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Praise for Heisman


“I didn’t get the chance to know Coach Heisman, but having an opportunity to win the award has allowed me to learn about him. Probably the first thing you learn about is his integrity and the way he conducted his life. I have been impressed with the men who have won this award and hope that I live up to the name Heisman as they do. It has been an honor to be a part of an award that stands for integrity and excellence!”


—TY DETMER,
BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY HEISMAN WINNER, 1990


“My greatest honor has been to win the single greatest award in all of amateur sports—the Heisman Trophy. This trophy is named for one of the best college football coaches ever to pace the sidelines, John W. Heisman. As I am one of the few Heisman winners to become a coach, I consider it a huge privilege to represent the coaching profession and the Heisman Trophy.”


—COACH STEVE SPURRIER,
UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA HEISMAN WINNER, 1966


“I am honored to be the recipient of the 1969 Heisman Trophy, which is named after a true coaching legend. John Heisman was dedicated to the game of football and the athletes who played it with passion and integrity. He was a man of excellence, principles, and sportsmanship. This book is a tribute to his enduring legacy.”


—STEVE OWENS,
UNIVERSITY OF OKLAHOMA HEISMAN WINNER, 1969


“In this book we finally find out the history of John Heisman and why the most prestigious trophy in America is named in his honor.”


—ARCHIE GRIFFIN,
OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY HEISMAN WINNER, 1974 AND 1975


“Winning the Heisman Trophy was one of the most memorable events of my life. And to this day the December announcement of the winner captures the attention of the entire nation. Since 1935 the Heisman Trophy has been awarded to the most outstanding college football player in the country. Most people easily identify with the name Heisman because of the award but don’t know much about the history of the man it was named after. This book tells the story of the incredible life and accomplishments of the man and the coach John W. Heisman.”


—JOHN CAPPELLETTI,
PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIVERSITY HEISMAN WINNER, 1973


“When I won the Heisman Trophy in 1959, I didn’t know anything about John Heisman or the Heisman Trophy. I knew Heisman was involved with the Downtown Athletic Club of New York at one point in his career and had been an accomplished and successful college football coach. If it’s not the most important trophy in sports, it has become the most recognized trophy over time. When you’re playing football, you’re playing for the moment. To be recognized as the most outstanding player of an era was a wonderful experience. Looking back fifty years later, it was a wonderful experience to be recognized for your efforts and your team’s efforts. I can’t wait to learn more about John Heisman.”


—BILLY CANNON,
LOUISIANA STATE UNIVERSITY HEISMAN WINNER, 1959


“To be a member of the most prestigious fraternity in sports is a supreme honor. As a new name is added to the trophy each year, winning the Heisman becomes more important to each past winner. All of us are grateful to John W. Heisman; this book outlines the remarkable history of the man and the trophy that carries his name.”


—JOE BELLINO,
UNITED STATES NAVAL ACADEMY HEISMAN WINNER, 1960


“I was born in the same year as the first award of the Heisman Memorial Trophy. Within that year, our first athletic director, John W. Heisman, passed away. In my position as athletic director at the Downtown Athletic Club, we annually met with and honored our nation’s best college football players. In 1971, I was fortunate to meet Coach Heisman’s family, William L. Heisman and his son, John, and became keenly aware of the great man’s reputation and some of his influential history. I am glad that Coach Heisman’s life story is now being told and I’m glad for the Heisman family that tells it.”


—RUDY RISKA, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR EMERITUS
OF THE HEISMAN MEMORIAL TROPHY TRUST AND COAUTHOR OF 40 YEARS AT THE HOME OF THE HEISMAN


“Leon never put a monetary value on the Heisman Trophy. He never felt comfortable trying to capitalize on receiving it. To him, that trophy represented the hard work of his teammates and his coaches. He felt there were a dozen guys on his 1949 team who were befitting of the honor. To him, the trophy stood for character, perseverance, and integrity, and it marked him for the rest of his life. He felt an obligation and a reverence to the tradition of the Heisman. To never disgrace what it stood for. To bring honor to those who came before him and to those who would come after him. He lived his life with that heavy responsibility and he instilled those values in his children and grandchildren.”


—KEVIN HART, ON BEHALF OF LEON HART,
UNIVERSITY OF NOTRE DAME HEISMAN WINNER, 1949


“Like many young boys, I dreamed of winning a Heisman Trophy. But I never once considered the impact it could have on one’s life. Now I can almost imagine one of us winning something like the Nobel Peace Prize and still getting introduced as a former Heisman Trophy winner. It’s an honor and a title that sticks, and it opens many doors in life. I pray I am a good steward of the platform I’ve received from winning this prestigious award. I can’t wait to learn more about John Heisman, the man behind the trophy.”


—DANNY WUERFFEL,
UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA HEISMAN WINNER, 1996


“The Heisman is arguably the most iconic trophy in all of sports, and certainly one of my life’s proudest achievements. As recognizable as the statue is, many do not know the storied history of the man it was named after, Coach John Heisman. This book explores the life of a legend.”


