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  To Jeje and Sweetie, my parents


  “Football is like a rose.”

  —Carlos Alvarez,

  University of Florida All-America wide receiver, 1970.


  INTRODUCTION

  In the near-decade since I wrote this book football has grown more popular than ever, but it has also undergone deep scrutiny and been found lacking in perhaps the most critical area of human concern there can be—that of care for the head. Indeed, as I write this there are a number of critics calling for the cessation of the game entirely because of its assault on the brain.

  This has happened twice before with football. When it was first “invented” not long after the Civil War, football so outraged many college administrators and professors (there were no pro leagues or coaches, naturally) that they called for the sport to be outlawed or at the very least never affiliated with universities or played on their campuses. Then in the early-1900s the carnage from such things as the flying wedge, the lack of a forward pass and the rampant application of such primitivisms as kneeings, gougings, and outright stompings with intent to maim, President Theodore Roosevelt, a tough guy who liked to shoot large animals and ride up hills with pistol drawn, found the sport too much for even his macho self and the public under his care. Had not the NCAA been formed and a lot of rules changed (bye-bye flying wedge, for instance), it’s possible legal football might have ended before the Model T was invented.

  Not only wouldn’t we have known the wonders of the T-formation (no relation to the car), but we might have lost our rough-and-ready American soul along the way. I don’t know. I was torn when I played football, and I was torn when my son played it, and I am torn now.

  A few months ago I visited with Annette Clark in a south suburb of Chicago. Her son, Rasul “Rocky’’ Clark, had just died at age 27 after living more than eleven years as a quadriplegic after being tackled and fracturing his neck in a high school football game. The constant care he needed ate up the $5 million in insurance he had received after his spinal cord injury, and at the end Annette had been forced to rely on charity for many services. The mother and I spoke in private while relatives busied with funeral arrangements in the living room, she wept a little, and then she left me alone in Rocky’s bedroom. The former running back’s electric hospital bed had already been removed, replaced by a new, inexpensive futon couch. As I sat there, looking at the sky-blue walls, at the TV screen, at the encased footballs, as Rocky must have done for days on end, I had another moment of doubt. How much risk can civilized people accept? How can we allow dangerous games? But then, how can we ever make things so safe that bad luck is vanquished?

  Since I wrote Like a Rose, things have happened for my own family, such as the arrival of the first grandchild in the Telander clan, a boy. Will baby Ben play football? Will I want him too? Does it matter what I think? Man, if I hadn’t been allowed to play football, particularly in high school, I don’t know what I would have done. Or what I would have become. But my story, of course, is mine alone.

  Now here’s a funny tale. A buddy of mine, with whom I roomed in college during pre-fall double sessions, had gradually had his football-damaged knees disintegrate to the point that they were bowing out like a cowboy’s as he entered his mid-fifties. The cartilage-depleted knees throbbed and my pal was eager for relief, so while on a vacation to Portugal with his wife, she suggested they visit the church at Fatima, the town where three shepherd children claimed to have seen the Virgin Mary in multiple apparitions back in 1917 and where pilgrims flock in search of miracles. The couple went into the cathedral. My buddy took an awkward step on the stone stairs, twisted his right knee, gutted out the service in pain, then hobbled back to the car. The knee ballooned up like a whoopee cushion. The couple came back to the United States, my friend said the hell with it and had first his right, then his left knee joint surgically replaced. And now he feels great and walks fine.

  What’s the point? The world is out there and it is, at the same time, tragic, comic, and without concern for our pleasure or understanding. It just is. We try to make it better, as we should. But in the end, we are here for an eye blink. We’re like a ball in the air, over a green field. And the ride is wild and the view beyond belief.

  —Rick Telander, 2012


  LIKE A ROSE


  WARMUPS

  Football is the oddest, meanest, sweetest game. It is a conflict at its root and at its surface. It pulls a sane person in two directions—anger and joy. At times players literally fight one another, and at times they are bound together in a dance. Baseball, it has been said, is America’s pastime; football its passion.

  Give me passion.

  My life has been full of football. I didn’t plan it. I didn’t anticipate it. I am middle-aged now, but thoughts of the game are never more than an eyeblink away. There is that game against Peoria Bergan High School. I am the 17-year-old quarterback for Richwoods High School, and we are a better team than Bergan. Everyone knows this. My ex-girlfriend who goes to Bergan knows this. Why do I turn the wrong way on the goal-line bootleg—which I have called—and get tackled for a safety?

  The bird that lands on my Northwestern teammate and preseason All-America candidate John Voorhees’s hand, in the middle of a miserable, two-a-day, August lecture from frothing defensive coach Pat Naughton, like a sign, like a miracle. Why?

