from Bronx county still undefeated and untied this season, with the old Rose Bowl dream flourishing up Fordham Road like a hot-house tomato.” Also flourishing was the Fordham front line, which held St. Mary’s to no touchdowns and only eight net yards for the afternoon. New York papers began running daily reports on Ram practices, focusing on the line. “Fordham Gets Blocking Drill in Scrimmage,” read one headline. “The line may not be everything in football, but it is very important,” wrote columnist Joe Williams. “It is practically impossible to score against the Fordham line.” Willard Mullin, the sports cartoonist, drew a half-page cartoon that week with the caption, “Just a Line to Let You Know,” over sketchings of Paquin, Franco, Pierce, Wojciechowicz, Lombardi, Babartsky and Druze. Below the players, Mullin sketched Sleepy Jim Crowley and a caption, “And So He Built a Line.” James Cannon of the New York American paid a visit to Crowley and posed the pressing question.

How good is this team of yours?

The greatest defensive team I’ve ever seen, said Crowley.

Not the best Crowley had coached, Cannon reported. The best he had ever seen, with a line that was superior to the Seven Mules who played in front of the Four Horsemen.

Assistant coach Hugh Devore returned from Pittsburgh with a scouting report on the next opponent, a team that had already beaten Notre Dame and Ohio State. Pitt’s program represented the best and most controversial aspects of college athletics in the 1930s. Under Jock Sutherland it played a precise, exciting style of football, but it was a de facto pro team. Pitt paid players so brazenly that Notre Dame complained and dropped the Panthers from its schedule after that season, while Sutherland soon decided to move on to the true professional ranks. The talent of that 1936 squad was made clear in Devore’s scouting report. He analyzed each player in the starting lineup and posted the findings on a wall next to Jake Weber’s barber chair in the basement of the Rose Hill gym, something for the Fordham players to study as they had their ankles taped. Jake added to the display, posting a picture of each Pitt player next to the report.

The prospects of a Rose Bowl, the emerging glory of a great line, the New York sports fraternity’s hunger for a new local star—sometime that week Fordham’s football team reached that ineffable moment when it was transformed into a phenomenon, the story people wanted to talk about, the team everyone wanted to see. Athletic director Jack Coffey noted a “salutary rush for tickets,” with even the upper deck in the Polo Grounds selling out for Pitt. One night that week the players took in a double feature on the Grand Concourse, and between movies the lights went up, the manager pointed out the Fordham athletes, and the audience rose to cheer.

There was no surer sign of Fordham’s new celebrity than the attention Damon Runyon paid the team. Now he was not only writing game stories, but also dipping into Fordham material for features and columns. Runyon’s turn of phrase could make any story a corker, his humor evincing the universal in the particular. His story on Rameses VII, the team mascot, was a hilarious take on the use of animals on football field sidelines. “The Fordham boys up in the Bronx have a ram for a mascot, a ram being a gentleman sheep. This ram, whose name is always Rameses, is a sullen old bloke, who has to be dragged around by man-power whenever they want it to go anywhere, and it despises football. We believe Rameses would be much better off, and perhaps happier, as chops, or with curried rice.”

By 1936 football was a sidelight for the prolific Runyon, who by one estimate wrote 73 million words in newspaper stories, columns, screenplays and works of fiction during his career. One problem with football was that it was played in daylight and outdoors. He preferred “jernts” like Lindy’s restaurant to open air. He was on the town every night, usually stationed on a narrow stretch of midtown Broadway that he had adopted as his own since 1931, when he began writing short fiction about the “guys” and “dolls” who operated there. He could stay up all night, drinking forty cups of coffee, and look as fresh in the morning in his sharp clothes and glasses as his more subdued colleagues. From the hustlers and hacks he encountered at night came his characters, Harry the Horse, Sam the Gonoph, Bookie Bob. Runyon lived in the moment and wrote both his fiction and his Fordham game stories in the present tense.