—DESMOND HOWARD,
UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN HEISMAN WINNER, 1991


“The Heisman Trophy and its winners are forever a part of the history and lure of college football. This book provides readers with an excellent examination of the life of John Heisman, the trophy’s namesake. After reading Heisman: The Man Behind the Trophy, you will know a lot more about the history of college football and learn why the Heisman Memorial Trophy is simply the greatest honor in all of American sports.”


—GINO TORRETTA,
UNIVERSITY OF MIAMI HEISMAN WINNER, 1992


“Winning the Heisman Trophy made me appreciate the importance of coaching and teamwork. You don’t win Heismans by yourself and you don’t win national championships by yourself; it’s always in conjunction with others that you make your greatest accomplishments and teamwork makes your dreams work! John W. Heisman taught us that success in athletics is more about finding a world-class coach and studying him like a scientist. It’s not about being brilliant or bright, it’s about surrounding yourself with the right people. It worked for me.”


—JOHNNY “THE JET” RODGERS,
UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA HEISMAN WINNER, 1972
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John M. Heisman


FOR WILLIAM AND HELEN HEISMAN, PARENTS EXTRAORDINAIRE, THE MEMORY OF THEIR LOVE SUSTAINS ME STILL.


Mark Schlabach


TO JACK SCHLABACH, MY SON AND A FUTURE HEISMAN TROPHY WINNER IN WHATEVER HE DECIDES TO DO.





Foreword


I was ecstatic to win the Heisman Trophy during my senior season at the University of Florida in 1966. It is a tremendous award and certainly the most recognized trophy in all of American sports.


My greatest individual honor is winning the Heisman Trophy. There were a lot of tremendous players in college football in 1966, like Purdue quarterback Bob Griese, UCLA quarterback Gary Beban, Syracuse running back Floyd Little, and Notre Dame halfback Nick Eddy. For me to be recognized as the best college football player in the country that season was an honor I’ve cherished throughout my life.


My Heisman Trophy sits in my office at the University of South Carolina, along with seven footballs that commemorate the Southeastern Conference championships our teams won at the University of Florida.


In high school, I had no idea where I wanted to go to college until Coach Ray Graves from the University of Florida began recruiting me. We threw the ball quite a bit at Science Hill High School, and I wanted to pitch it around in college. That’s what Gators coach Ray Graves assured me we would do if I went to Florida. I came back home after our visit down there, and then signed with Florida. I loved Coach Graves and appreciated that he was the son of a preacher, just like me. I also thought that I could end up living in Florida after my playing career was over.


After my NFL career ended I went into coaching and was very fortunate to have one of my players win the Heisman Trophy. Florida quarterback Danny Wuerffel won the award in 1996 and then he led us to a 52–50 victory over FSU in the Sugar Bowl for the national championship.


It is fitting that this honor is named for Coach John Heisman, one of the great early American football coaches and a true innovator for the sport. After reading Heisman: The Man Behind the Trophy, I was surprised to learn how much John Heisman contributed to the sport that I love so much. Among other innovations, Heisman introduced the center snap, audible “hike” signal, hidden ball trick, and lateral passes. Much of what Heisman invented nearly one hundred years ago is still very much a part of the game today, which is quite remarkable.


But what impressed me more than anything else about John Heisman was that he embraced the characteristics of what being a coach is all about. He cared deeply about the young men who played for him and required them to attend classes and graduate with degrees. John Heisman knew his influence over his players would have a lasting effect on them long after they had left his teams to become husbands and fathers while earning a living.


As I am one of the very few Heisman winners to become a coach, I consider it a huge privilege to represent the coaching profession and the Heisman Trophy. The award is named for one of the very best college football coaches ever to pace the sidelines, John Heisman.


Steve Spurrier


University of South Carolina





Introduction


I grew up in the Midwest in the small town of Curtice, Ohio, some twelve miles east of Toledo. My father was an ironworker and member of Union Local 55. My mother was a registered nurse and later postmaster of the town’s class II post office. I played baseball, caught crawdads and carp in the creek, and hung out with the Shields kids most every spare hour of summer vacations. One September Saturday afternoon, I sat on the living room floor playing with my green army men while my dad watched the Big Ten game of the week. The curtains were drawn to dim the glare on the black-and-white Zenith, and thick cigar smoke hung in the air as Pop relaxed in his recliner. On the television Wisconsin was playing at Ohio State and the Buckeyes were moving the ball down the field. Dad suddenly gave my shoulder a shake and said, “That running back is going to get a trophy that’s named for our family!” I thought that sounded interesting so I looked up to pay attention. The announcer was calling the play: “. . . Cassady takes the handoff, he sweeps left, picks up a block, sidesteps. . . . He’s past the line to the twenty-five to the twenty. . . . He’s got one man to beat . . . to the ten . . . five . . . TOUCHDOWN OHIO STATE! Howard ‘Hopalong’ Cassady puts the Buckeyes into the lead!” Now this really caught the attention of this eight-year-old. I was fascinated. Hopalong Cassady was on TV Saturday mornings after Gene Autry and before Roy Rogers, so how did he get from the Wild West to Ohio State and change into football clothes so fast? Did all cowboys play football?


I asked my dad about this. He smiled and said that it was another Hopalong and that he was going to win the Heisman Trophy. I took this in without comment and continued to watch the game. Dad made a few more observations about the trophy and something about his uncle and a couch. I went back to playing with my army men and rolled these things over in my mind.


