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			Introduction

			THE NATIONAL FOOTBALL LEAGUE IS the most popular and successful sports league in America. From television ratings to brand recognition and fan favorability, it dominates the competition. From its humble beginnings in small-town America in the 1920s to its present-day status as a multibillion-dollar industry, the NFL is an important and influential part of the multihued fabric of our society. Its rags-to-riches story and unrivaled popularity border on the unbelievable.

			Reflecting its immense popularity, a multitude of books have been written on the NFL, ranging from stories on the game’s greatest players, successful coaches, dynasty teams, and milestone games, and on every Super Bowl played. Biographies, motivational memoirs, stories of perseverance and achievement, and even a few “kiss and tell” tales can be found on bookstore shelves and online shopping sites. And, inspired by the NFL’s one-hundredth season and centennial celebration, more historical reviews—including this one—will be added.

			When I decided to write this book, my goal was to chronicle the NFL’s storied past without sounding like an encyclopedic regurgitation of what has already been written. Sure, there are certain stories and characters that must be included in any retrospective look at the league’s history. But I wanted this version to be different. I wanted to identify the important but not always visible recurring themes that emerge throughout the league’s history, link decisions to decision makers, identify the circumstances of play that influenced the league’s development, and, when possible, explain the resulting impact. I wanted to separate fiction from fact, offer a slightly different look at some familiar topics, and share some lesser-known stories that also helped shape the league’s colorful history.

			
			As someone who has studied the history of pro football and the NFL for more than four decades, I should have anticipated my first challenge. How on earth can I possibly do justice to the NFL’s amazing story in just one volume? The fact is, there either have been or easily could be books written on each topic I wanted to address. There are simply too many tales to be told. I had to make some tough decisions. Suddenly, I began to appreciate how a coach must feel when he’s faced with having to make roster cuts. Some really great stories didn’t make my roster; I put a few first-round choices on the waiver wire.

			An example of a great story that didn’t make my final cut is how, in 1946, four African American pioneers—Marion Motley, Bill Willis, Woody Strode, and Kenny Washington—broke pro football’s “color barrier,” one year before Jackie Robinson did the same in Major League Baseball. Strode and Washington signed contracts to play for the NFL’s Los Angeles Rams while Motley and Willis signed with the Cleveland Browns in the upstart rival All-America Football Conference. While it’s an important pro football milestone, I chose to forgo telling this oft-told tale in favor of sharing the story of James “Shack” Harris. A rookie quarterback from Grambling State University, Harris was named the starting quarterback in the 1969 season opener for the Buffalo Bills. That may not sound all that unusual today, but when Shack took his first snap on that opening day in Buffalo, he became the first African American in pro football history to open a season as a team’s starting quarterback. Back then, a black man simply did not play quarterback, let alone start.

			While the collective signing of pro football contracts by Motley, Willis, Strode, and Washington was a seminal moment in pro football history, it did not mark the end of racial bias. There was still much to achieve, as demonstrated twenty-three years later by Harris. By the way, the quarterbacks Harris started ahead of on that day were veterans Jack Kemp and Tom Flores. Kemp went on to become a congressman and Republican nominee for vice president of the United States. Flores, the NFL’s first Hispanic quarterback, is one of only two people in NFL history to win a Super Bowl as a player, an assistant coach, and a head coach. The other is Hall of Fame tight end Mike Ditka.

			
			As for important recurring themes during the NFL’s first century, my favorite thread began at the NFL’s founding meeting. As I detail in chapter two, fifteen men representing ten teams gathered in Canton, Ohio, on September 17, 1920, in Ralph Hay’s Hupmobile showroom and organized what would become the National Football League. Newspaper accounts of that meeting indicate that the league was organized for three principal reasons: to control players’ high salary demands; to prevent players from jumping from one team to another; and to protect against the violation of college eligibility rules. One hundred years later, how are we doing? Those three founding tenets sure do sound a lot like today’s salary cap, free agency, and the NFL college football draft issues. The more things change…

			More than forty franchises failed during the league’s first two decades. Gone were teams from such dubious locations as Muncie, Indiana; Evanston, Illinois; Tonawanda, New York; and LaRue, Ohio. Only two charter-member teams, the Chicago Bears (aka the Decatur Staleys) and the Chicago Cardinals, now the Arizona Cardinals, are still among the NFL’s active franchises. Even entries from cities that would later become NFL mainstays, like New York, Detroit, Cincinnati, Buffalo, and Washington, DC, went belly-up during the league’s early years.

			While the NFL has obviously made tremendous strides since, it didn’t happen without substantial growing pains and serious challenges. The league, to its well-deserved credit, survived the Great Depression, continued to operate during the unparalleled manpower shortage caused by the demands of World War II, met the challenges of rival leagues, and overcame controversies and scandals that tested the character and integrity of the men who dedicated their lives to the creation and development of the “post-graduate” brand of football.

