
[image: image]


[image: image]


Copyright © 2019 by Tom Rock

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Sports Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or sportspubbooks@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Sports Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.sportspubbooks.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Photos on pages 26, 54, 68, 71, 87, 94, 96, 126, 133 Copyright © New York Football Giants, Inc. used with the permission of the copyright owner.

Cover design by Tom Lau

Cover photo credit Getty Images

ISBN: 978-1-68358-294-6

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-68358-295-3

Printed in China


For Giants fans near and far, past and future.
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Giants owner Wellington Mara presided over the team through some of the franchise’s bleakest times, but he also saw them achieve glory in two Super Bowls. (Newsday LLC/Kathy Kmonicek)


INTRODUCTION

It was a crisp fall day, one perfect for the playing or watching of football—the kind of day Wellington Mara would have loved to spend walking laps around the practice field while his boys put the finishing touches on the game plan to beat that week’s opponent.

Only this crowd wasn’t there to see a sporting event. They were there to mourn Wellington Mara.

The Giants’ owner, the son of the team’s founder and the inaugural squad’s first ball boy, had died at age 89. St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Manhattan was packed with those who came to remember him on October 28, 2005.

Edward Cardinal Egan conducted the mass. John Mara, Wellington’s oldest son, delivered the eulogy. The pews were filled with a who’s who of luminaries, not just from sport, but from New York society. Tiki Barber, one of Wellington’s favorite players, had led the 2005–06 team into the church. He looked around the cavernous building, looked at the Hall of Famers and owners, the past and present commissioners who had assembled, looked at the regality of the event.

“It was unbelievable,” Tiki told me. “Anybody who was anybody was there. And that place is so magical and massive and ornate and beautiful. You kind of forget sometimes how big the Giants are, how important and meaningful they are to the city of New York. That was a reminder of the impact that the Giants have had on the city over the history of their existence.”

It is easy to forget. We follow the Giants’ exploits on a daily basis. Back page to back page, victory to defeat, defeat to victory, embarrassment to ecstasy and back again. It’s been that way for nearly a century, and it tends to blend together into a Big Blue blur.

But there are moments—like the one in St. Patrick’s Cathedral for Tiki Barber—when the enormity of the Giants becomes clear. When they rise from the cacophony of noise that the city creates and remind everyone just how special the franchise is, the unique relationship it has with the area and its fans across the country and around the world. These are the Miracle Moments.

I’ve tried to keep that quote from Tiki in mind while I worked on this book, which attempts to collect as many of those moments as possible and present them in a package that spans the history of the organization.

Some of them were easy to pick out. There are games that were decided by sneakers, games in which an aging quarterback threw seven touchdown passes, games in which iconic players were knocked cold and retired from the sport only to come back, and games where it felt like the whole region was salsa dancing. There were draft-day decisions that yielded titles, backroom conversations that brought in or replaced head coaches and general managers, and there was a $500 investment that started it all.

This book has been sourced via a diverse array of channels. I spoke with dozens of former players, coaches, and executives. I poured over newspaper and magazine articles that have been published over the decades and touched base with some of the men and women who wrote them and were witnesses to history. I watched numerous television interviews and documentaries, listened back to classic radio calls on a few of the most significant games in NFL history.

There are some chapters where I can tell you firsthand about what happened. Since I was immersed in the team’s locker room and on its sideline since 2008 covering the Giants for Newsday, much of the information on more recent events comes from details I reported personally at the time they took place. There are other chapters where all the major characters are long deceased and I’ve relied on previously published accounts to give them their voices. And then there are chapters like the one on Y. A. Tittle’s seven-touchdown game against the Redskins where I spoke with Joe Walton, the tight end who caught three of those passes including the final one, and I basically got the heck out of the way to let him tell the story.

Throughout the course of reporting for this book, I would often ask sources what they thought was the biggest Miracle Moment in Giants history. Most pointed to championships. Many said that David Tyree’s helmet catch would never be topped. “That,” Carl Banks told me as succinctly as possible, “that’s the moment.”

But others had more personal recollections. Things like studying the winds at Giants Stadium for a strategic advantage, seeing a lone captain walk to midfield in a Super Bowl like the marshal from an old western movie.