Antsy and bored from being cooped up in the house on a sunny September day, I asked to go next door to the Shieldses’ house to play. As I walked down Reiman Road and into their driveway, I kept thinking about what Dad had said. I tapped on the side door and went in. Rich Shields, head of the clan, was watching the game too, and Mike and Rick were getting out a deck of cards to start a game. Tina had a bunch of curlers in her hair, and little Mark sat with his dad in front of the TV. Doris, my second mom, plopped a yellow-mustarded bologna sandwich on a paper plate in front of me and I was dealt a hand of rummy. What had tumbled about in my brain finally came out, “So what kind of award does your family give out?” I asked, and received blank stares. It was a guileless, innocent question; one that I had no clue would begin to reveal so much, for so long, in my lifetime. Rich turned to me and replied, “So your dad told you about that did he?” I nodded. “Well, John, you’ll learn more about that soon enough.” I took that at face value and went back to trying to draw another 5 for rummy. Rich’s words were and would continue to unfold all too true.


The years passed and I noticed our name more often in the sports pages. This would prompt from me more questions to my dad. He responded with wonderful stories of Uncle Bill, officially known to the sporting public as Coach John W. Heisman. The W in his name stood for William and our family affectionately called him Uncle Bill. Dad would begin a story with “Uncle Bill this” and “Uncle Bill that,” or, “One time Uncle Bill . . .” With each telling, I began to understand more and more the rich history of my family. Later, as a father raising four of my own children, I saw the value of passing on the heritage my father had instilled in me. When Dad wanted to give a lesson in character, I heard a story about Uncle Bill. When he wanted to impart a picture of manhood, I heard a story about Uncle Bill. When he wanted me to understand good sportsmanship, scholastic effort, or gentlemanly behavior, I heard an Uncle Bill story. These stories were effective, entertaining, and always hit the mark.


John W. Heisman was the middle of three sons, Dan the eldest, John, and the youngest, Mike, my grandfather. Mike had one son, William Lee, my father and the conveyor of the family stories. My dad, born in 1909, knew his uncle Bill in the first twenty-seven years of his life, until 1936, when Uncle Bill died of pneumonia. Uncle Bill’s widow, Edith, survived him by some twenty-eight years, and I remember her visit to us in Curtice one summer in the early 1960s. She was a kind and stately lady who left a wonderful impression on me even to this day. Upon her passing we were notified of some family articles left to us through her estate. We collected a couple chests from Rheinlander, Wisconsin, and brought them back to Ohio.


Here, indeed, was a treasure: the memoirs of Coach John W. Heisman, his original writings, and other memorabilia. I found in these volumes not only football history but written verification that all my uncle Bill stories were not only true but amazingly accurate.


I hope you will enjoy this account of an American legend: the flesh and blood man whose name in football is well known but whose life is not. In my words, my father’s words, and in places, Uncle Bill’s words, here is the story of Coach John William Heisman and how he shaped America’s great passion: football!





Prologue


Early in 1935, the officers of the Downtown Athletic Club of New York proposed an idea to name one football player the best in the country. The club would honor that player at a formal banquet hosted by the Downtown Athletic Club with great pomp and circumstance. It seemed like such a grand notion that they took the idea to the club’s college football authority, John Heisman.


“Why?” Heisman asked.


Heisman had been hired as the club’s first athletic director in May 1930. He was an obvious choice for the position, having been one of college football’s most successful early coaches and innovators, as well as having worked in similar capacities at the Atlanta Athletic Club and the Houston Athletic Club. For the position in New York, Heisman received recommendations from legendary University of Chicago head coach Amos Alonzo Stagg; another legend, sportswriter Grantland Rice; and world-famous golfer Robert Jones Jr., among others. Heisman argued that since the Touchdown Club of New York’s annual banquet was already in place for December, having another ceremony to honor a player of the year would be redundant. Besides, how could an individual be found or judged as the best in the country? Football is and always has been a team sport, Heisman argued, so where exactly is the merit in creating this type of an award?


As to how the player of the year would be determined, Jack Prince, a prominent member of the Downtown Athletic Club, proposed that a system of voting should be implemented. Sportswriters, whose jobs required them to have a degree of objectivity in reporting on football players and teams, would be the likely voters. Their qualifications would need to include the breadth of their reporting, both in the number of teams they covered and in the number of regional conferences attended. The player of the year would be determined by a consensus vote, weighted by opinions across many regions. Ignoring Heisman’s objections, the officers continued to press the issue, maintaining that the new award would enhance the reputation of the Touchdown Club and become a driving force for new membership.


Heisman, then sixty-five—and eight years removed from his last coaching job—had worked arduously in his position as athletic director and supervisor of physical facilities at the Downtown Athletic Club. Heisman and his wife, Edith, had moved in 1927 to New York, where he worked with a sporting goods company and continued his writing career. His role at the Downtown Athletic Club was to attract new membership, host social events, and bring a wholehearted physical fitness program to the business community of lower Manhattan. Heisman’s constant admonishments for fitness and overall health maintenance had not been ignored. When one of his Downtown Athletic Club Journal articles proclaimed how fitness promoted a good digestive tract, one of the members jibed, “Heis, I knew you were a coach and a lawyer, I didn’t know you were a doctor, too!” The moniker stuck. “Doc” Heisman roamed the club and carried a well-earned yet unpretentious air of authority. “Doc” simply seemed fitting, and the moniker was used with respect, affection, and appreciation.