But what can one write about a football game in which neither team scores and only once does either even threaten to cross the goal line? For the second straight year, Pitt and Fordham struggled to a scoreless tie. Runyon did his best: “ ’Tis a great football pulling and hauling that Fordham and Pittsburgh put on in the Giants’ yard this afternoon, with 57,000 customers teetering on the edge of their chairs throughout, but the upshot of it all is a dead heat, nothing to nothing. Ordinarily nothing from nothing leaves nothing, but in this case there remains to the observers the memory of one of the grandest gridiron shindigs in history—two teams battling each other to who-laid-the-chunk. You can’t say at the finish that one is better than the other by as much as an eyelash.” Runyon’s prose was no more panegyrical than that of many of his press box colleagues. Stanley Woodward, writing in the Herald Tribune, said the game “came close to the claims of the press agents and it is doubtful if better or more savage football was played on any gridiron.”

It was the front line, again, that stood out for Fordham: “transcendent,” wrote Danzig of the Times, “against one of the hardest running attacks in football.” The single scoring threat of the game came in the third quarter, when the spectacular Pitt running tandem of Marshall “Biggie” Goldberg and Bobby LaRue led the Panthers on a forty-six-yard drive, finally reaching the Fordham three-yard line. Fourth down, a yard and a half to go. Fordham had not given up a running touchdown all year. The front line was exhausted and wounded. Lombardi was playing hurt, a deep gash inside his mouth. He had been injured on offense earlier in the game, when Palau, to Vin’s increasing dismay, kept calling the same play, the halfback inside tackle, in which the quarterback and right guard try to double-team Pitt’s left tackle, an unmovable behemoth named Tony Matisi. One of Matisi’s flying elbows had smacked Lombardi in the jaw, hashing the inside of his mouth into a fleshy mess that would require thirty stitches after the game. He had been on the bench, recovering, when Pitt began its charge, but Sleepy Jim called him back and now he was out there at his own goal line, swallowing blood. Next to him stood Babartsky, his wrenched right knee throbbing with pain. Behind them was Palau, woozy as well, having been kneed in the head earlier while making a crucial tackle on the high-stepping Goldberg. Here, for Lombardi, was the beautiful controlled violence of his game, holy war and bloody rite, refusing to yield, ignoring the body’s fatigue. We do, or die.

On fourth down Pitt gave the ball to La Rue, running inside left tackle. Lombardi and Babartsky held firm. Wojy, the backer-up, came hurtling over, met La Rue with one of his blindman smacks and brought him to the ground two yards short of the goal. That was it for the game, no more scoring threats, and when it was over the Rams reacted as though they had won. Their fans stormed the field as the marching band played late into the autumn afternoon. Andy Palau won a coin toss with Pitt’s captain and brought the game ball back to Rose Hill on the bus.

As scores came in by Teletype from across the country that day, it became clear that Fordham stood as the finest unbeaten team in the East. This caught the attention of Henry Grantland “Granny” Rice, whose syndicated column, “The Sportlight,” along with his magazine articles and monthly film shorts, made him the most influential chronicler of American sports. His cherubic face framed by the trademark Confederate gray fedora, his manner always gentlemanly, his wit soft and self-deprecating, Rice lived the playful sportswriter’s life. He appeared at every major event, from boxing to horse racing to baseball to college football. He knew everyone, from presidents to jockeys; in any city he visited, his hotel room was the place to congregate after the games; and his prose and poetry were beloved by millions of readers. In the era before television, sportswriters served as the nation’s tribe of storytellers, popular artists invested with enormous powers to reinforce cultural mores and shape the public imagination. Rice was the wise man of his tribe, “the bringer of good news about games,” as he was later eulogized by William Randolph Hearst. It was Rice who had written the seminal bromide of good sportsmanship (“When the one great scorer comes/To mark against your name/He writes not that you won or lost/But how you played the game.”) It was Rice who had watched the great Red Grange run and called him the Galloping Ghost. And it was Rice who had immortalized Sleepy Jim Crowley as one of the Four Horsemen of Notre Dame.