			
			My life’s work has been and continues to be—pardon the cliché—a labor of love. My greatest reward for this lifelong addiction is the recognition I’ve received from others as one of the game’s foremost historians. In a note, NFL commissioner Roger Goodell referred to me as “the finest historian I know.” While I’m flattered and slightly embarrassed by his complimentary remark, it is that kind of unsolicited recognition that fuels my desire to share the amazingly underappreciated story of the strongest, most successful, and by far most interesting sports league in the world, the National Football League.

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 1

			LEAGUE TALK

			PROFESSIONAL FOOTBALL AS WE KNOW it began in the fall of 1892 when one William “Pudge” Heffelfinger, an All-American tackle from Yale, accepted a $500 cash payment to play for the Allegheny Athletic Association. The AAA played out of what today is the North Shore of Pittsburgh.

			If $500 sounds like a cheap deal, consider this: $500 back then had the buying power of roughly $13,000 today.

			And this: Heffelfinger’s payment from the AAA was for a single game, against their crosstown rival, the hated Pittsburgh Athletic Club (PAC). The AAA won the game 4–0 (touchdowns were worth four points from 1892 to 1898, five points from 1898 to 1911, and six points starting in 1912) and Heffelfinger earned his pay scoring the game’s only touchdown on a 35-yard fumble recovery.

			Evidence of Heffelfinger’s role in the creation of professional football can be found today in the Pro Football Hall of Fame, preserved on a slightly yellowed page of the AAA’s expense accounting ledger for November 12, 1892.

			Ironically, what would have been considered damning evidence of unethical professionalism back then is now proudly displayed at the Hall of Fame as pro football’s “birth certificate.”

			While the indelible-ink entry is proof positive of Heffelfinger’s pay, it’s unlikely that the recompense was truly the first time the purity of the sport’s amateur code had been violated. In fact, under-the-table payments to “ringers” were becoming more and more commonplace. It’s just that in Heffelfinger’s case, the AAA put it in writing.

			Eventually the practice of paying players became so routine that some amateur clubs, including the AAA, simply decided to be open about it.

			While the result was better football, the high cost of bidding for the services of the best players created an unanticipated financial strain on some of the athletic clubs, so much so that one by one they began to drop football altogether.

			Also, ringers were never fully embraced by team loyalists. One week player X was a welcomed member of the “home team” and the next he was an unwelcomed opponent. As a result, fan acceptance of the pro version of football, particularly in the “amateur athletic clubs” of Pennsylvania and New York, began to wilt.

			However, in nearby Ohio, the opposite seemed to be happening. Amateur competition in cities like Akron, Canton, Dayton, Massillon, Shelby, and Youngstown became so competitive that teams began to openly recruit play-for-pay athletes.

			In 1903, the Massillon Tigers became the first Ohio team to blatantly lure players with cash. Others followed, including Massillon’s fiercest rival and Stark County neighbor, Canton. Prior to the start of the 1905 season, the Canton Athletic Club (CAC) announced that their football team would be a “professional organization,” complete with a “professional coach.” The mission of the rechristened Canton Bulldogs was simple: beat Massillon.

			Suddenly, Ohio was the hotbed of professional football. A small group of pro teams, mostly from the northeastern part of the state, became known as the “Ohio League.”

			The Ohio League was an unstable entity whose makeup changed from year to year as teams folded and new ones emerged. The informal “league” usually included three to five teams and, depending on their fortunes, one or two from other Ohio cities like Columbus, Cincinnati, or Dayton. An imaginary title was claimed by the team faring the best against the other entries.

			Although semipro or pro teams could be found in many small midwestern cities and towns by the early 1900s, the Ohio League teams were clearly the best. They recruited the best, paid the most, and drew the largest crowds.

			
			But make no mistake—the game was far from being a serious challenge to college football, major-league baseball, boxing, or even horse racing. Critics claimed it lacked organization, stability, credibility, and integrity, and to a large extent, they were right.

			Adding fuel to that fire was a controversy in which a Bulldogs player, Charles “Blondy” Wallace, allegedly attempted to fix an important late-season game in 1906, between Canton and Massillon. Although no real evidence to support the charges was presented, the well-publicized allegations helped to validate critics’ claims that pro teams were nothing more than disorganized bunches of vagabond tramp athletes willing to play for the highest bidder.

			The resulting lack of public confidence, compounded by the ever-increasing cost of securing well-known players, caused Canton to fold following the 1906 season. Though Massillon continued to operate, they did so as a second-tier team with a substantially smaller payroll. Gone after two seasons was Ohio’s first pro football rivalry. And without its two best-known teams, the other Ohio League teams suffered as well.

			Then, in 1912, a twenty-one-year-old “sports enthusiast” named Jack Cusack offered his unpaid services as treasurer and secretary to a newly organized Canton Professionals football team. Within weeks the aggressive rookie promoter found himself in total control of the born-again football club.

