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Praise for


    SEASON OF SATURDAYS


    “Season of Saturdays is simply an unforgettable read. It is a deeply moving portrait of America’s greatest game, exquisitely written by Michael Weinreb. The reader is captured and captivated from the first line and it holds all the way to the index at the end. I could go on but I am thinking about starting Season of Saturdays again—I liked it that much.”


    —Paul Finebaum, author of My Conference Can Beat Your Conference


    “This book is really two books interwoven into one. The first is an entertaining history of America’s most interesting game, described by someone who knows. The second is the story of a man trying to work through his deepest fears and insecurities by sitting on the couch and watching TV (and—in all likelihood—caring too much about what he sees). But the reason the first book matters is because the second book explains most people who love college football.”


    —Chuck Klosterman, author of Sex, Drugs, and Cocoa Puffs and I Wear the Black Hat


    “Michael Weinreb journeys through the black-and-white college football world of the nostalgia junkie and the cynical critic and finds both of them wrong: college football, like America, is a culture of troubling, electrifying gray. This is our story.”


    —Wright Thompson, senior writer, ESPN


    “No sport explains America quite like college football, and no writer explains college football with more passion and insight than Michael Weinreb. Season of Saturdays is both fun and insightful, and it belongs on the shelf of anybody who loves the sport.”


    —Michael Rosenberg, author of War as They Knew It


    “A passionate defense of college football . . . entertaining and enlightening for both rabid fans and newbies.”


    —Kirkus Reviews


    “A discursive, informative, sardonic, and often hilarious account of a sport attended by 50 million colorfully dressed fans every year. The book is being published at a time when the game is, as it often has been, in transition and under considerable scrutiny. . . . questions of race, corruption, amateurism, trickery, hypocrisy, and hyper-aggressiveness are integral components of this absorbing book.”


    —Booklist


    “[A] beautifully written mix of memoir and reportage that tracks college ball through fourteen key games, giving depth and meaning to all.”


    —Sports Illustrated


    “[A] beautiful meditation . . . well-researched . . . studded with sharply distilled character sketches . . . an intimate and deeply personal rumination on the sport’s meaning.”


    —The Boston Globe


    “Wry, quirky, fascinating . . . This surely is one of the most enjoyable books of the college football season. . . . Weinreb wrestles in captivating prose with the violence, hypocrisy, and corruption that are endemic to the sport at its most cutthroat level.”


    —The Cleveland Plain Dealer


    “College football is a confounding sport with an arcane history at the intersection of higher education, the twilight of adolescence, and semi-professional football, all institutions of questionable integrity. The mix is captured and explained beautifully in Michael Weinreb’s new book, Season of Saturdays . . . required reading.”


    —The Washington Free Beacon


    “A must-read for the college fan.”


    —St. Louis Post-Dispatch


    “Snappy and well-written.”


    —The Portland Oregonian


    “[An] engaging and entertaining read.”


    —Penn State News


    “Every college football fan needs this book . . . Weinreb is such an entertaining writer, even those who hate the sport will love this book.”


    —The Florida Times-Union


    “This cultural history of the game belongs on the shelf of every hardcore college football fan. [Weinreb’s] candor and passion are displayed on every page.”


    —Publishers Weekly


    “A must-read for any acolyte of Saturday football.”


    —Newsweek
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To State College, Pennsylvania My hometown





A PREFACE


Discussion Topics: You • The Author’s Inherent Bias • The Author’s Repeated Attempts to Justify the Existence of a Sport That Often Defies Rational Sense • Also, Cows


So maybe you already understand:


Maybe you are nine years old, and your father takes you to a college football game. You reside in the vicinity of a sprawling state university; the stadium looms on the outskirts of campus, a clunky leviathan of exposed steel beams and concrete pillars, surrounded by freshman dormitories and parking lots and acres of muddy agricultural pastureland. The roads are narrow, the traffic is suffocating, and the tailgates go on for miles, tethered to recreational vehicles and trailers and pickup trucks. Everything is so huge; even the air seems weighed down with smells, charred meat, and churned-up dirt and manure of varied origins. You pass into the stadium through Gate E and the ramps are too narrow and the people too thick (both individually, because this is rural America, and collectively, because the game is a sellout), and you stand there and wait for the arteries to clear (both figuratively and literally), and every so often, you hear adults buzzed on cheap pilsner bellow like corralled cattle to pass the time.