Rice translated into poetry what he saw on the playing fields not merely to elevate play to a more literate (if sappily romantic) realm; he saw a natural, ineluctable connection. “Verse and sport together make up the menu perfectly,” he once explained. “Nothing else is needed where brain and brawn, heart and ligament are concerned. Rhythm, the main factor in both, is one of the main factors in life itself. For without rhythm, there is a sudden snarl and tangle.” Now, after Fordham’s front line had performed brilliantly for Jim Crowley, Rice looked down at a fresh piece of copy paper in his typewriter and found the rhythm for a new ode titled “Old Gibraltar.” Not exactly the “Ozymandias” of one of his favorite poets, Percy Bysshe Shelley, but still moving to Fordham men everywhere.


Great, mighty Minnesota fell, upon a fateful day,

Both Yale and Army felt the axe, and tossed their crowns away,

Big Holy Cross, an early boss, hears no more winning hands,

Yes, strange things happened everywhere, but the Fordham Wall still stands.

Once Carthage ruled an ancient coast, but where is Carthage now?

The Grecian Phalanx no more wears the winning olive bough,

And where are Persia’s ruling hosts, that ruled all warring lands?

Their day is done, by sand and sun, but the Fordham wall still stands.

Who took the thrust of S.M.U. and rolled its chargers back?

Who stood the Gaels upon their heels and broke up each attack?

Who held young Goldberg at the line, with willing hearts and hands?

The answer rings from Coast to Coast: the Fordham wall still stands.



TIMOTHY SYLVESTER COHANE was already preoccupied with the Fordham wall and what he could do with it. Cohane, the school’s fresh-faced publicist, had taken a job in the sports information department as a student a few years earlier after Jack Coffey cut him from the baseball team. He wrote witty articles in Fordham football programs during his school days, while also editing the sports section of the Ram. After graduating in 1935 he emerged as the favored press agent of New York sportswriters. More than anything, this lanky son of a New Haven dentist wanted to be part of the press box brotherhood, a keeper of the myth. He wore a fedora, drank scotch, smoked cigars and told stories with a deep voice, exhibiting great command of the language. His sensibilities were those of the tribe: respect for coaches, loyalty to the home team, glory to the game, but all with a leveling touch of sarcasm. He loved the pageantry of football. Every Saturday morning he arrived at the press box before anyone else and sat alone studying the teams and the numbers. He knew all the fight songs and tried to write some himself.

As an ace public relations man, Cohane understood that his mission was to make people remember his team and its players, and that the most effective way to accomplish this was through the imagery of metaphor and nickname, the semiotics of myth. The year before he had called Fordham’s formidable front seven The Seven Samsons, but it failed to catch on, perhaps conjuring an image too archaic and hirsute. Cohane knew the myth of the Four Horsemen and Seven Mules, and he revered Granny Rice. The Seven Mules reminded him of something he had once seen in the New Haven Journal Courier back in 1930, when he was in high school. Fordham boasted of a powerful front line even then, under the coaching of Frank Cavanaugh, the Iron Major, whose teams went nearly two years without allowing a rushing touchdown. In the week between the Holy Cross and NYU games that 1930 season, an AP wirephoto ran in the New Haven paper under the cutline “The Seven Blocks of Granite.” Cohane exhumed the phrase from the graveyard of sports metaphors and applied it to the 1936 Fordham line, first using it as a headline in the program for the Pitt game. Paquin, Franco, Pierce, Wojciechowicz, Lombardi, Babartsky and Druze. The Seven Blocks of Granite.