			Cusack set out to restore Canton to its earlier prominence. To that end, in 1915 he lured Olympic champion Jim Thorpe, the biggest name in sports, to Canton. Anxious to resurrect the rivalry between Canton and Massillon, Cusack rechristened his Canton team the “Bulldogs” and scheduled two games—home and away—with the newly reorganized Massillon Tigers.

			In Thorpe, pro football had its first bona fide star and a major gate attraction. Some fans could hardly believe it when word leaked that Cusack was paying him $250 per game.

			“Even the most loyal Cantonites thought Cusack had lost his mind and would soon lose his shirt,” wrote pro football historian Bob Carroll. But when 6,000 paying customers showed up for the first Canton-Massillon game and 8,000 for the second, the doubters were silenced. The Thorpe-led team went on to capture Ohio League championships in both 1916 and 1917.

			
			While Thorpe’s presence certainly bolstered attendance and revenues for Canton, things weren’t as rosy for the other Ohio League teams. For them, except for games against Canton, attendance and revenues were down. A good part of the downturn, however, had nothing to do with the game.

			On April 6, 1917, the United States officially entered World War I. Almost immediately teams felt its effect as players either enlisted or were drafted.

			Compounding the problem, a deadly influenza pandemic swept the country in early 1918. To limit the spread of the outbreak, ordinances were passed restricting large gatherings, including sporting events. The manpower shortage and the fear of contagion caused most pro teams, including Canton and Massillon, to fold during the 1918 season.

			While Cusack and other team managers proclaimed the interruption would be a one-year pause, no one could be certain pro football would survive.

			Relief came with the war’s end in 1919 and the simultaneous decline of the pandemic. Anxious to pick up where they had left off, the four “Ohio League” teams ended their hiatus. But some serious challenges remained.

			To begin with, during the wartime layoff, Cusack sold the Bulldogs to Ralph E. Hay, a twenty-seven-year-old Canton entrepreneur and owner of the Ralph E. Hay Motor Company.

			Over in Massillon, while Tigers owners Jack Donahue and Jack Whalen proclaimed their readiness to once again field a team, their constant complaints about how much money they’d lost in 1917 cast a question mark over the new season.

			To the north, Akron Indians owner Vernon “Mac” McGinnis indicated he was ready to give it another go. And even though Youngstown Patricians manager Mickey Stambaugh was drowning in red ink and angry about having his roster poached in 1917, he said he was willing to forgive and forget and start anew.

			Despite these challenges, a sense of optimism seemed to take root among these strange bedfellows. Hay emerged as the group’s main cheerleader. Whether it was his naïveté as a rookie manager, previous entrepreneurial successes, having Thorpe under contract, or a combination of all three fortuitous circumstances, his passionate confidence was the dose of “recovery medicine” needed by a sport already on life support.

			
			The same problems that faced the pro game ever since Heffelfinger’s big payday continued to plague the Ohio League in 1919: players jumping from one team to another for a few dollars more, high salary demands and bidding wars for “big name” players, and the signing of amateur collegians. Sound familiar? In many ways, they’re the same problems still facing the game today.

			The Ohio League managers decided it was in their own best interest to at least discuss the issues. However, just getting together proved to be difficult. Three meetings in three different cities were needed to address the important matters before them.

			Hay hosted the first meeting on July 14 in Canton. Massillon and Akron showed up. Youngstown didn’t. Manager Stambaugh was reportedly “on vacation.” Likely a hunting trip for additional investors.

			Nevertheless, the three teams present reached several “agreements,” including a “tacit understanding” that there would be no stealing of players by one team from another. Although a good first step, there was no punishment for a violation, other than to proclaim “team managers would fall into disgrace” if they got caught.

			More surprising than that halfhearted agreement was a failed attempt to limit player salaries. It went down in flames. More surprising yet was that the loudest objection to the early-day salary cap came from Massillon’s penny-pinching Donahue and Whalen, who incessantly whined of their $4,700 loss in 1917. “If a team manager wants to pay $10,000 for a player, that is his business,” Donahue declared.

			Due to Youngstown’s absence, the all-important scheduling portion of the meeting had to be postponed until midsummer in Akron. Even though all four teams managed to attend the Akron summit, the gathering still concluded without a schedule.

			
			This time it was a suddenly cautious Hay who put the brakes on finalizing the schedule. The Canton manager informed his colleagues that he hadn’t spoken with Thorpe regarding the potential dates and asked for a third meeting in Pittsburgh in ten days. Hay promised that Thorpe, who’d be there playing baseball for the Boston Braves, would attend. The other managers understood and appreciated Thorpe’s importance, so they agreed to meet again.