Maybe all of this rings familiar to you. Maybe this was your childhood, too.


*  *  *


For me, it goes back to 1982, when prime-time college football was not yet a regular thing, packaged by cable television into a commodified national experience. For me, it was Nebraska at Penn State, a matchup of top-ten programs in front of eighty-five thousand people, the first game in the history of this particular stadium that required lights (the lights were portable, mounted on trucks, and given to frequent short-circuiting). The home team led 14–0 early, and then they trailed 24–21 late in the fourth quarter, and I could not see most of what happened after that, because I was too small and everyone around me was standing and I was engulfed in a thicket of down jackets and cigar smoke and pocket radio antennas and the voice of a guy named Steve was critiquing the play-calling.


At that point, my memory blends with the television replays, and because I tend to recall my childhood in snapshots, I have retained this photographic image of the stadium clock showing one minute, eighteen seconds remaining in the fourth quarter. And in conjunction with this image, I recall trying to count seventy-eight seconds in my head during the commercial time-out as Penn State awaited the kickoff for the last drive of the game, as if I might somehow be able to slow the progress of time by deconstructing it inside my own head. (It’s almost as if I was already nostalgic for what was about to happen.)


There was a throw to the sideline, to a Penn State tight end who was clearly out of bounds but was ruled in bounds, for reasons that either defy explanation or raise suspicion, depending upon one’s perspective; there was a throw to the end zone, to a klutzy tight end whose nickname was actually Stonehands, who cradled the pass in his arms and toppled to the ground for the game-winning touchdown. And I remember the quake and the aftershocks inside that stadium, and I remember the bacchanalia outside, and I remember listening to the radio broadcast in the car, and I remember watching the highlights on the news and on television the next morning, and I remember thinking that I would never, in the course of my life, see anything bigger than that again.


It’s a difficult thing to quantify: the elation, the connection, the sense of belonging that college football provides. But then, maybe you don’t need me to tell you. Maybe you already understand.


*  *  *


Or maybe you don’t understand at all:


Maybe you attended a liberal arts college in New England, or maybe you grew up in a city where the athletes were professionals (New York, say, or Boston, or Chicago, or London). Maybe the very idea of college football resided at the far edge of your consciousness, a rural preoccupation like Garth Brooks and Peanut Buster Parfaits and moonshine, the province of southerners and state-school graduates and scrubbed fraternity boys in hooded sweatshirts. Maybe the thought of a university’s morale being tied to its football team strikes you as a fundamental failing of American society. Maybe you hear stories about corrupt recruiting and grade-fixing, and maybe you cannot understand how a sport with a long history of exploitation and brutality and scandal can still be considered a vital (and often defining) aspect of student life. Maybe you see it as a potentially crippling frivolity, or as a populist indulgence, and maybe the threat of football encroaching on the nation’s educational system makes you wonder how someone could possibly write an entire book extolling its cultural virtues.


*  *  *


And the thing is, I would like to tell you that you’re wrong, but I also know that you’re not entirely wrong.


*  *  *


I am writing this in the fall of 2013, as college football reaches a turning point: In 2014, a four-team playoff will commence, the most tacit acknowledgment to date from the NCAA that the sport is no longer an amateur pursuit. There are lawsuits pending as to whether college athletes will be able to trade on their name and likeness, and there are debates over whether they should be paid a stipend or whether the sport should be opened up to the free market. All of this is happening at the same time as we ponder legitimate questions about whether the sport of football is too violent to exist at all.


After the Penn State child sex abuse scandal broke in 2011, I wrote some words that got circulated online and I somehow briefly became a de facto spokesman for my hometown; in the process, I had people asking me multiple versions of the same question: Why does college football exist? It came from graduates of East Coast private schools that did not field football teams, from hard-core academics who saw college football as anathematic to their own purposes, from writers in Brooklyn who viewed college football as a simple-minded “southern thing.”