Undoubtedly, in his second-floor office at the Downtown Athletic Club, Heisman debated for hours the merits of awarding a national player-of-the-year trophy. It was his favorite method of mulling over a problem and devising its solution. Heisman’s stepson from his first marriage, Colonel Carlisle Cox, a retired US Cavalry officer, recalled in the December 1964 issue of Atlanta Magazine how his stepfather used to pace the floor of his study. “And at times, I must confess he was the perfect absent-minded professor. In our study—this was in a home coach had bought on Ponce de Leon [Avenue in Atlanta]—he would pace the floor and talk out his problems aloud. In this room, and God knows why it was permitted to remain, there was a chandelier, which hung just low enough to hit his bald spot. For one entire season his head never got well. He would walk under that chandelier, it would clip him, he would cuss a little, move off to one side and four minutes later he would walk under it and bust his head again.”1


Finally, Heisman admitted there were some merits in a trophy. Maybe the idea would work if the correct qualifications were in place, as well as a proper voting system. It might even make for a nice luncheon for a handful of players and a few dignitaries. After much thought, Heisman finally gave his support to the idea and embraced Prince’s proposal of a voting system. With great enthusiasm, the officers encouraged him to draw up the qualifications2 and give the award a proper name. Heisman was put in charge of awarding the first Downtown Athletic Club Award. One can almost hear his sigh across the decades.


The trophy would initially be awarded by a simple majority vote from sportswriters. Jack Prince’s voting system would later include a matrix of regions, with each voter giving weighted first-, second-, and third-place votes. The initial voting region was simply “east of the Mississippi River,” as Heisman still wasn’t convinced great football was being played out West.


More than anything else, Heisman wanted the award to reflect his own ideals of a football player. The individual needed to be of good character, someone who always presented himself as a gentleman. The player’s attitude should be selfless—with his team’s best interests in mind—not self-aggrandizing. After jotting down about half a dozen qualifications, Heisman sent the requirements to the club’s executive committee, which approved them as written.


Next came the issue of what the trophy would look like. In searching for a unique design, the Downtown Athletic Club commissioned Frank Eliscu, a twenty-three-year-old recent graduate of Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, New York, to design the trophy. Eliscu had recently won a National Academy prize for his sculptures and was now looking for a job that actually paid. He decided to cast the trophy by an artistic method known as the lost wax process of bronze medal molding. He asked his friend Ed Smith, a running back at New York University, to pose for the design of the sculpture. Eliscu decided to go with a football player sidestepping and straight-arming a would-be tackler. The Downtown Athletic Club officers approved Eliscu’s initial design, and he molded a clay sculpture. Eliscu took the model to Fordham University, and Rams head coach Jim Crowley, one of Notre Dame’s famed Four Horsemen, had his players take various positions to illustrate the football sidestep. Eliscu shaped the model’s arms and legs while watching, to depict a player’s movements accurately.


Once Eliscu finished the model, he showed it to Notre Dame head coach Elmer Layden, another of the Four Horsemen, at a dinner in New York. Layden and his players loved the sculpture, and Eliscu moved forward with his bronze molding. His finished product weighed 25 pounds and was 14 inches long, 131/2 inches high, and 61/2 inches wide.


Over the next seventy-six years, it would become the most valued and coveted trophy in American sports.


On December 9, 1935, University of Chicago halfback Jay Berwanger, the legendary “one-man gang,” was presented the first Downtown Athletic Club Award during a noon luncheon at the club. The New York Times reported, “the luncheon gathering was large enough to fill two dining rooms of the club and overflow into a third.”3 Because Berwanger’s nose had been broken twice, he played wearing a helmet mounted with a face mask made of spring steel. Because of the helmet, Berwanger was also known as “the man in the iron mask.” He was an excellent student, and his athletic abilities won the respect of his peers. Of the 107 opponents he faced, 104 of them named him the best halfback they had ever seen. Berwanger was a gentleman and would become a very successful businessman later in life. Heisman heartily approved of the first selection for the Downtown Athletic Club Award. Heisman didn’t have a large role in the first Downtown Athletic Club presentation, but he did preside over a Touchdown Club of New York meeting at the Hotel Martinique, where Berwanger was honored again.


It was the last time Heisman would meet a winner. It was also the last time the Downtown Athletic Club Trophy would be presented.





CHAPTER ONE
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American Dream


Is it or is it not a matter of importance that a young man starts out in life with an ability to shut his jaw hard and say, “I will,” or “I will not,” and mean it?


—JOHN WILLIAM HEISMAN, PRINCIPLES OF FOOTBALL


The air split with loud, clattering crashes. Voices bellowed quick and raw—a chorus of shouts not trained in finery. Sharp, cracking slaps of noise reached the ears of men walking home from work. Men with faces layered in heavy soot, hands toughened like leather, and bodies exhausted from ten-hour workdays stopped to watch the tumbling mass of young men. They watched the boys’ arms and legs flailing to capture a round ball. They shook their heads and could only smile, sometimes wishing for their youth again so they might join the fray of this fascinating game that looked like soccer, was played like rugby, and had rules waiting to be broken. This was the infancy of American football in the early 1880s.