			Hay’s desire to have Thorpe attend the meeting may have been more than a polite gesture. Unbeknownst to his fellow managers, Hay had received a telegram from Thorpe, informing him that he’d arranged two open dates to play a team in New York’s Polo Grounds. A big payday opportunity in New York City was big news. Hay’s reluctance to share the good news immediately was likely to make sure that he had all the details and that the better of the two dates was secured for his Bulldogs. But, whether by leak or intent, a detailed account of Thorpe’s arrangement quickly found its way to the press.

			Apparently Thorpe had secured the Polo Grounds through his friend John McGraw, manager of New York’s National League baseball club.

			McGraw wanted Thorpe to organize and run a pro football team to play in the famed baseball stadium. But when McGraw learned Thorpe was under contract with Canton and had a financial interest in the team, he made an alternative offer: bring the Bulldogs to New York and play McGraw’s soon-to-be-organized team. It seemed like a win-win arrangement.

			Ten days later, Canton, Massillon, and Akron showed up for the Pittsburgh meeting. Once again Youngstown was absent. Frustrated, Hay did his best to reassure the others that Youngstown was still on board and “would be on hand when the bell rang.”

			In the meantime, the managers met with representatives from New York and Cleveland. Neither city had a team, but both indicated they’d have teams ready to play in the upcoming season.

			Suddenly, the Ohio League’s “Big Four” had big-city suitors. Was this good news or bad? Certainly, road games in major markets with large baseball stadiums would help the bottom line of the visiting small-city teams. But wouldn’t it also exacerbate the problem of players jumping from small-market teams to the more lucrative opportunities in larger cities?

			
			Market size and larger playing facilities were to become the Achilles’ heel of small-city pro football. Sustainable markets and suitable stadiums were about to join the growing list of recurring challenges for pro football.

			All that aside, it didn’t take Hay long to accept McGraw’s overture. The Canton manager formally announced his team would travel to the Gotham City in early November to play McGraw’s team-in-the-making. Massillon, with less fanfare, claimed the second date.

			Willingness by the two Ohio teams to play McGraw’s New York team was largely influenced by the prospect of a big payday, rather than any visionary’s notion of pro football’s potential in New York City. Oddly, Hay’s excitement at the possibility of playing in New York didn’t extend to the league’s other big-city suitor, Cleveland. Hay told the Canton Evening Repository that should Cleveland “put a worthy challenger on the field, he might find time to knock the Sixth City’s championship aspirations for a goal.” He also somewhat condescendingly reminded manager Jimmy O’Donnell that Akron, Canton, Massillon, and Youngstown were “the Big Four” of pro football and it was unlikely he’d risk bookings with the other three in favor of the upstart team from the north.

			Shortly after announcing that the Bulldogs would play in New York, Hay was contacted by Paul Parduhn, manager of the Hammond, Indiana, Bobcats, a team that had claimed pro football’s Midwest championship, an assertion built more on bravado than reality.

			Parduhn had secured Chicago’s Cubs Park as his home field and publicly proclaimed that he had an astonishing player payroll of $20,000. The Hammond promoter understood that a game in Chicago against the famous Thorpe-led Bulldogs would be lucrative.

			Playing to Hay’s competitive nature, Parduhn challenged him to bring his Bulldogs to Chicago to play Parduhn’s Bobcats. He warned that failure to accept would result in Hammond’s claiming “the true world’s championship.”

			
			With the prospect of a big payday, Hay accepted. However, to insert Hammond into his suddenly-in-demand schedule, Hay had to back out of his agreement with McGraw. Realizing that an assured game in Chicago was better than a game in the Polo Grounds against a yet-to-be-organized squad, Hay unceremoniously canceled the New York game. And as bad as that news must have been for McGraw, things suddenly got worse for the baseball owner.

			For many years, so-called blue laws, also known as Sunday laws, were enforced in New York City. One of the most notorious laws restricted playing baseball on the Sabbath.

			McGraw thought he’d gotten a much-needed break in the spring of 1919 when the New York State legislature voted to lift the sports ban. McGraw believed the legislation applied to all sports. But he was wrong. It applied only to baseball.

			And so it was on October 6, one day after McGraw’s football team, “Brickley’s Giants”—named after team captain and former All-American Charley Brickley—conducted their first practice, that he was informed of his error. There was to be no football on Sundays. With Saturday dates at the Polo Grounds committed to college football, a disappointed and somewhat embarrassed McGraw had little choice but to fold his football team before ever playing a down.

			Meanwhile, with no blue laws in their cities to interfere, the four Ohio League teams launched their schedules. Although just resuming play after the one-year wartime layoff had to be considered something of a victory, little else that weekend indicated a very promising future for the reorganized Ohio League teams.

			Surprisingly, the mighty Bulldogs struggled mightily, just to get past a vastly inferior Pitcairn, Pennsylvania, Quakers team, 13–7. In the only game pitting two Ohio League teams against each other, Massillon devoured Youngstown 27–0. The one-sided loss was enough to convince the on-again, off-again Patricians management to give up the ghost and fold their team for good.