So this book is an attempt to convey why college football means so much to me, and maybe to you, if you grew up in a place like my hometown of State College, Pennsylvania, or if you graduated from a school like Michigan or Ohio State or Alabama or Texas, or if you are one of the roughly 50 million Americans who attended a college football game last season. It is a cultural history and a personal history and it is an exercise in nostalgia; it is a lamentation of the sport’s enduring stubbornness and a celebration of its enduring innocence. It is a sentimental defense of college football from an obsessive fan who still lulls himself to sleep by thinking about the end of that ’82 Nebraska game, and it is an attempt to detail how college football’s long history of scandal and politicization and bureaucratic infighting have led us to this point. It is an exploration of the varied meanings that college football holds for so many otherwise rational Americans, and it is an exploration of the ways that college football, in arousing such passion (and such unabashed hatred), has come to reflect our national (and regional) identity. No other nation in the world can even fathom the notion of attaching a prominent moneymaking athletic operation to a university; the fact that college football has existed for nearly 150 years, and the fact that it remains one of the most popular sports in America, must say something about who we are.


I grew up with college football in my blood. I am not so blinded as to fail to recognize its inherent hypocrisies, and yet I still enjoy it more purely and completely than I enjoy almost anything else in my life. I don’t want it to die. I don’t want it to fall victim to corruption and violence; I don’t want it to wither in a courtroom due to the failures of bureaucrats. I want it to find a rational path beyond this point of crisis. I want people to understand.


What follows is my attempt to explain.
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November 6, 1869



You Men Will Come to No Christian End!



Discussion Topics: Yale • Harvard • Walter Camp • Fried Beef Hearts • Charles Eliot • The Flying Wedge • Teddy Roosevelt • Death • The Forward Pass • Nick Saban


I.


A young man at the turn of the twentieth century, the son of Irish immigrants, wins a scholarship to Exeter, an exclusive New England prep school. He enrolls at the advanced age of twenty-three (he had been earning his own living up to then) and he pays his room and his board by working maintenance and waiting tables. He becomes an immensely popular figure on campus; he is named captain of the football team. At twenty-seven, he is wooed by multiple Ivy League universities, and he chooses to matriculate at Yale instead of Harvard for reasons that appear nebulous but soon become entirely obvious, for it is at Yale that James J. Hogan will thrive not just academically, and not just athletically, but also financially.


He plays right tackle on the Yale eleven, and he blossoms into one of the greats of the early-modern era. In 1905, a prominent magazine runs a portrait of Hogan in his team sweater posing up against a fence in a hay pasture, looking like a beefed-up Joaquin Phoenix. Caption: Yale’s football captain, the foremost college athlete of the day.


Hogan and his quarterback roommate share a suite in Vanderbilt Hall, the most luxurious of the dormitories. He has a one-hundred-dollar scholarship and his tuition is paid in full. He takes his meals at the University Club, an expensive and exclusive outfit that occasionally awards scholarships to worthy undergraduates. Following the 1903 season, he and the team’s trainer go on a ten-day trip to Cuba that is paid for entirely by the school’s athletic association, which is reportedly backed by a $100,000 slush fund. At a New Haven grill room called Mory’s, they sell cigarettes known as Turkish Mogul and Egyptian Deities: These are “Hogan’s cigarettes,” and he asks Mory’s to put them on sale, and he evangelizes about these cigarettes to his friends, and he receives a commission on every sale. His classmates, knowing that James J. Hogan comes from nothing, and furthermore knowing that he is a football star, oblige by purchasing Hogan’s smokes. A tobacco executive, speaking with the propriety you’d expect from a tobacco executive, explains that the choice of Hogan as a youthful product endorser will soon be expanded to other campuses, that it has proved a satisfactory transaction for both individual and corporation.


“The ‘business arrangement’ is important only as showing the growth of commercialism in collegiate sport,” writes a muckraking reporter named Henry Beech Needham, in a magazine called McClure’s. It is the summer of 1905, and soon enough Needham’s series of articles about James J. Hogan and others like him, about a game that has become a violent and mercenary enterprise, fall into the hands of Theodore Roosevelt, the president of the United States. And amid this rising tide of violence and corruption, the question arises as to whether the sport of college football has spun hopelessly out of control. Not for the first time, and not for the last time.