Older men watched the mass of boyhood, plunging, running, shoving, tripping, kicking, and falling over one another. Their legs and arms were intertwined, struggling, wrestling, and fighting for an underinflated ball. These wildcats and riggers of Titusville, Pennsylvania, who walked home late in the afternoon knew it for what it was—the daily scrimmage behind Michael Heisman’s cooper shop. They also knew that Heisman’s sons were always in the thick of it.


Only one thing would interrupt the mayhem, only one sound would pierce the din and bring it all to a stop. It always came from the front porch of 126 East Spring Street. It was Sarah Heisman’s nightly call to supper: “Daniel! John! Come and eat before cold it gets! Bring Michael! Be quick!”


As soon as the call was heard, three players were immediately removed from the pile. Sarah Heisman was not one to be trifled with or kept waiting. Stern as she was, her knowing glance graciously ignored busted lips, bruised cheeks, or torn clothing when her boys scurried into the house. Raising boys is more art than science, and domesticating those three wild rascals into refined gentlemen was her undertaking. She did so without a second’s hesitation. To sit at Sarah Heisman’s table and expect to eat required a clean face, neck, and hands, as well as proper restraint while grace was offered before their meal. When the last “amen” was reverently uttered, excited discussions erupted—sometimes about the afternoon scrimmage and sometimes about events in town, such as the unpredictable antics of the colorful workers at Papa Heisman’s shop.


According to widely accepted legend and a family tale that has been passed from generation to generation of Heisman descendants, Michael Heisman was a German immigrant and son of nobility. His father, Baron von Bogart, disapproved of his son marrying a peasant girl from Alsace-Lorraine, a French region that abuts the western border of Germany and was often the booty for the winning side after great wars between the countries. Disinherited by his family, Michael took “Heisman,” the surname of his wife, Sarah, and sailed with her to America, leaving his family’s fortune and royalty behind in the name of love.


The tale of Michael Heisman’s humble beginnings has been widely publicized and generally accepted ever since Heisman became the most familiar name in all of American sports. The story is included in John W. Heisman’s biographies at universities where he coached, and in profiles of him published in Sports Illustrated1 and the Philadelphia Inquirer.2 The story became widely known when Heisman’s stepson from his first marriage, Colonel Carlisle Cox, relayed the tale to a Georgia Tech alumni group in Atlanta in the spring of 1964. “Cox dropped a bombshell with his disclosure that Heisman was not the true family name,” Atlanta Magazine reported in 1964. “The fact that this surprised the assemblage—surprised the Colonel. He had believed the information common knowledge. National wire services nevertheless blared the story throughout the world.”3 Cox even went as far as telling the alumni group that Michael Heisman’s father attempted to reconcile their relationship after his son struck it rich in America. “By this time, the old barony apparently had grown rather barren,” Cox reportedly told the group. “But Coach’s father would have no part of it. The name Heisman stuck.”4


But the story of Heisman’s German nobility was actually nothing more than a tall tale, one that Michael Heisman might have told others as he began to strike it rich in his new country. German birth records reveal that Michael Heisman was actually born Johann Michael Heissmann around midday on January 1, 1835, in Vorra, Germany, about forty-two kilometers east of Nuremberg, in the German state of Bavaria.5 According to Protestant parish records there, Heissmann’s mother was Anna Heissmann, the eldest daughter of the farmer Johann Michael Heissmann and his wife, Magdalena Steif. The elder Johann Heissmann is identified as his grandson’s godfather, but a biological father’s name is not included in the records. The younger Johann Michael Heissmann was baptized in a Protestant church the day after he was born. Anna Heissmann, who was twenty-three when her only son was born, died of dysentery—inflammation of the intestines, which was often fatal when untreated—on September 2, 1836.6 The young Johann Michael Heissmann, who wasn’t yet two years old at the time of his mother’s death, was raised by his grandparents on their farm in Vorra, which his grandmother’s family had cropped since 1618.


When the young Johann Michael Heissmann was twenty-three, he boarded the steamship Borussia to seek a new life in America.7 The ship left Hamburg, Germany, in June 1858 and after sailing a day through the North Sea and the English Channel, it was briefly docked in Southampton, England, where it picked up additional passengers and cargo. Heissmann was one of 304 passengers aboard the ship, most of whom were German immigrants and third-class passengers. Heissmann was listed as passenger No. 222 on the ship manifest sworn to and signed by Captain N. Troutman and which was given to customs officials when the Borussia arrived in New York on July 1, 1858.8 Heissmann probably spent more than two weeks sailing through the North Atlantic from Southampton to New York. The Borussia, a 2,349-gross-ton ship, was nearly 280 feet long, single-screwed, and was equipped with overhead oscillating engines, iron hull, clipper stem, one funnel, and three masts. It traveled at speeds of about ten knots. According to a March 7, 1857, report in the Times of London, the Borussia arrived in Hamburg, Germany, from New York after a run of “16 days and 9 hours, and averaging 91/2 knots the hour throughout her trip.”9


The Borussia, which started its first Hamburg–New York voyage on January 1, 1856, and sailed its last on April 30, 1870, was one of several steamships that carried German immigrants to the United States during the second half of the nineteenth century. Because of political unrest, religious persecution, and a shrinking economy in Germany, immigrants were attracted to the promises of free land and better financial opportunities in America. News of the settlers’ experiences in America had been widely circulated in Germany through letters from relatives and in newspapers throughout the country. For a young man such as Heissmann, there was little to risk in going to America and so much to gain. The US National Archives and Records Administration has documented more than four million passengers arriving at US ports from Germany between 1850 and 1897. About 90 percent of those immigrants identified their country of origin or nationality as Germany or a German state, city, or region.