There are, undoubtedly, Miracle Moments that didn’t make the cut here. And that’s okay. Miracles don’t have to be enjoyed by everyone to prove their worth. Sometimes they happen in private and are more special because of the fewer people who know about them. Personal miracles. You may remember watching the ball go wide right while sitting on your grandfather’s knee or retweeting the video clip of the craziest one-handed catch anyone had ever seen. You may remember visiting a cemetery to share the news of a big win or making a trip as a kid to watch a training camp practice and gawk at the in-person immensity of the men who looked so small on the television screen. Maybe you recall the first time you bundled up and walked into Yankee Stadium to see a football game, the first time you made your way up the spiral ramp at Giants Stadium, or, God help you, the first time you sat in the Yale Bowl to watch the worst team in the NFL.

When I asked John Mara for his Miracle Moment, he, like more than a few others, said it would be hard to top winning Super Bowl XLII, a game against the previously unbeaten Patriots in which no one gave the Giants a chance to even compete. But then, after a quick pause, he was able to.

It was the last game of the 1981 season. The Giants beat the Cowboys at Giants Stadium, and they still needed the Jets to win the following day to make the playoffs for the first time since 1963 (which they did). Somehow, that wasn’t as important as the feeling that for the first time in 17 years, they were pointed in the right direction.

After the game, the elevators from the press box level where he and his father had watched were broken, so the two of them had to walk down one of those winding spiral ramps that stood in each corner of the building. This was just three years after The Fumble against the Eagles, three years after people were burning tickets and flying banners and hanging Wellington Mara in effigy from the upper deck. Now he was among the fans who had voiced that dissatisfaction so loudly and so clearly.

“To walk down with him, to have people congratulating him and slapping him on the back and all that stuff, that to me is a moment that probably compares with any of the Super Bowl wins,” John Mara said.

You want a personal Miracle Moment? There’s one. One of many.

“There have been a lot of them,” Mara said, sitting in his office, reflecting on a life spent not just in football, but in Giants football, “and hopefully there will be a few more to come.”


“WHAT’S A TOUCHDOWN?”

Tim Mara brought something to New York City. He had no idea what it was or what it would become.

The sport of professional football was growing in popularity, and there were certainly plenty of big-time college programs that found their way to America’s largest and most vibrant metropolis to bring in massive crowds and help further the reach of the game. Professional football and a fledgling league that called itself the NFL was based mostly in the Midwest with a few franchises dotting smaller towns in New England. But Mara had a vision. He plunked down $500 for the charter that established his team; came up with another $25,000 in operating costs to cover equipment, coach and player salaries, and other overhead; signed one of the world’s most famous athletes; and on October 18, 1925, was among more than 25,000 who converged on the Polo Grounds in upper Manhattan on a clear, sunny afternoon to witness the birth of an institution that would become one of the most distinguished, admired, profitable, and successful franchises in all of sports.

The New York Football Giants had arrived.

It was the third game ever for the Giants on that autumn Sunday afternoon. They’d begun their inaugural season with two road games. On October 11, 1925, they lost to the Providence Steam Rollers, 14–0, in Rhode Island, in their first-ever contest, and then on October 17, a day before their home debut, they lost, 5–3, to the Frankford Yellowjackets in Pennsylvania. In an illustration of just how little anyone knew or cared about the game, the teams made the trek from Frankford to New York after their Saturday clash to face each other again the next day.

The crowd was vibrant and thirsty for the kind of excitement that professional football still delivers to this day. And there was early action for them to enjoy. In the first quarter, the Yellowjackets took a 7–0 lead (on their way to a 14–0 victory) when Les Haws scored on a 9-yard run. The place erupted, fans rose to their feet, and Mara knew he was onto something big.

He just didn’t quite know what that was, exactly.

As the audience jumped up to usher Haws over the goal line, Tim Mara, it is said, tugged on the elbow of his son Jack to ask a question:

“What’s a touchdown?”
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Mara didn’t understand football, but he understood business. So when he was looking to invest in heavyweight boxer Gene Tunney in 1925 and learned that Dr. Harry A. March had already applied for and received an NFL charter—but could not afford the costs—he jumped at the opportunity. Especially after he learned it would cost only $500.

“Any franchise in New York is worth that amount of money,” he said. “An empty store with chairs in it is worth that much.”