II.


It was born into a perpetual state of crisis: A game that was less an organized pastime and more of a primitive hazing ritual, a game so charged with anarchic violence that this appeared to be its sole reason for being. At Harvard, they referred to the yearly freshman-sophomore melee as “Bloody Monday” until it was outlawed altogether by the faculty in 1860; at Yale, they sang couplets about tearing shirts and britches and ripping stitches. The lone objective was to advance an inflated pig’s bladder toward a goal, and the rules varied from moment to moment and from field to field. It was a disjointed hybrid of soccer and rugby and The Hunger Games; more often than not in those early years, with a nation on the brink of Civil War, it devolved into something unsightly and unruly and occasionally fatal. “The game consisted of kicking, pushing, slugging,” wrote author Allison Danzig, “and getting angry.”


These are the origins of college football as we know it; it is a sport that had to be actively tamed from the moment of its origin.


Officially, we can trace it back to November 6, 1869, to a cow pasture along College Avenue in New Brunswick, New Jersey: Twenty-five men to a side, the playing field 360 feet long and 225 feet wide. The ball was round, but it kept deflating and the participants took turns blowing it back up again, and so its shape was often ambiguous. Points were scored by booting it between a pair of vertical posts. The rules were aligned most closely with European soccer, and the men stripped off their waistcoats and tied turbans around their heads. Somebody on the Rutgers side, whose shame will forever remain anonymous, accidentally scored on his own goal. A Princeton player called Big Mike was assigned to break up the opposition’s ball protectors by burrowing straight through them; at one point, he and a Rutgers opponent wrestled over a loose ball and crashed headlong into a board fence on which several spectators were perched, toppling the fence and everyone on it.


“You men will come to no Christian end!” shouted a Rutgers professor, as he happened past on his bicycle.


Rutgers won 6–4, and then, by at least one (perhaps apocryphal) account, they ran the Princeton players straight out of town, sending them hastening toward their wagons and carriages, hence marking the intercollegiate debut of a sport whose caretakers have spent every year since then attempting to sow order from the seeds of barbarism.



III.



The first person to attempt to impose his will on college football was a Yale man named Walter Camp, a noted scholar, a prolific writer, and a fierce proselytizer for the sport. Camp played his football in New Haven, and then stayed around for decades afterward, working as an executive at the New England Clock Company. He was a bulwark on the early football rules committees and within the fledgling organizations that shaped the sport. It was Walter Camp who first suggested that a team should be composed of eleven men rather than fifteen, thereby shedding at least a measure of the sport’s unruliness, and it was Walter Camp who devised the most crucial early change of all: the idea of a “scrimmage” rather than a “scrum,” the idea that football should be carefully demarcated into plays, the idea that it should be about the gradual acquisition of territory rather than a chaotic and constant jostling for position. It was Walter Camp who first molded football from a European rugby hybrid into a uniquely American enterprise rooted in manifest destiny; it was Walter Camp who imposed corporate bureaucracy onto the game, demarcating positions and responsibilities; it was Walter Camp who rescued college football, and it was Walter Camp who nearly presided over its demise.


By then, Camp had established Yale as the Ivy League’s preeminent college football program, which meant, at the time, that Yale was also the nation’s preeminent college football program. The sport didn’t technically have coaches yet, and any sort of in-game counsel was considered a shady pursuit, in keeping with the British tradition of letting players act freely during the contests themselves; in fact, sideline coaching was not officially sanctioned until 1967, but I think it is fair to say that Camp was the man who laid down the template for what a football coach could be, at least in terms of bureaucratic micromanagement and metaphors about manhood. He wrote books loaded with language that has now become cliché. (Subject headings in 1896’s Football, under Chapter VIII: The Moral Factors In An Important Game: Comparison Between War and Football, Napoleon’>s “Three to One” Ratio, The Qualifications of Generalship, Force of Strategy in Football, The Elation or Depression of the Soldiers. Sample quote: “But football games are not won or lost by luck, except in very rare instances. What appears to be luck is inevitably some of the moral qualities here enumerated, which, carefully nurtured by one coach, and perhaps unapprehended or unappreciated by the opponents, proves to be a turning-point in the contest.”)