Johann Michael Heissmann, who changed his name to Michael Heisman shortly after arriving in America, was among them. He settled near Cleveland, Ohio, in 1858, three years before his new country would begin fighting the American Civil War. Fortunately for Michael Heisman, most of the fighting occurred to the east and south of Ohio, and he avoided having to join a Union Army regiment. After the Civil War ended in 1865, German immigrants began flocking to America once again. Cleveland became a popular destination for German immigrants after the Ohio and Erie Canal was constructed in the 1820s. Before the canal was dredged to link the Cuyahoga River with the Ohio River and other canal systems, it was easier for immigrants to reach Cincinnati or St. Louis via railways or the National Road, the first highway constructed by the US government, which was supposed to link Cumberland, Pennsylvania, with St. Louis. After the Panic of 1837, however, federal funding vanished and the road stopped in Vandalia, Illinois.


By 1850, after immigrants could reach Cleveland via railroads, the city’s German-born residents had swelled to 33 percent of the population, more than even the native-born residents.10 By the start of the twentieth century, more than forty thousand Germans lived in Cleveland. They worked as butchers, jewelers, tailors, cabinetmakers, and mechanics. They were widely known for constructing fine pianos and other musical instruments, and they introduced thirst-quenching beer and, of all things, the Christmas tree. German churches—there were more than 130 in Cleveland at the height of immigration—founded three hospitals and sponsored German-speaking schools. The German Concert Orchestra, also known as the Germania, was an ensemble of German musicians and was one of the longest-lasting acts in early Cleveland. A German newspaper was published in 1846 and was printed until the 1980s.


Cleveland seemed like the perfect place for Michael Heisman to raise a family after leaving behind his ancestry in Germany. Eight years after arriving in America, Heisman married Sarah Lehr, a twenty-two-year-old daughter of German immigrants, on July 21, 1866.11 Like Heisman’s grandfather, Sarah’s father, Michael Lehr, was a farmer from the Bavaria region of Germany. He and his wife, Catherine, had eleven children. Sarah Ann Lehr, their second-oldest daughter, was born in Trenton, Ohio, on February 9, 1844.


It didn’t take Michael and Sarah Heisman long to start their family. On April 10, 1867, their first son, Daniel, was born in Cleveland, and then John William came along on October 23, 1869. Their third son, Michael, was born in Erie, Pennsylvania, on February 25, 1872. An 1870 US Federal Census report revealed a bustling Heisman household on Cleveland’s West Side. Along with Michael, Sarah, and their three sons, a domestic servant resided in their home at 59 Frankfort Avenue. The house was only a few blocks south of the Lake Erie shoreline. The location seemed convenient, since Michael Heisman spent his workdays at the shipyards, where his company produced wooden barrels used to transport beer, wine, and other liquids. The Heisman home wasn’t far from the open-air West Side Market, where Sarah could purchase fresh vegetables, meat, and seafood for her family’s meals. Streetlights, postal service, public libraries, and a police department were introduced in Cleveland in the 1860s.


For an immigrant who arrived in America with very little, life was good for Michael Heisman. Over the next couple of years, however, Heisman and his family would truly begin to live the American Dream, largely because of an unexpected discovery in the western Pennsylvania wilderness.





CHAPTER TWO
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Titusville


America’s first oil boom didn’t occur until Edwin L. Drake successfully drilled the world’s first flowing petroleum well in 1859 near Oil Creek in Titusville, Pennsylvania. By the time the country’s first oil rush had run its course, some of the most famous names in American history—Carnegie, Rockefeller, and even John Wilkes Booth—had staked their claim to land at the foothills of the Allegheny Mountains, hoping to get rich or, in some cases, even richer. Michael Heisman, the father of John W. Heisman, was among the pioneer oil “boomers,” moving his family in 1874 from Cleveland to Titusville, where he transformed his small business into a prosperous enterprise that supplied wooden barrels to many of the world’s first oil barons.