			The Akron Indians were perhaps the only Ohio League team to go relatively unscathed in the opening weekend. They coasted to an expected lopsided win over a weak Toledo AC, 47–0.

			
			Things improved as the season progressed. Although Youngstown was gone, Jimmy O’Donnell’s previously shunned Cleveland Tigers team stepped in to fill the void. Also in the plus column, Canton twice traveled to Chicago to play Parduhn’s “$20,000 beauties,” as the Bobcats became known, winning one and playing to a scoreless tie in the other. More important, both games drew crowds of more than 10,000 fans.

			Also on a positive note, both Canton and Massillon managed to schedule games in Detroit against that city’s pro team, the Heralds. The Detroit games somewhat offset the loss of their big-city paydays in New York.

			Later in the season, Massillon, attempting to capitalize on the Armistice Day holiday, played O’Donnell’s Tigers on a Tuesday afternoon. But it wasn’t the odd midweek game or even Cleveland’s lackluster 3–0 win that captured headlines in the Cleveland Plain Dealer. It was the surprising announcement by Cleveland’s financial backers that plans were under way “to form a grid league for the 1920 season.”

			“Organization is the next step,” they confidently related. “A real, sure-enough league not entirely unlike the big baseball leagues.”

			The suddenly energized Cleveland investors went on to espouse much of what had been offered by the Ohio League in the past.

			“Teams will enter agreements not to flirt with players on other teams and get them to jump.” And, they added, teams would attempt to protect themselves “from the avaricious player who plays both ends against the middle, seeking offers from every club and boosting the ante from time to time.”

			While their proclamation of a possible pro league was encouraging, the fact that it was emanating from Cleveland, not Canton, was significant. While Hay was quick to endorse the idea, he left no doubt that he had not relinquished Canton’s position as the epicenter of the pro football world or his position as its spokesman. “We will be on the ground when a meeting for the formation of a league is called,” he sternly avowed.

			As the 1919 season neared completion, Canton was again at the center of the pro football world. Ohio League championship bragging rights had come down to a season-ending game between the Thorpe-led Bulldogs and the roster-raiding Massillon Tigers. Massillon fell short, losing 3–0 to the Bulldogs, who were declared world champions of 1919.

			
			But the Bulldogs’ victory was also the league’s swan song. The Youngstown Patricians folded early, and at season’s end Massillon’s Donahue and Whalen declared themselves done with pro football. Even the mighty Bulldogs, with smaller-than-expected home game attendance, felt the financial pinch. But their “big-city” road games to Detroit and Chicago provided just enough hope and cash for Hay to stay the course. In Akron, Art Ranney and partner Frank Nied vowed to return for another run in 1920. And Cleveland’s outsider-turned-insider, Jimmy O’Donnell, pledged to return as well.

			But Hay, Nied, Ranney, and O’Donnell knew they had to set their sights on bigger and better things in 1920. Changes had to be made and teams needed to be added. It was time to organize and create “a real, sure-enough league.”

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 2

			A REAL SURE-ENOUGH LEAGUE

			O​N AUGUST 21, 1920, THE Canton Evening Repository heralded that pro football “moguls” had formed a “national body” to be known as the “American Professional Football Conference.” According to the paper, the meeting was conducted in the business office of Ralph Hay’s Hupmobile automobile dealership, and Hay was named temporary chairman of the new body.

			While the story sounded real enough, the APFC was more a work in progress than a finished product. To borrow a football phrase of the future—“after further review”—the announcement was not only premature but a bit exaggerated.

			Three former Ohio League teams—the Canton Bulldogs, the Akron Professionals (formerly the Indians), and the Cleveland Indians—along with another Ohio team, the Dayton Triangles, gathered in Hay’s office. And as they’d done in previous years, the team representatives formulated their schedules and expressed their never-ending concern about players jumping from one team to another, the players’ high salary demands, and college eligibility issues.

			But this time, something had changed. Perhaps buoyed by the postwar surge in the game’s popularity in cities like New York, Cleveland, Detroit, and Chicago, the Ohioans seemed not only ready but anxious to open the doors to other pro teams. Particularly to those from larger markets.

			To give the appearance of being “national in scope,” Hay announced that teams from Buffalo and Rochester, New York, and Hammond, Indiana, had joined the organization. Further, he suggested that the new organization would likely add a team from Rock Island, Illinois. While Hay’s announcement was dutifully noted in the press, the official—and succinct—meeting minutes provide a more modest picture of what occurred that August evening:

			Professional Football Representatives from Canton, Cleveland, Dayton and Akron held a meeting August 20, at which time schedules were drawn and plans formulated for the organizing of an association. Mr. Hay was appointed temporary Chairman….