  When I wanted to quit college ball and give up my scholarship, when the world of war and protest made my life seem so small and irrational and I thought my head would explode from the turmoil within, my dad, who had never played football, the former World War II bomber pilot who worked and raised a family the way men of his generation did, was there saying to me: I understand, but you should think about this, because time goes by and you have only this one chance, and then it is gone.

  He was right. And I thank you, Dad.

  And I thank you too, Mom. You didn’t want me playing this game. You asked me not to, and you suffered and covered your eyes when I did. Mothers protect. They don’t risk. I learned a lesson because of that: Football is a man’s game. All that is flawed and uncontrollable and beautiful about men is there in it.

  I have been a professional sportswriter now for over 30 years, and what I have seen is that America is fascinated by football, consumed by football. America worships football. But it doesn’t praise football. It is as though we are embarrassed by our passion.

  There are poems to baseball. There are enough golf novels to rebuild a forest. There are big, happy movies about horseracing and basketball, soccer and surfing, bike riding, and did I mention baseball? But football stands in the corner, shuffling its feet. No one pats football on the back, says thank you for being who you are.

  I have been seeking truth all my life, even when unaware of that and when doing incredibly stupid things, and I have failed miserably in my haphazard search. The reading, the listening, the religion classes, the philosophy studies, the anger, the cynicism, the debating, the propped-up hopes, the lazy cop-outs, the ceaseless pondering that leads in a circle back to where it began—the understanding that all things end—nothing has gotten me to where I want to be. And yet the game is always there.

  You read about football in two ways. Football is about heroes and champions. Football is about nastiness and pain. I have written both. Both are half wrong. Football is a paradox. It is this and that, one thing and the other, many things at the same time. What I want to say in this book is what I think the truth about football is.

  Maybe you will get something like that from my old diary or my talks with my high school coach. Maybe you’ll get a kick out of the old newspaper stories I reprinted. Maybe you will see it in my random thoughts, dropped in like bookmarks. Maybe I cannot express it at all, having bumped up against my limits as a writer.

  But what I want to say is that football is like a rose, the way Florida wide receiver Carlos Alvarez put it so well years ago. I want to say that football has cut me and hurt me and confused me and adorned me and sweetened the air I breathe. I want to say that I now know it is something special, and that I love it.
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  Kansas City Chiefs Football Club

  5605 East 63rd Trafficway

  Kansas City, Missouri 64130

  Henry “Hank” Stram

  Head Coach

  June 24, 1971

  Rick Telander

  6004 Sherwood

  Peoria, Illinois 61614

  Dear Rick:

  This letter will serve as your official notification to report to our training camp site by Tuesday noon, July 20, at William Jewel College, Liberty, Missouri, for the 1971 season.

  All players, rookies and veterans, must report on this date, July 20, by noon at the dining hall in the Union Building. The first meal will be served at that time. Tuesday afternoon will be devoted to physicals, dentals, and checking out equipment.

  Wednesday, July 21, at 9 o’clock will be picture morning. Meetings will occupy your extra time Wednesday and our first practice session will get under way at 9 o’clock Thursday morning, July 22. I cannot emphasize too strongly the importance of being here on time. Do not ask to report late because only those in the All-Star Game in Chicago and men in the service will be excused. A fine of $500 will be imposed on anybody arriving late.

  The Kansas City Chiefs will furnish shoes and all necessary equipment, but you must furnish your own practice shoes. All players must report cleanly shaven—no mustaches, goatees, or over-exaggerated sideburns will be permissible in training camp or during the regular season. Pets and firearms are also not permissible.
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  You have seen my basement in horror movies. It’s the basement with the narrow staircase, the cobwebs dangling from rough-hewn wooden beams, the unpainted brick walls, and the bare lightbulbs that can be lit only by tugging on the various-lengthed strings that dangle from the unfinished ceiling.

  I try to avoid going down to the basement at night. Funniest thing, but I am probably more afraid of the dark now than I was as a kid. I recall the life-altering moment well. It was 1982. I was in Midland, Texas, writing a piece for Sports Illustrated about junior college basketball phenom Spud Webb. I spent time with Spud on campus, measured the wee guy’s vertical—48 inches—and then went back to my hotel, ate dinner, and turned on the tube. I started watching Halloween II, and before I knew it, Michael Myers had crept out of so many places and killed so many people, including boiling one victim in the hot tub, that I turned off the TV, turned on the lights, bolted and chained the door and did not sleep that night. When the sun came up, I dozed off.
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“A battered valentine to football, an overdue love letter that arrives with blood

and grass and sweat stains.” —Rick Reilly, senior writer, Sports llustrated
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