Just a few years earlier, the New York Yankees had been sold for $460,000, and that was well before they acquired Babe Ruth, played in their cathedral in the Bronx, put on pinstripes, or had even appeared in any World Series. The Yankees were a second-rate team in New York, tenants to the baseball Giants at the Polo Grounds. To be able to buy a pro team for a tiny fraction of what the Yankees were worth must have seemed like a no-brainer to Mara.

But it wasn’t Tim Mara’s idea to create the New York Football Giants. He just delivered them.

Legend has it that the actual conception of the team occurred when postal worker Bill Findley delivered mail to Dr. March’s office in upper Manhattan and the two discovered a mutual interest in football. They’d talk about the big college games that rolled through town, but Findley griped that he could never get tickets to those contests. As for pro football, there was obviously no television on which to watch the games, and he was relegated to trying to keep up by following the snippets that appeared in the city’s many newspapers. What he wanted was a chance to see a professional football game in New York, and he told that to March.

The idea was intriguing. March had grown up in Canton, Ohio, and had been involved in professional football there (the city is the home of the Pro Football Hall of Fame and Museum). He was the team physician for the Canton Bulldogs.

At about the same time, the NFL was looking to establish a footprint in New York City. The president of the young league that formed in 1920, Joseph Carr, traveled to the Big Apple shopping the opportunity to apply for and buy a charter. March took him up on the offer in principle.

What he didn’t have was the capital to pay for the prized document, so he needed an investor. He first approached boxing promoter Tex Rickard—who would later become owner of the New York Rangers of the NHL—but Rickard’s assets were tied up in another project. He was building a new Madison Square Garden on Eighth Avenue between 49th and 50th Streets.

Rickard suggested March and Carr meet with Billy Gibson, who was Tunney’s manager, but Gibson declined the offer, as well. He had been an investor in a previous attempt to plant an NFL team in New York when the New York Brickley Giants took the field in 1921. They lasted just two games, the second-shortest lifespan of any NFL franchise ever. (The Tonawanda Lumbermen, based outside Buffalo, played just one game in 1921; they lost to the Rochester Jeffersons, 45–0, in their only NFL appearance.) Having already been burned in an attempt to establish pro football in the City, Gibson was out.

Yet Gibson was in the midst of a deal to sell a piece of Tunney to Mara. That partnership never came together, but when Gibson mentioned the NFL opportunity to Mara, he pulled out of his boxing pursuits and dived into football.

March, the only person Mara knew who had any football acumen, served as the secretary for the Giants from 1925 to 1928 and then as president of the organization from 1928 to 1933.

Mara’s initial investment is often cited as $500, but as noted previously, that was just for the charter. The operating costs were another $25,000 or so. Adjusted for inflation, Mara laid out about $363,000 in today’s dollars, so it wasn’t exactly pocket change. Still, it was a shrewd investment. In 2018, the Giants were valued at $3.3 billion by Forbes magazine. The Mara family still owns half of the franchise.

“I don’t know that he could have ever comprehended anything like what’s happening now, how big the sport has become, how big the league has become,” said his grandson, John Mara, now the President and CEO of the Giants. “But I think he’d be pretty pleased.”
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Timothy James Mara was born on July 28, 1887, in New York City’s Lower East Side. His father, John Mara, was a policeman, but the family was poor and always looking for extra income to support the household. When Tim Mara was 13 years old, he dropped out of school and started working several jobs. His first was as an usher in a theater.

Like many young boys his age at the turn of the century, he became a newsboy. He would stand on a corner in Manhattan and hawk newspapers to the folks who walked by. Most of those people were out doing chores or going to and from work. Some of them were on the streets working right alongside Mara. At a time when gambling was legal, bookmakers would be out in public working right alongside those youngsters slinging the day’s headlines.

That’s where Mara became involved in the profession. He became a runner for the bookies, tracking down customers to either give them their winnings or collect their debts. He earned five percent of what he handled, and often the winners would give him a tip when he showed up with their earnings. By the time he was 18 years old, he had become a bookmaker himself.

“He was a self-made man who was a hustler,” John Mara said. “Kind of this larger-than-life figure, a self-made guy who was an entrepreneur. For somebody with an eighth-grade education, he did pretty well for himself.”