It is impossible to know how long petroleum has been seeping through the dark soil and floating in the creeks, streams, and rivers of northwestern Pennsylvania; geologists contend that oil probably first came to the earth’s surface there shortly after the last glacial period approximately 110,000 to 10,000 years ago, when ice covered most of Canada and the upper Midwest of the United States, resulting in the formation of the Great Lakes.1


In 1750, during a scouting mission into the Pennsylvania wilderness, French army ensign Joseph Coulon de Villiers de Jumonville witnessed the Seneca Native Americans incorporating oil into their religious ceremonies. Jumonville, who was born in modern-day Québec and was the son of a French military officer, served at Fort Duquesne near Pittsburgh. Jumonville’s capture by George Washington and his subsequent death at the hands of the Native American Half King sparked the Seven Years’ War, or French and Indian War, from 1756 to 1763.2 Before his death, Jumonville reported the following observations to his commanding officer, General Louis-Joseph de Montcalm:


I would desire to assure you that this is a most delightful land. Some of the most astonishing natural wonders have been discovered by our people. While descending the Allegheny, fifteen leagues below the mouth of the Conewango and three above the Venango, we were invited by the chief of the Senecas to attend a religious ceremony of his tribe. We landed, and drew up our canoes on a point where a small stream entered the river. The tribe appeared unusually solemn. We marched up the stream about half a league, where the company, a large band, it appeared, had arrived some days before us. Gigantic hills begirt us on every side. The scene was really sublime. The great chief then recited the conquests and heroism of his ancestors. The surface of the stream was covered with a thick scum, which burst into complete conflagration. The oil had been gathered, and lighted with a torch. At the sight of the flames, the Indians gave forth a triumphant shout and made the hills and valleys re-echo again. Here, this is revived the ancient fire worship of the East; here, then are the children of the sun.3


Crude oil was not refined or marketed for everyday use to the public until 1850. Samuel W. Kier of Pittsburgh built a small refinery with a five-barrel still and converted petroleum into lamp oil. Petroleum was more abundant and a cheaper option than whale oil or animal fat, which were the most common lighting fuels of the day.


At about that time, during the summer of 1853, George H. Bissell of New Orleans, an 1845 graduate of Dartmouth College, was visiting his alma mater’s campus. Professor Dixie Crosby showed Bissell a bottle of crude oil that had been procured from the farm of his nephew, Dr. B. F. Brewer, near Oil Creek in Titusville. Bissell and an associate visited Titusville the next year, convinced the oil could be utilized in manufacturing and heating. Bissell obtained the rights to lands on Oil Creek from Brewer & Watson Lumber Company for $5,000 on a ninety-nine-year lease.4 A pump was attached to a working gear of a nearby sawmill, and surface oil and water were then pumped into large vats. The water eventually settled to the bottom, allowing oil to be extracted in its natural state. The pump initially yielded three hundred barrels of oil, which were shipped to Professor B. Silliman Jr. of Yale University, who had been appointed an original member of the National Academy of Sciences by the US Congress. Silliman was hired by Bissell to analyze the oil’s worth and potential uses. In the fall of 1855, Silliman famously pronounced the crude oil’s constituents as “promising,” and his report was widely circulated in New England.


Bissell and his associates formed the Pennsylvania Rock Oil Company—the first petroleum company chartered in the United States—and it was the first enterprise to trench and gather surface oil around Oil Creek. But the venture yielded only modest results for the first couple of years; the oil was measured by the gallon and sold for a price as high as $1.50 per gallon.5 After the Depression of 1857, the company was reorganized as Seneca Oil Company, with a capital stock of $300,000. Drake, a conductor on the New Haven Railroad, was hired to sink an artesian well near Oil Creek in the spring of 1858. He hired William “Uncle Billy” Smith, a blacksmith, who was experienced in making salt drilling tools, to assist him in the venture. Drake and Smith built a derrick and engine house and initially tried to dig the rock and curb a well, but their plan failed. After several months of futile results, the Seneca Oil Company ceased investing capital into the venture and abandoned Drake. He was forced to sink his own money into the seemingly hopeless cause. Drake’s biggest obstacle was that the well became engulfed with water and collapsed every time he tried to drill through the rock with a steam engine. As a solution, Drake and Smith drove a four-inch pipe into the ground and drilled inside the casing, which allowed them to drill about three feet per day.


After reaching a depth of 691/2 feet on August 27, 1859, Smith and his two sons decided to stop drilling for the day. The next afternoon, Smith checked on the well and saw a black substance inside the pipe. They’d struck oil! The oil was brought to the surface with a hand-pitcher pump and was collected in a bathtub. A pump was eventually rigged in the well and it produced about twenty barrels a day. It was the first successful oil well in the world. The great Pennsylvania oil rush—the first oil boom in US history—was on.


Michael Heisman co-owned and operated the Stephens & Heisman Cooper Shop, along with George Stephens, at the corner of East Spring and Kerr Streets. Shortly after Drake struck oil at his pioneer well, wooden barrels became almost as valuable as the petroleum itself. Drake managed to secure every barrel in Titusville—they had previously stored everything from wine to beer to whiskey to fish—and then he managed to find twenty-eight barrels in nearby Meadville, Pennsylvania.6 In 1859, the pioneer wells of Titusville produced about two thousand barrels of oil; by the end of 1860 there were seventy-four producing wells churning up about two hundred thousand barrels per year.7


