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FOREWORD

I COULD HAVE USED a book like this on September 13, 1986—the day that I coached my first game as Notre Dame’s head coach. As a matter of fact, I could have used a book like this all that week. Even though I had been a fan of the Irish ever since the nuns of St. Aloysius Grade School marched me out to recess to the tune of the “Notre Dame Victory March,” I had only been to two Notre Dame games before that day—I am normally pretty busy on Saturday afternoons. So, many of the rituals and ceremonies that filled that day, that week, and that season were as new to me as they were to the wide-eyed freshmen that had arrived on campus about the same that I did. You can take it from me when I tell you that it is hard for the uninitiated to understand the quality and the quantity of activities that surround a home football game at the University of Notre Dame. Todd has done an admirable job here in trying to convey the details of that experience.

Two-hundred-fifty people attended a luncheon we gave before my first game. That number grew to 3,000 by my third year and stayed there throughout my time at Notre Dame. Thousands of people watched our practices. More attended the pep rally in Stepan Center on Friday night. Giant recreational vehicles lumbered onto Green Field three days before the game. By Friday, they were part of an armada of tailgaters that formed a defensive perimeter around the campus. Even painting the helmets on Friday night was a ritual, as the older student managers supervised the work of the gold-stained managers-in-training. By the time a formation of Air Force A-10 bombers buzzed the stadium during the crescendo of the National Anthem, I had reached the conclusion that this was a pretty big deal.

About those campers that showed up days early for the game: I saw something in those fans that I have never seen anywhere else. I learned that many of these fans wandered the campus, prayed at the Grotto, and spent money at the bookstore, just as you would expect from any fans. When kickoff arrived, though, they went inside their campers to watch the game on television—they didn’t have tickets. They weren’t frustrated by this, or disappointed—entering the stadium had never been a part of their plans. They were just happy to be on the campus of the University of Notre Dame during a football weekend. Those fans realized something that this book makes clear—there are a lot of things to do during a game weekend outside the stadium walls.

Because of the great demand for tickets, few people outside the student body get to attend every game. In a way, this makes the students the caretakers of the traditions inside the stadium, from game to game and from season to season. At no other school will you see such a close bond between the athletes on the field and the students in the stands. When people come to their first Notre Dame game, this is often the thing they remember the most—the sight of the student section standing for four quarters of football.

Todd Tucker does a fine job within these pages describing the wealth of activities that surround a Notre Dame game. This is obviously a great help to fans on their way to a game. It is also a good read for those of us who have fond memories of games inside that stadium from seasons past. Notre Dame games are nice things to remember. On a fall weekend, when the leaves are turning, the band is playing, and the stands are filled with singing fans, Notre Dame is the most beautiful place on earth.

LOU HOLTZ
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Chapter One


WHY YOU SHOULD GO

NOTRE DAME FANS are orphans. We are in every state and a multitude of countries, but we are concentrated nowhere. Even just a few miles from campus, you are just as likely to see a Purdue banner or a Michigan bumper sticker, as you are to see some sign of loyalty to the Irish. Notre Dame fans walk alone through life, or at best in small, dedicated bands, as regional loyalties predominate, no matter what region you happen to be in.

With students from all 50 states, Notre Dame is America’s most national university. Although the campus is in Indiana, Indiana is not the largest contributor to the student body—California is, followed by New York. Indiana places third. You hear an interesting mix of accents on campus, from the warm drawl of New Orleans, to the staccato of Long Island, to the distinctive speech patterns of Chicago, from which all the great Midwestern accents are derived. The student body returns to the nation at large upon graduation, which results in a national presence, but few strongholds. In Alabama, most three-year-olds can tell you Bear Bryant’s win-loss record. While many of us can name Notre Dame’s seven Heisman Trophy winners, we usually don’t have that many people to share that information with.

Our friends know that we are Notre Dame fans, and regard us as oddities. When someone new comes to the office that likes Notre Dame, he’ll hear, “You like Notre Dame? You should meet Bob, he likes Notre Dame, too.” A similar conversation would not take place in Huntsville, where loyalty to the Crimson Tide would be presumed, and would probably be a condition of employment. Being a Notre Dame fan can be lonely. Except, of course, on game day.

Eighty thousand of us gather then. A nation of us watches every home game on NBC, courtesy of college football’s only such contract. You become aware that you are not alone. In the parking lots, every car flies a giant ND flag. At home, your favorite Notre Dame sweatshirt is a novelty, and elicits comments from strangers in the mall. In the stadium, you are in a sea of Notre Dame apparel, from the famous plaid pants of the old men to the tiny cheerleader outfits worn by the babies in their strollers. At Notre Dame on game day, you realize that you are not alone. You are part of an army.

In 1997, the army grew in size by about 20,000 people for every game—the result of the stadium expansion. While every game still is an immediate sell-out, this overall larger pool of tickets has made it easier than ever to attend a game. Even so, the number of hotel rooms in the area remains shockingly small, and the number of bar stools and flights into South Bend has remained relatively constant. As a direct result of the stadium expansion, the number of parking spaces has actually decreased. So, getting a ticket to a Notre Dame game is easier than ever. Everything else is harder. I will attempt, in this book, to help.

As with any army, Notre Dame fans possess a set of rituals, a language, and a mythology all their own. This book, I hope, will do more than just give you the phone numbers for area hotels and a stadium seating chart. I hope to introduce you to the layers of tradition that make up a Notre Dame football weekend. Even if you don’t ever get to go to a game, learning these traditions will give you a better understanding of one of America’s great institutions. After learning about all of the pomp, the ritual, and the fun of a fall weekend at Notre Dame, though, you will want to go. And you should. It’s important.
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Numbers you should know: .881

College Football’s Winningest Coach

Knute Rockne is more than the patron saint of Irish football. His motivational skill, his innovation, and his considerable flair for promotion turned college football into a national sport.