Tim Mara married Lizette Barclay, and while she was not involved in the day-to-day running of the team, her impact on the organization is still seen to this day. The Maras’ younger son, Wellington, enjoyed sitting on the bench during Giants games at the Polo Grounds in that first season, and after one particularly blustery game, he came home with a cold. Lizette Mara knew she could not win the battle to keep Wellington off the Giants’ sideline, but she also had to protect her son from future illnesses, so she insisted that Tim Mara move the Giants’ bench from the shady side of the Polo Grounds to the sunny side.

To this day at MetLife Stadium, the Giants’ bench is on the bright side of the field. Most teams go the other way, hoping to use the shade to their advantage or, more to the point, use the sun to disadvantage their opponents. Sitting in the path of those rays can make it difficult for players to stay cool, and coaches on the sideline must squint against the glare to see the field.
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Jim Thorpe was already a football legend when he signed with the 1925 Giants to add starpower to the roster during their inaugural season. He played only three games for the team, making him not just one of the first Giants ever, but one of the first former Giants, as well. (Hulton Archive / Stringer, courtesy of Getty Images)

The Giants, though, are one of the few teams in the NFL who have their home bench in the sunshine for day games. And all because Lizette Mara didn’t want her little boy to get the sniffles.

Tim Mara knew that football itself wasn’t enough to bring New Yorkers to the Polo Grounds in the chills of late autumn. The fans needed an attraction. A name. Mara gave them one.

For a while, anyway.

One of the first players signed by Mara and Dr. March was Jim Thorpe, who a decade or so earlier had been crowned as the World’s Greatest Athlete for his gold medals in the pentathlon and decathlon at the 1912 Olympics. Thorpe had been a presence in just about every sport around since then. He played Major League Baseball from 1913 to 1919; helped the Canton Bulldogs win three championships in pro football in 1916, 1917, and 1919; and served as the first president of the American Professional Football Association from 1920 to 1921. A year later, that organization became the National Football League.

In 1925, he was a 37-year-old shell of the athlete he’d once been, but his name still resonated. That’s why he was brought to the Giants. As a football player, he didn’t have much to offer.

The Giants released him after three uneventful games, giving the Hall of Famer the distinction of not only being one of the first Giants players, but one of the first former Giants players.
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After losing that first game at the Polo Grounds, the Giants won their next seven games in a row. All the games were played at home. The Giants had four consecutive shutouts, avenged their first ever loss to Providence with a 13–12 victory, and walloped Dayton, 23–0. They were a success on the field.

Tim Mara’s ledger told another story. By the time December rolled around, Mara was already $40,000 in debt. Something had to be done, and Mara knew he needed a big name to improve attendance at the games. Luckily for the Giants, one of the biggest was available.

Red Grange, the Galloping Ghost, had become one of the most famous athletes in America as a college football player, and he was ready to make the jump to the professional game. Mara headed out to Illinois by train to try to make him a Giant.

A few days after his departure, Mara sent a telegram back to New York with an update:

“Partially successful,” the message read. “Returning on train tomorrow. Will explain.”

Those back in New York couldn’t figure out what it meant to be partially successful. Had he signed Grange or not?

Tim Mara returned home and explained.

“Grange will be playing in the Polo Grounds this year,” he said, “only he’ll be playing for the Bears.”

George Halas, owner and coach of the Bears, had gotten to Grange first and signed him.

So why was the venture “partially successful”? Because the Bears were going to be visiting the Giants on December 6 that season, and Mara knew that New York City would be clamoring to see him in person.

After a week of hype, 70,000 or so fans came to the Polo Grounds to watch the Bears play the Giants. Grange ran for 53 yards, caught one pass for 23 yards, and returned an interception for a touchdown to lead the visiting team to a 19–7 victory. He also cleared a little cash; Grange’s contract with the Bears called for him to receive a percentage of the gate.

About $143,000—or most of the money—went to the Giants, though. And while they lost that game, their last at home in their inaugural season, they managed to turn a small profit of $18,000 for the year. It was enough to convince their owner, who didn’t even know what a touchdown was a few months earlier, that professional football could survive in the Big Apple.

There were other factors at play in Mara’s decision to keep the Giants. For many years, the organization lost money, and everyone knew it. Mara was good friends with Al Smith, the governor of New York who would eventually run for president, and one Sunday the two of them were walking out of mass together.