				A mutual agreement was reached that no club should sign or make terms with any player still attending college, nor should a Club do business with any man attached at the time to one of the above Clubs. Should two Clubs be dealing with the same man, terms should be agreed upon.

			

			The meeting was adjourned. Next meeting to be held at Canton, September 17.

			Though brief, the minutes are specific—“plans were formulated,” not finalized. A “temporary chairman” was appointed—not elected. Both actions suggest a developing organization but not a finished one.

			Additionally, the “agreement” to protect college eligibility rules and refrain from raiding one another’s rosters was nothing new. Every year the Ohio League teams professed their commitment to antiraiding and respect for college eligibility requirements, and every year team managers seemed to suffer from a form of collective amnesia, as they routinely raided rosters and broke eligibility rules.

			Also, the minutes contained no mention of any other team joining the organization. There wasn’t even mention of an official name for the group.

			Significantly, newspapers reported, and the minutes confirmed, plans for a September 17 meeting. Newspapers also reported that a president would be elected then, information probably shared by “temporary chairman” Hay.

			Clearly, it appears the four Ohio teams were taking steps to formally organize. But it’s also apparent that they had more work to do before good intentions could become a reality. Until solid commitments were made, and permanent officers installed, talk of a “real league” was just that—talk.

			
			Hay’s announcement of a national organization was probably intended to generate interest and enthusiasm while encouraging other team managers to attend the September 17 meeting. And that’s pretty much what happened.

			A larger-than-expected turnout of would-be football moguls showed up at Hay’s tiny automobile dealership for the meeting. According to news accounts, fifteen men representing ten teams gathered that evening to discuss the future of play-for-pay football.

			The crowd was big enough and the office small enough that they had to move to the showroom floor, where those without a chair sat on the fenders or running boards of the dealership’s four showroom cars. Legend has it that while chairs were scarce, refreshments weren’t—Hay saw to it that there were plenty of buckets of beer for his guests to enjoy, even though Prohibition had been in effect since January.

			The evening’s cast of characters included the Bulldogs’ Hay, Jim Thorpe, and team treasurer Lester Higgins. From the Cleveland Tigers came Jimmy O’Donnell and Stan Cofall. Carl Storck, who hung up his playing cleats in 1918, represented the Dayton Triangles, and Frank Nied and Art Ranney attended on behalf of the Akron Pros.

			Traveling by train from Rochester, New York, was Leo Lyons, the do-everything player, coach, and owner of the Jeffersons. Walter Flanigan, another pro player turned owner, represented the Rock Island Independents. Earl Ball, the founder of the Muncie Flyers and owner of the Ball mason jar company, represented his team. Chris O’Brien, a painting and decorating contractor from Chicago, was there on behalf of the Racine Cardinals, and Dr. Alvin A. “Doc” Young presented himself as the Hammond Pros’ front man.

			Two individuals among this eclectic group were there on behalf of the Decatur Staleys, a team owned by A. E. Staley, owner of the A. E. Staley Manufacturing Company. If the name of Morgan P. O’Brien doesn’t ring a bell, perhaps the other man who attended the meeting with him is more recognizable—George Halas.

			
			A well-known three-sport star at the University of Illinois, Halas played professional football for the Hammond Pros and baseball for the New York Yankees in 1919. Staley hired him in 1920 to manage the company’s sports and athletic department. He was also expected to play on and manage the newly organized football team.

			“Morgan O’Brien, a Staley engineer and a football fan who was being very helpful in administrative matters, and I went to Canton on the train,” Halas recalled in his autobiography, Halas by Halas. “The showroom, big enough for four cars—Hupmobiles and Jordans—occupied the ground floor of the three-story brick Odd Fellows Building. Chairs were few. I sat on a running board.”

			While the meeting minutes list the Massillon Tigers as represented, it was left to Hay to explain their absence. The Canton manager announced the team’s withdrawal from participating in the 1920 season, while leaving the possibility of their return in 1921. On the surface, Hay’s report concerning the Tigers seemed innocent enough, but in hindsight there’s evidence of some skullduggery from the Canton and Akron interests.

			Why announce a team that had withdrawn from professional football when, for example, no mention was made of Youngstown’s similar decision to not field a team that year?

			As it turned out, Hay and Akron’s Nied and Ranney appeared to be holding on to the hope that another Massillon interest might emerge to save the day. Unfortunately, the only person expressing interest in the Tigers was Ranney’s former partner “Mac” McGinnis, who wanted to buy the Massillon players and form a traveling unit. Neither man wanted McGinnis back in the picture. Announcing Massillon’s withdrawal for the 1920 season while giving the impression of a possible return in 1921 essentially accomplished the duo’s goal of blocking McGinnis’s attempt to join the league.

			Beyond the block-McGinnis maneuver, the September meeting went off without a hitch. Capitalizing on his celebrity, Thorpe was elected president of the organization now officially named the American Professional Football Association. Cofall, a former Notre Dame All-American, was elected vice president and Ranney was chosen as secretary-treasurer.