His ideas were sometimes contradictory and occasionally self-interested: At least once, he manipulated data in one of his own texts in order to make football appear less violent than it actually was. His tomes included extensive treatises on play-calling and curfew times and “increasing nitrogenous ratio.” He published a detailed chart on the digestion time of certain foods, which discouraged the consumption of fried beef hearts less than four hours before game time. He believed his players should drink beer and not tea, for therapeutic reasons. He believed they should consume a glass of cold water every morning, and that they should smoke only after breakfasting on stale bread.


Camp was raised in an era of renewed emphasis on physical fitness, an era when industrial advances were calling into question the idea of what it meant to be a man.1 For Camp, football bridged that gap. For Camp, football was a potent link between the college life and corporate life, a training ground for future executives who wished to become cogs in the machinery of society. And so he bent the rules to fit the experiment (and often, the strengths of his own teams). Camp’s rules made football less of a spontaneous bloodthirsty orgy and more of a hypercontrolled scientific enterprise. It was now more about work than it was about fun, and this became the ethic of every coach who followed him: Football would be rewarding precisely because it was so severely proscribed. Football was about manufacturing masculinity.


Control—of the ball, of the game, of the perception of football among the general public—was everything. Control, in Walter Camp’s eyes, was what separated football from savagery. “It is true that the tendency of the game is toward roughness,” Camp wrote, “but this tendency may be quickly checked by competent officials.”


And so Camp’s precepts were widely adopted, and the college game spread throughout the Northeast and into the Midwest, and it was right around this time, just as football pushed its way into the mainstream of American culture, that people began to die.



IV.



“The game Camp created, his vision of its place in American life, kept slipping away from him.”


—Michael Oriard, Reading Football


V.


Charles Eliot was an awkward child, burdened by a birthmark on his face and a crippling case of nearsightedness. In some ways, he was the archetypal nerd: He was fifteen when he entered Harvard, and at thirty-five he became the school’s president, a position he remained in for forty years. He was detached and aloof, and he believed in the importance of a rigorous physical education but found the notion of team sports immoral. “A game that needs to be watched [by umpires and referees] is not fit for genuine sportsmen,” he said, and he worried most of all about football, about the way it caused students to neglect their studies, about its star system, about the escalation in violence that had come to define it in the popular press. In 1885, Harvard experimented with banning football for a year, then quickly rescinded the ban. In 1894, after an especially savage battle with Yale, Harvard temporarily suspended the rivalry.


Eliot believed that sports distracted from Harvard’s academic mission; he believed that football produced an “unwholesome desire for victory,” that it would only become increasingly dangerous, that it encouraged men to injure each other for no apparent reason. The problem for Charles Eliot—and the problem for all the critics of college football who followed him—was that the sport seemed designed to inflict injury, and this became the Rorschach test for college football: Either you believed it could be tamed and utilized for the common good, or you found it barbaric and pointless and inherently evil in the first place. On a college campus, in an institution of higher learning, there would always be an essential divide between men like Charles Eliot and men like Walter Camp. It was proto-nerds versus jocks, Revenge of the Nerds in knickers.


Hence the nation’s two most prestigious universities stood in opposition: Harvard became the voice of “Puritan intolerance,” as embodied by Charles Eliot; Yale became the voice of “pragmatic modernity,” as embodied by Walter Camp. And this became the first great college football rivalry, and remains perhaps the most venerated rivalry today, all because it grew up around the question of whether the sport should exist at all.


VI.


But now people were dying. This wasn’t exactly a new thing, given how obdurate those who played the game have always been to the idea of restraint. From the earliest days, people had died while playing football—the very idea of padding and helmetry remained a fledgling concept, and shaggy hair was considered the best protection against concussion. But by the late nineteenth century the perception of death and football had changed, in part because of the proliferation of mass media reporting on the sport (a newspaper sports section was now a common thing), and in part because of an innovation known as the “flying wedge,” a simple and deadly offensive formation that consisted of seven blockers gathering into a solid, V-shaped torpedo of human muscle in order to protect a rusher and inflict maximal damage on defenders who stood in the way.