Here, as with the Four Horsemen, phrase and image converged in the creation of a mythology that transcended its athletic reality. The number seven at once represented good luck and evoked an ancient and permanent lineage: seven seas, seven wonders of the world, seven blocks of granite. That the image was a wall of stone, an inanimate object, gave it a pureness beyond the human capacity, as philosopher Roland Barthes points out in his “Mythologies” essays: “We must not forget that an object is the best messenger of a world above that of nature: one can easily see in an object at once a perfection and an absence of origin, a closure and a brilliance, a transformation of life into matter (matter is much more magical than life).” There could be no better time for a perfect and permanent object than in 1936: dust storms rage in the American heartland, the Germans storm into the Rhineland, depression and totalitarianism threaten life all around, but the Fordham wall still stands.

Tim Cohane received notice for creating the Seven Blocks, but for the rest of his life he graciously refuted any claim to authorship, acknowledging that it was the work of a wire service cutline writer who never took credit for it himself. In all events, the phrase was transformed into myth. Sports sections competed for the fiercest-looking picture of the Seven Blocks of Granite: in three-point stance; charging downfield; standing tall and impenetrable. Other bards in the sportswriting tribe competed with Rice for memorable stanzas. Dan Parker, columnist for the Mirror, worked up a military analogy:


Hindy’s well-known front wall

Took a million troops to man it

Whereas Fordham has but seven

In its famous Wall of Granite.



Linemen unaccustomed to the celebrity usually afforded gifted runners and passers were now treated as stars, worthy of feature stories in the press. Stanley Frank of the New York Post wrote a story on “the least conspicuous guard”—Vin Lombardi, whose Brooklyn boyhood provided a local angle.

“It is a pretty good stint for anybody to clinch immortality—for one season at least—as one of the Seven Blocks of Granite, particularly for a citizen whose speech is not distinguished by a broad ‘a,’ ” Frank wrote. “The broad ‘a’ is almost standard equipment for a Fordham player since the majority of the squad and six regulars are pilgrims from New England. Lombardi comes from Brooklyn and can contribute only a broad beam to the panoramic picture.” Butch was the least known of the Seven Blocks, Frank surmised, because “he doesn’t wander at large in the manner of Wojy, the backer-upper; he hasn’t Ed Franco’s knack of getting into pictures, and he doesn’t caddy fumbles as Nat Pierce does.” He was just a “stout” fellow who kept plugging along without notice until “the epic battle in the Pitt game,” when “opposition scouts went away speaking most kindly and at greatest length about Lombardi.” At the start of the baseball season, Lombardi had correctly predicted that the Yankees and Giants would win the pennants, so Frank decided to ask him who would win the Rose Bowl: the champions of the Pacific or Fordham. “Lombardi maintained a complete and dignified silence. He probably knew the answer, but he is one of the gladiators who considers premature talk an ill omen.”

Lombardi’s reticence on the Rose Bowl issue seemed his alone. The motto at Fordham after the Pitt victory became “From Rose Hill to the Rose Bowl.” Anticipating more of the national spotlight, the athletic department outfitted the Rams in brilliant new uniforms, with gilded helmets, bright yellow sateen pants, and maroon jerseys with gold numerals front and back. The expectations only increased that Saturday after Fordham gained revenge on Purdue, defeating the Boilermakers 15 to 0 in another impressive defensive performance that was keyed by Crowley’s decision to shift his defense. He moved Lombardi out from his middle guard position to a post across from the strong-side end, where he could help thwart the sweeps of Purdue’s star running back, Cecil Isbell. After the game, the Fordham band paraded out of the Polo Grounds blaring “California, Here I Come!” To the thousands of desperate families whose lives had been shattered by dust storms in Oklahoma and Texas that year, the popular tune was a bittersweet anthem of meager hope as they made their way west to California. To the football fans of Fordham, it was all rollicking fun as they marched behind the band. In their legion was Harry Lombardi, who had attended every game on a free ticket from his son (each player got two freebies; Harry sat next to Jim Lawlor’s dad, while Marie Planitz was usually with Lawlor’s girlfriend).