			
			“Ten well-organized outfits” was how the Canton newspapers described the league’s membership. Dutifully sharing the puffery provided by Hay, the papers suggested that Thorpe’s prestige as a player and executive, coupled with the association’s financial backing, made the APFA the equal of organized baseball.

			Both assertions were wild exaggerations. While Thorpe was a brilliant athlete, he was hardly known for his business acumen. And the idea that there was strong financial support behind the APFA was just plain ludicrous. The upstart league’s finances were nonexistent.

			“We announced membership in the league would cost $100 per team,” Halas remembered. “I can testify no money changed hands. I doubt if there was a hundred bucks in the whole room. We just wanted to give our new organization a façade of financial stability.”

			Illustrating just how unfamiliar some of the team managers were with one another, the Racine Cardinals are listed on the meeting minutes as being from Wisconsin. Apparently, Secretary Ranney didn’t realize “Racine” was the Chicago street where the Cardinals’ playing field was located, not its city of origin.

			Besides being broke and unfamiliar with one another, much was still discussed and agreed upon.

			A committee headed by the Hammond Pros’ “Doc” Young was created to draft a constitution, bylaws, and rules for the association. Additionally, clubs agreed to provide by the first of every year a list of their rosters so each team would have first choice of services for their players the following season. It was the first formal agreement designed to prevent players from team jumping and to end the bidding for players already under contract.

			With those important organizational steps taken, pro football did indeed seem to have its first “real, sure-enough league.” A league that two years later would rename itself the National Football League.

			And while a sense of accomplishment must have filled the air after that now-historic meeting, it’s doubtful that even the most wide-eyed optimist—including Hay—could have imagined the successes, or more immediately, the enormous challenges that lay ahead. For an association whose modest stated purpose was simply to “promote good football and elevate the professional game,” things quickly became complicated.

			
			Although the APFA claimed ten charter members, news accounts made it clear that other pro teams were very welcome. The association announced that it would “provide for membership for every big city in the country which caters to patrons of the sport.” Four teams—the Buffalo All-Americans, the Chicago Tigers, the Columbus Panhandles, and the Detroit Heralds—were the first beneficiaries of this open-door policy.

			Although Buffalo had reportedly indicated in August its intent to join the new league, no representative attended either the August or September meetings and therefore it wasn’t counted among the charter members. Presumably Buffalo, as well as Chicago, Detroit, and Columbus, eventually worked out the necessary details as they were considered members of the association before the start of the league’s inaugural season.

			The APFA acknowledged that it couldn’t create a schedule for every club in time for the 1920 season. So teams could play games against nonleague teams. A more formal schedule was promised for 1921.

			The first games between two APFA member clubs occurred on October 3. On that day, the Dayton Triangles shut out the Columbus Panhandles 14–0 before an encouraging crowd of 4,000. And in Rock Island, the Independents crushed the Muncie Flyers 45–0 before a crowd of 3,110.

			The inaugural APFA season didn’t look much different in 1920 than in 1919. The lack of a league-sanctioned schedule and no observable league leadership did little to separate member teams from nonmember teams and even less to project an image of anything close to “a real, sure-enough league.”

			The official standings for the APFA’s first season ended with wildly divergent results. Due in large part to the outstanding play of their star halfback Fritz Pollard—one of only two African American players in the league—the Akron Pros finished the season with an undefeated record of 8-0-3, while the association’s marquee team, the Canton Bulldogs, finished with a disappointing 7-4-2 record. Four of the team’s wins and a tie came at the expense of unaffiliated second-tier teams. The Halas-led Decatur Staleys finished with an impressive 10-1-2 record that also included four nonleague games.

			
			The confusing mix of league and nonleague games resulted in a season-ending squabble as to who had won the title, Akron, Decatur, or the 9-1-1 Buffalo All-Americans. All laid claim to the first league title. The controversy was tabled until the association’s planned January meeting.

			Despite the chaos, and the doubts of some, the league’s founding fathers felt like they were beginning to realize their dreams. The question was, could this ragtag group turn their vision into a legitimate professional league? Serious questions remained. Who won the title? What were the league’s plans for the coming season? Who was running the league? All good questions. All lacked answers.

			It wasn’t as though the league hadn’t made any progress. It had. Attendance at some games exceeded 10,000 and favorable press coverage continued to grow.

			Even as some managers expressed concern, most remained believers. Chief among them was Panhandles manager Joe Carr, who eagerly hoped the league’s planned January meeting would refocus and rekindle the passion and optimism of his fellow managers. But when the scheduled winter meeting failed to materialize, even confident Carr likely questioned the league’s viability.