“Al said to him, ‘You should sell it, get rid of it. It’s never going to amount to anything,’” John Mara said of the advice given to his grandfather. “His response was: ‘I would, but my boys would kill me.’ Fortunately, he made the decision to hold onto it.”


THE FIRST TITLE

Football is a game of guts and glory. If you want the latter, you need to show the former. That’s why plays like the “Philly Special” will go down as one of the top calls in history, a trick play that helped the Eagles beat the Patriots in Super Bowl LII.

Ninety years before it, though, it was the Giants who used some play-calling derring-do from Hinkey Haines, their quick-thinking quarterback, on the way to the 1927 championship. It was, at the time, one of the most intrepid on-field decisions in the history of professional football. And despite being forgotten by many and relegated to the box of sepia-toned daguerreotypes stashed away in the attic of pro football, given the circumstances in the November 27, 1927, game against the Bears at the Polo Grounds that determined who won that year’s crown, it might very well remain the pluckiest play in NFL history.

For the Giants, it was their first on-field Miracle Moment.

Consider that the Giants had just held the hard-charging Bears out of the end zone on the opening drive of the game. Chicago fullback Jack White tried to leap over the tangled mass of bodies at the goal line on a fourth-down play from the 1, but defender Al Nesser met him in the air and drove him backward to complete the goal-line stand. The Giants came out in formation to punt on first down, a move that seems ridiculous today but was commonplace from deep in one’s own territory during an era when football games were more like World War I trench warfare and determined more by advances in field position than sudden-strike plays.

The Bears, sensing a chance to block the punt by Mule Wilson, crowded the line of scrimmage. It was then that Haines asked the officials to wipe down the muddy ball so that the Giants would have a better chance of executing the short snap and kick. But Haines used that distraction to alter his position as the upback, moving back a few feet into his own end zone without the Bears noticing. When the ball was snapped, it went not to Wilson the punter, but to Haines. With Chicago’s burly front line charging, he floated a soft pass over the assault where it was caught by Chuck Corgan, who ran until he was brought down across midfield for a 58-yard gain.

To recap: early in a game that would determine the 1927 NFL Championship, in an era when field position was everything, against a team that had taken the opening kickoff and marched one yard shy of the end zone, Haines called for a fake punt. And he pulled it off !

“Haines called one of the smartest plays I’ve ever seen to win for us,” Steve Owen, then the Giants’ left tackle who would go on to become their winningest head coach, said after the game. “He stage-managed it perfectly.”
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By 1927, Tim Mara had established the Giants as the NFL’s main team in New York. Now he wanted a winner.

At the time, that wasn’t as clear-cut a distinction as you’d think. The NFL had no postseason or playoff games until 1933, so for the first dozen years of the league’s existence, the champion was determined by a convoluted measurement that counted wins and discarded ties (which were much more common than now) and often was not finalized until spring meetings in April of the following year. Add to the chaos a schedule in which not every team played each other, with some teams playing more games than others and some teams folding in midseason due to their financial limitations, and it’s no wonder that by the time the 1927 season came around, four of the six NFL championships had been contested to the point that more than one team could rightfully claim the title.

Things became a little more manageable in 1927. That year, the NFL pared itself down from 22 teams to 12. But there was still no clear way of determining a champion in a head-to-head contest. The closest the NFL could come to that was the game between the Bears and Giants in 1927.

By mid-October, the Bears were in first place with a record of 5–0–1. The Giants were 6–1–1, and the Packers were 5–1–1. On November 8, the New York Yankees (the football team that a year earlier the Giants had tried to keep out of the NFL) beat the Bears, 26–6, allowing the Giants to move into first place. On Thanksgiving Day, the Bears lost at Wrigley Field to their crosstown rivals, the Chicago Cardinals.

That set up what became, for all practical purposes, 1927’s head-to-head championship game between the Giants (8–1–1) and Bears (7–2–1) at the Polo Grounds. A Bears win would have tied them for first place with two games remaining, while a Giants win made them a virtual lock to win the title.