In the press box, looking down on the merriment below, Damon Runyon typed another of his telegram leads:


POLO GROUNDS, New York, Nov. 7. Night letter to whom it may concern in Cal-i-for-ni-yay. Collect.

If youse are looking for real football trouble in Rose Bowl New Year’s day we got it for you. Stop. You spell it Fordham. Stop. Ask Purdue. Stop. Ask St. Mary’s. Stop. Ask anybody. Stop. How are youse anyway? Stop. Love and Kisses. Stop.

(Signed)

Little Old New York



All that remained after a week off were the last of the intersectional games, against Georgia, and the Thanksgiving Day grudge match with NYU. Georgia had endured an uneven season. The Bulldogs had been drubbed twice early in the season, but were coalescing late in the year, defeating Florida and Tulane in the weeks before meeting Fordham. Grantland Rice and Damon Runyon suspected trouble. In his “Sportlight” column, Rice reported that Sleepy Jim “turned white and started to shudder” when someone told him the Georgia game would be easy. On the morning of the game, Runyon cautioned in his “Both BarrelS” column, “This one today may be the tough one for Fordham.” His hunch was correct. Fifteen minutes before kickoff, the Fordham band strutted onto the field blasting out “California, Here I Come!” again. They played it while marching directly past the Georgia dressing room, firing up the visitors. After a scoreless first half, Georgia scored the first touchdown, on a pass against the Fordham second string, which Crowley had sent in because the first line seemed tired and uninspired.

Halfback Frank Mautte, the Fordham captain, sparked his team with a stirring catch and touchdown run to tie the score, and his superior play in the third quarter appeared to be making the difference. But it was a dirty game, and Georgia’s roughneck tactics eventually got the better of Mautte. “I never lost my cool except in that game against Georgia,” he said later. “We didn’t wear masks in those days, and what Georgia was doing, three of them were on me at one time. One was scratching his nails in my face and smashing me while the other two were screening him from the ref. I complained to the ref. They stuck their fingers in my eye, really gouging me. But they weren’t getting caught. I got a little excited and got in two good rights to the jaw. The ref gave me the thumb.” Fordham’s offense, not the most potent to begin with, sputtered without Mautte, and the game ended in a 7 to 7 tie. “Yes, suh, folks,” Runyon opened his game story, “the perfume of the sweet magnolia blossoms wafting out of the dear old Southland today is too much for our stalwart boys, more accustomed to the fragrances of Bronx byways.”

Lombardi had played vigorously, as usual, but was dismayed to see that some of his more illustrious linemates seemed lackadaisical or distracted. “Some of our better players… behaved as if we had already finished the season undefeated and had received and accepted the bid to the Rose Bowl we all wanted so badly,” he lamented later. The Georgia tie hurt badly, but was not ruinous. A win against NYU could still send Fordham to Pasadena. But the Rams could not recover the spirit that had carried them through the difficult stretch from St. Mary’s through Purdue. Instead, they performed even worse against their city rivals, when everything depended on the outcome. The Thanksgiving Day game, played in a quagmire of mud and sleet before 50,000 fans at Yankee Stadium, served as NYU’s bowl, a means of redemption at the end of a disappointing 4–3–1 season and revenge for the 1935 loss that had ruined their perfect record and ended their own bowl run.

Fordham scored first, but missed the extra point because Palau, the regular kicker, had been knocked out with a lame ankle. NYU came back on a three-yard run by George Savarese, who thereby earned the nickname Stonecutter for being the first and only running back all year to rush for a touchdown through the Seven Blocks. Lombardi had hit Savarese at the one, but could not bring him down and rode on Stonecutter’s back into the end zone. The extra point ended the scoring; Fordham spent the rest of the afternoon backed up near its goal line by the thunderous punts of NYU’s Howard Dunney, who won the Madow Trophy as most valuable player. As the game ended with NYU winning 7 to 6, the Violets’ raucous cheering section turned Fordham’s chant around, shouting, “From Rose Hill to the Rose Bowl back to Rose Hill!”