Heisman apparently struggled initially to make his way into the oil business. On October 27, 1879, he filed for bankruptcy in US District Court in western Pennsylvania.8 But once the oil really started flowing, it didn’t take him long to recover financially. At the height of oil production, Heisman employed about thirty-five workers. Barrel-making was considered an art form, and coopers were considered very skilled laborers. The barrel’s staves were made of prime white oak, and the hoops were hickory (which were eventually replaced by iron hoops). According to oil historian Sir Boverton Redwood, the forty-two-gallon oil barrel was manufactured as follows: “staves were assembled in a circle and held in position by an iron ring; the infant barrel was steamed in an iron cylinder, thus softening the wood; the staves were bent into shape and drawn together by a circle of wire rope run by an engine; an iron hoop was slipped over the upper end to hold the staves in position; the barrel was fired inside by burning shavings or some other easily fired material; thick temporary hoops were slipped over the barrel and drawn together by machinery; the rough ends of the staves were pared off in a lathe and grooves for the heads were cut in the barrel; six iron hoops were driven over the barrel by a steam engine; and hot glue, glycerin or soluble glass was poured into the barrel and the barrel was rotated to make it tight.”9


Among Heisman’s customers were Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller. Carnegie was one of the principal stockholders in Columbia Oil Company, which financed twelve wells at Blood Farm, and his earnings helped him build his first steel mills (Carnegie later sold his steel company for $480 million to J. P. Morgan in 1901). John D. Rockefeller, a produce merchant from Cleveland, visited Titusville in 1860 to explore the oil industry, but he wasn’t convinced the petroleum supply would sustain so many producers. Five years later, after oil was struck in nearby Pithole, Pennsylvania, Rockefeller became a major investor in petroleum. He formed Standard Oil of Ohio in 1870, which quickly became the country’s most profitable refinery. By 1872, Standard Oil Company had purchased twenty-two of the twenty-six oil refineries in Cleveland and was the largest producer of oil and kerosene in the world. With a net worth of $1.4 billion at the time of his death in 1937, Rockefeller is widely considered the richest man in US history, and much of his early wealth was the result of his speculation in Titusville.


Not every oil speculator struck it rich in Titusville. In 1863, a well-known Shakespearean actor named John Wilkes Booth formed an oil partnership with members of his theater group after reading about the oil boom in newspapers while performing in Cleveland. Booth called the venture the “Dramatic Oil Company,” and he acquired a lease to drill a well at a farm near Franklin, Pennsylvania. After drillers started working on the Wilhelmina No. 1 well in May 1864, Booth was so confident he would become rich from oil that he gave up stage acting altogether and traveled to the Allegheny region to watch the well’s progress. Alas, the well went dry after explosives were detonated inside it. Less than a year later, and only five days after Confederate army general Robert E. Lee surrendered to Union army general Ulysses S. Grant in Appomattox Court House, Virginia, ending the American Civil War, Booth shot US president Abraham Lincoln at Ford’s Theater in Washington, DC, on April 14, 1865; Lincoln died the following day. If Booth’s oil well had flourished, American history might have been different.


In July 1891, Michael Heisman used the small fortune earned from his cooperage to buy interest in American Oil Works, which was founded by a group of German-speaking immigrants in 1885 on South Brown Street. Along with Frank Von Tacky, Louis Walz, and William Teege, Heisman was one of the company’s largest shareholders. It wasn’t an expansive operation; American Oil Works primarily refined kerosene and lubrication oil and was later sold to Pennsylvania Refining Company (now the Penreco Division of Pennzoil) in 1926. According to Titusville researcher David Weber, Heisman also had working oil leases in the Church Run field north of Titusville. Heisman became involved in local politics and was a local beer distributor, offering customers Toledo Beer and Ale in quantities of “11/2, 3/4 or 1/2 barrels.”10 He still managed to have fun in Titusville’s numerous saloons. On July 19, 1886, Heisman pled guilty and was fined $3.00 for his role in an altercation after a night of drinking. “On Saturday night last, M. Heisman and John Meising had an argument and altercation which wound up with Heisman giving John a little one behind the ear to remember him by,” the Titusville Morning Herald reported. “John thought his memory needed no such incentive and after reducing the bump with frequent applications of ointment, had a warrant sworn out.”11


Inside the shop, Mr. Heisman’s three sons loved to watch the scruffy coopers working in their blackened aprons. A good cooper could take a rod of iron, still red-hot from the forge, and weld it into a hoop with a single strike of his hammer. The iron was bent around a loop form, its ends were put into the forge until white-hot, and then they were welded together on an anvil. The cooper quickly plunged the new hoop into a vat of water to draw a modest temper on the iron, and then he tightly fastened the hoops over the beveled planks to complete the barrels.


Curled shavings left by long stokes from the adze covered the floor and had to be swept several times a day to prevent any spark from catching fire. The cooperage actually burned to the ground in December 1885, but was rebuilt in less than a month.12 Daniel usually drew the job of sweeping the shavings as Heisman’s eldest son, and he quickly became the boy most likely to take over the family business. Learning from the ground up was the way Papa Heisman wanted his son to mature. If Daniel didn’t know all of the operations of the cooper shop, how could he run it one day? Sadly, Daniel Heisman didn’t live long enough to take over his father’s company. On May 21, 1892, five years after younger brother John left Titusville for college and two years after his father sold his interest in the cooperage and returned to Cleveland, Daniel Heisman, who was still working at the cooper shop operated by the Stephens family, was killed while unloading two rail car loads of oak staves.
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