This, along with Camp’s idea of legalizing tackling below the waist, led to the popularity of “momentum mass” plays, linemen launching themselves forward from a spot well behind the line of scrimmage in order to open a hole for the ballcarrier like a formation of angry birds. And this is when organized football sank back to its primacy: Femurs shattered, and skulls were broken, and men bled upon each other, and even after the flying wedge was outlawed, the momentum mass playbook remained. In 1905, a Union College player named Harold Moore died while trying to make a tackle against New York University; that same season, Columbia chose to ban football, and a Harvard player had his nose deliberately broken while fielding a punt against Yale. A total of eighteen people died playing football in 1905, according to official accounts, and while only three of them were actually playing college football when they died, the Ivies were the most visible, especially in the Northeast. Violence begat violence, and the culture soon deteriorated: When a Dartmouth player (who was black) suffered a broken collarbone, someone accused the Princeton player who had inflicted the injury of racism.


“We didn’t put him out because he is a black man,” the Princeton player replied. “We’re coached to pick out the most dangerous man on the opposing side and put him out in the first five minutes of the game.”


Offenses had closed up, since this seemed the best way to advance through territory, and plays ended in mass pileups and near brawls, and this was where Walter Camp, who firmly believed that brains would organically overcome brawn, had gone wrong: The game required intellectual control to be imposed on it, but the point of controlling it was to suppress its primal nature. Suddenly, the game had been legislated to the point where it was deadly and boring.


And at the same time, it was also becoming inherently corrupt.


VII.


“It is obvious that no student should be paid for his athletics. The practice of assisting young men through college in order that they may strengthen the athletic teams is degrading to amateur sport.”


—conclusion of the Conference of Intercollegiate Athletics, Brown University, February 18, 1898


VIII.


College football had been fully institutionalized by 1905, but it still adhered to the same standards: Because it had grown out of the Ivy League, and because it could still be traced back to those spontaneous expositions of youthful enthusiasm on the campus green, nobody really imagined why it should be anything but an amateur pursuit. By the time of Henry Beech Needham’s McClure’s exposé, crowds often swelled into the tens of thousands, and football had become intertwined with the identity of the university itself. Already, the game seemed almost indispensable, and colleges were making too much money to loosen the control they’d exacted over it. “Once they took over the previously renegade sports programs, university officials went heavy on the Olympic Ideal business as handed over from England because they could see that big-time, revenue-producing sport had no place in the collegiate world and therefore needed very careful justification to exist on campus,” wrote author Rick Telander in his 1989 book, The Hundred-Yard Lie. “The concept of amateurism gave the university brass this justification, as it still does today.”


Telander advocated for an upheaval of the entire system, but in 1905, Needham argued only that the amateur ideal should be upheld, and that the adults should further seize hold of the situation before college football became something incompatible with the Campian ideal. He noted the plague of “proselytizing, or the recruiting to which public school subjects are currently subjected,” and the growth of “a class of students tainted with commercialism”; he told the story of James J. Hogan at Yale, and of Andrew L. Smith, who played for Pennsylvania State College one week and the University of Pennsylvania the next, then, after enrolling in classes at Penn, played three more games for Penn State. Needham lamented that the growth of all these elements would inevitably signal the end of amateurism. “Who can blame the college man for harboring the desire to win? No one,” he wrote. “But it is more than that: to win at any cost—that is the source of the present deplorable condition of intercollegiate athletics.”


This notion of fair play appealed to Teddy Roosevelt’s sense of morality; if football was designed to mold boys into men, how could it be also tainted by violent excess and commercialism? Soon after Needham’s articles ran, Roosevelt gave a commencement speech at Harvard, intertwining bad business behavior with the excesses of college football.