To Lombardi and several other Rams, it appeared again that a few Fordham players had not put forth maximum effort. “Some of our better players were completely sour,” Lombardi said. What happened? Was it overconfidence that did them in? No, there was more to it than that, a dirty little secret that would haunt the team for years. For several weeks that Depression-era season, some Fordham players had been sneaking off to New Jersey on Sundays to play for modest pay under fictitious names in a semipro league. Francis Caulkin, then the student manager for the football team, recalled that it was “common knowledge that some of those guys would scoot over someplace to play on Sunday.” Dick Healy, an end on the team, remembered that “several of the guys were hurt in the semipro game the Sunday before the NYU game. Ed Franco was hurt in that game. But they covered it up.” Handy Andy Palau grimaced in pain when asked about the incident more than six decades later.

“Sure, it’s true,” he said. “Ahhhhh, jeez! It’s true. Three linemen and one back. Can’t say who. Not Vinnie. That’s probably why we lost it. Yeah. Ah, Jesus. Some of the players were banged up. And they were pooped and it’s a shame. A shame! I was sure pissed off when I found out about it. A chance to go to the Rose Bowl and they screwed it up. Ahhhhh!”



FOR THE REST of his life, Lombardi was identified as one of the Seven Blocks of Granite. He was unarguably the least talented of the Seven Blocks in 1936. And that front wall, while outstanding, had the least impressive statistics of four exceptional Fordham lines that could make some claim to be known as the Seven Blocks. Tim Cohane, the Fordham publicist who went on to a long career in sports journalism, years later took out a pencil and sheet of paper and drew a grid of the four Fordham lines. The Iron Major’s 1929 edition allowed no touchdowns on the ground while compiling a 7–0–2 record. In 1930 the line allowed one rushing touchdown late in the year while going 8–1. Sleepy Jim Crowley’s 1936 line with Lombardi at right guard finished 5–1–2 with one rushing touchdown. And the 1937 team, which retained Wojy, Devil Doll, Ali Baba and Tarzan, but lost Lombardi, Paquin and Pierce, was perhaps the best of all, with a 7–0–1 record and no touchdowns allowed.

The other three lines fell into obscurity, while the 1936 version entered the realm of football lore, a lasting symbol of fortitude and inviolability. Lombardi himself was partly responsible for this. He alone among the men of the four great Fordham front walls emerged as a large enough figure later in life to carry the legend. But this was also the work of the storytellers. Grantland Rice and Damon Runyon and their brethren glorified the 1936 line above all others, and their fraternal heir, Tim Cohane, continued the tradition. There is something to be said for the way they presented the world, looking for the romantic aspects of human nature through the playing of games, preferring it to what would come later, the cynicism of modern journalism and its life-deadening focus on money, controversy and man’s inevitable fall from grace. The problem with the storytellers was not their exaltation of myth, but their pursuit of the ideal to the exclusion of reality, allowing for the perpetuation of the fallacy of the innocent past. Was the 1936 line inviolable? Not to hubris, not to heady distraction, not to temptation in the form of a few illicit dollars to be gained playing semipro ball across the river only days before the most important college game of one’s career.



FROM HIS playing days at Fordham, Lombardi learned lessons that he carried with him into a life of football. His inner steel, he said later, was forged in those bloody college games, especially the scoreless ties with Pitt. “I can’t put my finger on just what I learned playing… in those scoreless games, but it was something. A certain toughness.” While he discarded the sarcasm of Sleepy Jim Crowley and the dourness of Frank Leahy, he came to understand from those coaches the importance of precision blocking, fierce tackling and the larger “truths of the game: conditioning, spartanism, defense and violence as distinct from brutality.” He also discovered what he called football’s fourth dimension. “The first three dimensions are material, coaching and schedule. The fourth is selfless teamwork and collective pride which accumulate until they have made positive thinking and victory habitual.” But the importance of Fordham in Lombardi’s life was far greater than learning what it took to play a game. From the Jesuits he acquired a larger perspective: duty, obedience, responsibility and the exercise of free will were the basis of a philosophy that shaped the way he looked at himself and his world.