Mara and team president Dr. Harry March built the 1927 Giants to conform to the prevailing trends of the NFL. They were a nasty, physical, brutal team built on a philosophy of manhandling their opponents. They had two large two-way tackles and future Hall of Famers in Owen and Cal Hubbard. Nesser, who played without a helmet or shoulder pads, was a menace in the middle of the line of scrimmage on both offense and defense, diving low into pileups and pushing the mass of bodies in the direction he wanted it to head.
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Just two years after the inaugural season in 1925, the 1927 Giants gave the franchise its first championship. (AP Photo/Pro Football Hall of Fame)

“We were pretty much a smash-and-shove gang,” Owen would say. “We were bone crushers, not fancy Dans.”

The Giants had a defense that performed to a level never before seen and unlikely ever to be seen again, allowing just three touchdowns all season and winning a record 10 of their games via shutout.

Offensively, running back Jack McBride led the way with six touchdowns (he also kicked two field goals and 15 extra points). It was the dawn of the passing game in the NFL, which would change the sport dramatically in the near future. In 1927, though, the Giants were the best at playing the game under its then-current identity.

“Their line beat the hell out of you and wore you down, and their backs could move the ball,” Hall of Famer Red Grange would recall in the 1963 book The Giants of New York. “But they would have been passed off the field by the top teams of the ’30s.”
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The fake punt did not lead directly to any points—the game was still scoreless into the third quarter—but it altered the tenor of the tilt and kept the Bears from scoring early points that would most likely have affected the outcome.

Instead, the Giants scored a pair of third-quarter touchdowns on runs by Jack McBride to go ahead, 13–0. The Bears scored in the fourth quarter to close to 13–6 and were marching toward another touchdown in the final minutes of the game when Mule Wilson—the would-be punter on the first-half fake—sealed the win for the Giants with an interception.

There wasn’t much of a celebration. The Giants still had two games to win—a home-and-home series against the Yankees—to secure the first-place finish. And a crowd of about 100 people had come out to witness the event. Plus, as the action ended on that day in upper Manhattan, most of the players were just too battered to enjoy the moment.

“It was the toughest, roughest football game I ever played in,” Owen would recall to reporters years later after he became head coach.

This was an era when players were on the field for offense and defense. After 60 minutes of battling the Bears’ Jim McMillen, who would later become a professional wrestling champion, Owen just sat there with McMillen in the chilly mud, both too exhausted to speak. It took about five full minutes for them to gain the strength to silently shake hands, rise, and head to their locker rooms.


THE SNEAKERS GAME

As the 1934 NFL Championship Game between the Giants and the Bears at the Polo Grounds drew closer, most people thought the biggest problem would be the mud. For days before the game, heavy rains had fallen in New York City. On Saturday, the day before the contest, the teams both practiced on the field, which was more like a lake.

But that night, a nor’easter blew through the region and brought with it plummeting temperatures. By the morning of the game, December 9, 1934, the temperature had fallen to 9 degrees. At 11 o’clock, three hours before kickoff, a crew tried to pull the tarpaulin off the playing surface. It was frozen to the ground.

The players came from the locker rooms and tried to warm up, but they spent more time fiddling with the surface than limbering their muscles. Many stumbled around, slipping on what had become an ice rink. Those who could keep their balance tried kicking and scratching their spikes into the turf in a vain effort to get a grip and try to achieve a foothold.

It was then that Giants end Ray Flaherty remembered the time a few years earlier when he was playing at Gonzaga University in Spokane, Washington, and competed in a game on a frozen field. He told coach Steve Owen that the only thing that helped in those conditions was wearing basketball shoes rather than cleats or spikes. That, he said, had given the players more contact with the ground and prevented them from skating around.

The Giants wound up beating the Bears, 30–13, erasing a 13–3 deficit in one of the greatest comebacks to that point in NFL history.

But that’s not why the game is remembered. It came to be known as The Sneakers Game, and it lives on under that title as a testament to resourcefulness and quick thinking in the face of fast-changing circumstances.
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The 1934 Bears were a juggernaut. Having won the previous two NFL titles, they rolled through the regular season with a 13–0 record. Going back to the previous season, they had won 18 in a row. They were a stacked team with talent and diversity, using a playbook that included over 150 plays and confused defenses with wild motions and formations.

Tailback Beattie Feathers set a record with 1,004 rushing yards on 101 carries, with a good deal of those yards coming as he ran behind fullback Bronko Nagurski’s punishing blocks. Of course, the Bears would sometimes hand the ball to Nagurski, as well. Steve Owen said Nagurski was “the only man I ever saw who ran his own interference.”
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