It’s not really clear whether college football was truly on the verge of being outlawed at that moment, or if the media merely forced a reexamination of the sport by counting the number of deaths. If so, it wasn’t Roosevelt who would have outlawed it, in part because he didn’t have the power to do it, and in part because he didn’t want to do it. He possessed a hearty contempt for those who considered a misshapen forearm or a shattered collarbone “as of serious consequence, when balanced against the chance of showing that he possesses hardihood, physical address, and courage.” He still believed in football, even as the critics lined up against it, even as Charles Eliot published a report titled “THE EVILS OF FOOTBALL.” The game’s rules, Eliot wrote, were entirely unenforceable precisely because the game itself was designed to seize on the worst of human nature; it was based in deceit and its anarchistic spirit was precisely akin to war, and it should be euthanized before it could prosper any further.


“I think Harvard will be doing the baby act if she takes any such foolish course as President Eliot advises!” Roosevelt wrote in a letter. He summoned Camp, along with representatives from Harvard and Princeton, to the White House; months later, after the death of Union’s Harold Moore during that game against NYU, a conference of top schools was held in New York. None of the three major Ivy League programs showed up. Systemically, Camp’s power was usurped, and the Intercollegiate Athletic Association was formed to govern the game. Five years later, this governing body’s name was changed to the National Collegiate Athletic Association. This NCAA was charged with restoring order to a sport that, as if driven by genetic imperative, seems to reflexively rebel against it.


IX.


And so a growing number of reformers came to understand that the game needed to edge toward freedom and open space without degrading back into chaos. Amid the byzantine and frequent football politicking of the mid-aughts, under the loose supervision of Roosevelt himself, Camp suggested extending a first down from five yards to ten. A neutral zone between offense and defense was established, and then a rules change was adopted that Camp did not approve of at all: the legalization of the forward pass.


As with much of football’s early history, the question of who threw the first forward pass is mired in a series of dubious historical accounts, but for all we know, it may have actually been Walter Camp himself: During an 1876 game between Princeton and Yale, Camp hurled the bladder forward to a teammate named Oliver Thompson, who scrambled downfield for a touchdown. Princeton protested; a flummoxed referee tossed a coin to decide, and he ruled in favor of Yale. Then in 1895, John Heisman, coaching at Auburn, saw a punter for North Carolina take a snap, step to his right, and throw a seventy-yard touchdown, after which Georgia coach Glenn Warner protested and the referee declared that since he had somehow failed to see it at all, the play would stand. Heisman found it a fascinating development; he became one of the chief evangelists of the forward pass. For nearly another decade after its adoption, no one could quite figure out the best way to utilize it, at least until an insignificant little Catholic college called Notre Dame used it to defeat Army in 1913. But it succeeded immediately in altering the perception of football.


It’s impossible, I think, to overstate the impact of the forward pass: I might argue that, other than the automobile, it was the single most important American invention of the early twentieth century. It permitted the American game a tool to continue evolving, and to offset its animalistic roots (at least in a visual sense). That it took decades before the forward pass was regarded as a “manly pursuit”—that this line of thinking is still advanced in disputes among intoxicated male sports-bar patrons—is proof of its progressiveness. Even Charles Eliot at Harvard admitted that football was “somewhat improved” after 1905.


I’m not entirely sure why Camp disdained the pass so much, but it seems at least partly based on the reasons that conservative coaches disdained the forward pass for decades afterward: It felt risky and hypermodern. It was dangerous in the way that football wasn’t supposed to be dangerous; when it was first legalized, I’m sure it felt like a way of (both literally and figuratively) cheating death. I imagine Walter Camp must have felt that tossing the ball skyward rather than crashing headlong through a wall of defenders was a cheap shortcut around the barricades that football erected, that it glorified the individual over the team, and that it was yet another example of the corrosion of the American work ethic. I imagine the pass broke down the metaphor of football in Camp’s mind, and I imagine that thinkers like Walter Camp begat generations of scrupulous coaches who declared that only three things could happen when you threw the ball, and two of them were bad. I imagine that the conceptions Camp set down for football explain why in 2012, more than a hundred years after the adoption of the forward pass, Alabama coach Nick Saban—the modern incarnation of the Campian control-freak micromanager—lodged an extended complaint about how pass-heavy hurry-up offenses might alter the game in ways that defied its basic spirit. (“I just think there’s got to be some sense of fairness in terms of asking, Is this what we want football to be?” Saban said.)
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