That is not to say that he was in all respects obedient to the Jesuit way. He was a typical college student, and there was a hint of his freewheeling father in him, old Moon the marauder of lower Manhattan. Vinnie enjoyed the action, especially when he was around his roommate, Jim Lawlor. They had a regular craps game going in their dorm room, playing at night after the prayers and bed check, a game of which the Jesuit authorities were not entirely unaware. There would be monthly raids, seemingly without consequence other than the appropriation of the collection of dimes, which the rector declared would “go to missions.” And the depth with which Lombardi absorbed Jesuit teachings was not obvious from his grades. His college transcript shows him to be at best a slightly above average student. In later years, friends, family members and publicists bragged that he excelled as a student; he was variously said to have been in the top 10 percent and to have earned Phi Beta Kappa or cum laude honors, none of which was true.

His highest grades came in his freshman year, when he received B’s in seven subjects plus an A in French, making the dean’s list for the only time, though he was shaken by a midterm D-minus in trigonometry. From then on most of his grades were C’s, even in French. In his senior year he earned C’s in both of his business classes, with low B’s in psychology, religion and ethics. The highlight of his academic career was an A on the final exam in ethics, which was the school’s most rigorous course, taught by Ignatius Wiley Cox, S.J., who had a reputation for never giving away an easy mark.

The values and ideas that became central to Lombardi’s thinking all seem to have roots in the lectures and writings of Father Cox. He was not just another Jesuit professor, but the most renowned teacher at Fordham and an important figure in American Catholic thought. Cox had his own Sunday afternoon radio program in New York, wrote articles for Liberty, America and Commonweal, along with frequent letters to the editor at the New York Times. He had completed the seminal work of his career, a little red-covered ethics textbook entitled Liberty: Its Use and Abuse, in time for Lombardi and his classmates to study it in 1936. His course on ethics was mandatory and served as the pedagogical culmination of four years of Scholastic theology. He lectured the entire class of senior men for two hours every day inside the vast bowl-shaped auditorium at the newly opened Keating Hall. Standing up there on the podium, stern and imposing with black cassock, glasses, whitish-gray hair and a slightly reddish face, he appeared as the embodiment of rational Jesuitism, meticulously explaining every point and enunciating each word, occasionally pausing to formally inquire of a student, “Is that clear to you, Mr. Lombardi?” When Lombardi or a classmate nervously assented, Cox pressed again, “As clear as a mountain lake in springtime?”

Cox was often stereotyped as a staunch conservative, but that was not entirely true. He showed a strong distaste for his Catholic colleague Father Charles Coughlin, whose right-wing diatribes followed Cox’s more thoughtful presentations on the radio. He expressed sympathies for the working man, arguing in favor of the right to strike, and supported Franklin Delano Roosevelt in his reelection campaign against Republican Alfred Landon. And he was an early outspoken critic of Germany’s Adolf Hitler, not universally true among the Jesuit professors at Fordham, some of whom held anti-semitic views. But on many issues of the day that pitted modernism against Catholic tradition, especially questions of morality, birth control and abortion, Cox was a fierce defender of the old way, constantly warning that excessive freedom was not man’s liberation but his ruination. He found himself in rhetorical battle with freethinking philosophers like Bertrand Russell and proponents of contraception like Margaret Sanger—even with the American Medical Association, which he said was providing “aid and comfort to the executioners of our American civilization” by condoning birth control. While a Fortune magazine poll indicated that two-thirds of all Americans favored birth control, Cox called contraception “sexual blasphemy” and argued that it went against God’s order by “frustrating a faculty from obtaining its natural end.”