Born on March 4, 1888, in Voss, Norway, Rockne’s family immigrated to Chicago in 1893. He enrolled at Notre Dame in 1910. While there, he wrote for the school newspaper, played flute in the orchestra, was a campus marbles champion, and set a school record in the pole vault. Rockne also managed to graduate Magna cum Laude with a degree in chemistry. After graduation, Rockne stayed on to be an assistant in the chemistry department, and an assistant to the football coach, Jesse Harper. When Harper retired in 1917, the 29-year-old Rockne took over as head coach. In his 13-year career as Notre Dame’s head coach, Rockne changed the game of college football forever.

• His career record was 105-12-5, for a career winning percentage of .881—the best in the history of the sport. Second place, incidentally, belongs to Frank Leahy, who played for Rockne.

• He developed the dreaded “Notre Dame Shift,” an offense so effective that it was eventually banned.

• He was the first head coach to make the forward pass a standard part of his offense.

• Rockne began Notre Dame’s great rivalry with the University of Southern California. By creating college football’s first national rivalry, Rockne turned the sport into a national institution.

After the first season in the stadium that he designed, Knute Rockne was travelling to Los Angeles to participate in a promotional film about college football. On March 31, 1931, the plane he was on, Transcontinental-Western Flight 599, crashed near Bazaar, Kansas, killing all onboard.
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Chapter Two


THE IRISH SWEEPSTAKES:
Getting Tickets

GETTING TICKETS TO A Notre Dame football game is easy. First, apply for admission to the university.

Notre Dame, unlike almost every other big-time program, still guarantees every student a ticket to every home game. The rest of us have to fight with each other over a very limited supply. After students, alumni have the best shot at tickets, followed by the parents of students, who are guaranteed tickets to at least one game a year. Members of the general public will have the hardest time acquiring tickets, although, as this chapter will show, it is far from impossible. The face value of every ticket is $36. Unless you are buying your tickets directly from the university, though, the cold laws of supply-and-demand will dictate your actual price. That demand is huge: Notre Dame has sold out every home game since a Thanksgiving Day match-up with Air Force in 1973.

The university allocates tickets with the rigor of a lifeboat captain rationing food. The official distribution is as follows:

 



	Group

	Allotment




	Students

	11,000




	Faculty/Staff

	  7,000




	Opponents

	  5,000




	
Season Tickets


	16,000




	University Allotments

	  9,000




	Contributing Alumni

	32,000





Season tickets are interesting—the university doesn’t sell new ones anymore. They did once, though, and they sold those tickets with the understanding that holders would be able to renew them indefinitely, a promise the university continues to honor. Season tickets can be transferred once every 10 years for a fee. If the original season ticket holder dies, or fails to pay the renewal fee, then the season ticket goes away, and the seats are returned to the general admission pool. So, even though 16,000 seats are reserved by season ticket holders, season tickets are really no longer for sale.

“University Allotments” refers to trustees, advisory council members, and major benefactors. If you are not sure whether or not you belong to this group, you don’t. Here are the details on getting tickets for the rest of us: alumni, parents, and the general public.

ALUMNI

The lottery is the university’s official ticket distribution system for alumni. To be eligible for the lottery, alumni must be “active contributors” to the university—the minimum amount varies with the year of graduation. Alumni who graduated since 1993 must contribute at least $50 annually. Members of the classes of 1950-1993 must contribute at least $100. If you graduated before 1950, the requirement drops back down to $50.

There is a widespread misconception that alumni receive in the mail every year a solicitation that says, in effect, “send this card in with $100 to participate in the ticket lottery.” The university, you can be sure, does track each donation, but they do not solicit it. Alumni are supposed to know the rules, and make their required donation without crass reminders. Of course, the onset of football season without any tickets is a great reminder. Although any contribution to a recognized campus group counts toward the requirement, most alumni give during the Annual Fund Drive. This donation can be mailed to:

University of Notre Dame

Annual Fund

110 Grace Hall

Notre Dame, IN 46556

This donation is not applied towards the cost of your tickets—it just makes you eligible for the lottery. Alumni who have not participated for many years are always eligible to jump back into the system—just send your donation to the above address.

Alumni who make the proper donation will receive their lottery applications in February or early March. You may apply for as many tickets as you like, but you must include a check for the entire amount. You will receive a refund good for the amount of the tickets that you do not receive. The lottery application is due every year on May 1 6. You can call the Alumni Office at 219-631-7959 for more information about getting in or staying in the lottery.

Networking for tickets is one of the great advantages of staying active in your regional alumni club. If you don’t have tickets for the game you want, someone else in the club probably will. It is customary, in alumni-to-alumni deals, to charge only face value.

Students at St. Mary’s College receive the exact same student tickets that Notre Dame students do. They pay the same prices, and wait in the same line. Upon graduation, though, St. Mary’s alumni are not eligible for the lottery. The discrepancy receives surprisingly little attention.

PARENTS

Once a year, the university reserves a block of tickets for parents of students for a couple of games, to show its gratitude for the thousands of dollars that they have paid in tuition. This is traditionally for the easiest couple of games of the year. It is a rare opportunity, though, for non-alumni to get guaranteed tickets at face value. Parents should seriously consider taking advantage of this privilege, as it will disappear promptly upon their child’s graduation.
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