His students, who called him Iggy, were in awe of Cox but not always receptive to everything he said, no more than many Catholics on the issue of birth control. They seemed most taken by his arguments on liberty and responsibility, which were at the heart of his lectures, and it was in that area that he had his most profound effect on Lombardi. Every day Lombardi heard Cox lecture on the meaning of character—“an integration of habits of conduct superimposed on temperament, the will exercised on disposition, thought, emotion and action.” It was man’s obligation, Cox said, to use his will “to elicit the right and good free actions and to refrain from wrong and evil actions.” While man was blessed with intellect and free will, he was ennobled only when he sublimated individual desires “to join others in pursuit of common good.” Cox lamented that the modern world was turning away from that notion, and “the vaunted liberty which was to make us free has eventuated in a more galling servitude to man’s lower nature.”

Cox’s lectures were a distillation of four hundred years of Jesuit thought going back to Ignatius of Loyola, who founded the Society of Jesus in the sixteenth century after abandoning the unfulfilling life of a libertine Spanish army officer. When he formed his new order, Loyola transposed many of his military beliefs into his religious work, making the Jesuits the soldiers of Christ. There is a direct line in thinking from the Jesuits to football to what would become the philosophy of Vince Lombardi. The Jesuits rejected the notion of predestination, arguing that anyone could attain a state of perfection with enough zeal; perfection went to those who sought it most eagerly. They believed in man’s liberty to choose between action and inaction, good and evil, but like the military and football coaches, they also maintained a hierarchical order in which the inferior submits willingly to the superior. This willingness to accept a rightful order required believing that the chief—God, the general, the coach—loved each member of the group with the same love. The seeming contradiction between free will and blind obedience was resolved by the Jesuits through the vision of a mystical goal: only those with free will could surrender it freely to achieve a higher ideal.

The line from Ignatius of Loyola to Vince Lombardi’s life in football has two other threads. In his pursuit of perfection, Loyola paid strict attention to detail. It was said that he would rewrite letters twenty times. He concerned himself with the most trivial matters, such as engaging a cook, porter or nurse for his order. His most famous work, which came to be known as The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola, is predicated on spiritual discipline and precision. The exercises cover four weeks of meditations from sin and hell to divine love, perhaps the spiritual equivalent of a football training camp. Anyone attempting to follow the exercises, Loyola instructed, had to keep a daily chart of his sins and “the comparison between the rows of dots at the beginning of the exercise and the rows, shortened as much as possible at a later stage, shows the progress made in rooting out sinful habits and tendencies.” Not unlike the grading system Lombardi later developed as a coach. Diego Laínez, Loyola’s student and successor, stated that few great men had so few ideas as the founder of Jesuitism, but still fewer had been more thoroughly earnest in the realization of these ideas.” That, too, had echoes of Vince Lombardi.



THE CLASS OF 1937 was graduated at Fordham at four on the afternoon of June 16, a gorgeous summery day, the outdoor ceremony on the green quadrangle framed by a soft blue sky above the towering frontispiece of Keating Hall. The ceremonies were presided over by the archbishop of New York, His Eminence Patrick Cardinal Hayes. Marie Planitz was there with her sister, Marge; Harry and Matty came with Madeline, Claire, Harold and little Joe. After arriving to the processional “La Reine de Saba,” Vin received his bachelor of science degree. He was wearing his class ring, with garnet stone and Ram on the side, and had on a pair of bright white shoes, oblivious of how they glistened garishly in the sober congregation of black and maroon. After leaving the grounds to the recessional “Hail, America,” he posed one last time with the graduating football lettermen, including Handy Andy Palau, Natty Pierce, Captain Frank Mautte, big Jim Lawlor and Leo Paquin, and once more he led them in song, “Once more the old Maroon, wave on high. We’ll sing our battle song, We do, or die!”
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