			Finally, on April 30, 1921, after languishing in a world of uncertainty, managers of nine of the fourteen APFA teams—Akron, the Chicago Cardinals, Hammond, Columbus, Decatur, Dayton, Rochester, Buffalo, and Canton—came together at the Portage Hotel in Akron. And make no mistake: they weren’t there to celebrate the past season, lick their wounds, and move on. No, by then they had realized the seriousness of their situation.

			While the APFA’s inaugural season was in some ways a success—particularly in the bigger cities—it was already apparent that the long-term sustainability for the smaller league markets would be a challenge. Equally obvious was the league’s need for an effective governing body and a true leader, someone with vision and know-how. Lacking both, it was clear to the league’s founding fathers that the best way forward was to reorganize and try again.

			
			But when the team managers gathered in Akron, both league president Thorpe and vice president Cofall were missing. The only league officer present was secretary-treasurer Ranney.

			The absence of Thorpe and Cofall wasn’t surprising. Remember, it was their notoriety as athletes, not their administrative skills, that prompted the league’s founders to elect them in the first place. Frankly, had either shown up at the meeting, it’s doubtful they would have been offered another term. In fact, almost from the start, Cofall demonstrated a lack of commitment to one of the league’s core tenets: the prohibition of players jumping from one team to another.

			Taking advantage of the Pennsylvania blue laws, Cofall would play on Saturdays as a member of the nonleague Union AA team of Phoenixville, then hop a train back to Cleveland and play for his Cleveland Tigers on Sunday. And as it turned out, several members of the Buffalo All-Americans squad did the same. They’d play a Saturday game as members of the Union AA team, then play the next day in Buffalo as members of the All-Americans.

			At the April meeting, Ranney stepped down from his post in the spirit of a new beginning in favor of Dayton Triangles manager Carl Storck. He was assigned the role of “temporary secretary.”

			The first order of business for the club managers—albeit nearly six months after the fact—was to declare the undefeated Akron Pros the 1920 APFA champions. After they thanked the Brunswick-Balke-Collender Company for providing the championship trophy, the APFA’s inaugural season was officially in the books.

			The real reason for the meeting wasn’t to award a trophy but rather to reorganize the league. To that end, Carr was elected president, the Decatur Staleys’ Morgan P. O’Brien vice president, and Storck the secretary-treasurer by unanimous consent.

			
			Although Carr would later claim he was elected “much against my will while I was out of the room,” he assumed the position with energetic, if not prearranged, readiness.

			In Carr, the league had the experienced leader it desperately needed. His sports resume was long and impressive.

			In 1900, at the tender age of twenty, he organized and managed a successful semipro baseball team known as the “Famous (Columbus) Panhandle White Sox.” Around the same time, he worked as the assistant sports editor of the Ohio State Journal, covering major boxing events and local sports. His football pedigree began in 1907, when he took over the dormant Columbus Panhandles football team that had operated from 1901 to 1904.

			Carr’s football team, like his baseball team, was built exclusively around employees of the Panhandle Division of the Pennsylvania Railroad, where he also worked as a machinist. The nucleus of the Panhandles was pro football’s most notable family—the Nesser brothers. Of the eleven starting positions on the 1907 Panhandles squad, five were Nessers. In 1910 the brothers—Fred, Frank, Phil, John, and Ted—were joined by a sixth brother, Al. In 1921, a year after the Panhandles joined the APFA, Ted’s son Charles joined his father for a game, making them the only father-son combo to appear in an APFA (NFL) lineup together.

			While the Panhandles’ overall record was only mediocre, Carr’s promotional skills made them one of the best-known early-day teams in the country. A feature story on the unusual squad was even carried in The Times of London.

			It was Carr’s organizational skills, strong sports background, and conviction that pro football needed a league that set him apart from other candidates for the job.

			“He had what the rest of us lacked, and that was real business sense,” Halas said of Carr. “All we were interested in was winning games. He was a born organizer. It was Joe who said our real concern should be the future of the sport.”

			From his first day on the job, the bespectacled, unassuming Carr focused on creating that future. He immediately called for the implementation of the measures approved at the 1920 organizational meeting, especially the submission of each team’s roster from the previous year for his review. He sternly reminded his fellow managers that no player under contract could be approached by another team until he was first—as with baseball’s then–reserve clause—declared a free agent.

			
			Next on his agenda, Carr prohibited players from playing on two different clubs in the same week. He argued that back-to-back games “damaged the integrity of the league,” as players were often game-weary or sometimes injured. That, he said, “was not in the best interest of the fans.”

			Carr’s final edict was to appoint a committee of three to draft a constitution and bylaws for the association, something that had been toyed with during the league’s first season.

			Carr’s much-needed take-charge attitude was just the beginning of a whirlwind of change for the league and its founders. Carr had clearly been contemplating the “future of the sport” well before he was officially put in charge.

			Consider, for instance, that by early September, just four and a half months after taking office, Carr announced the addition of eleven new franchises to the then-thirteen-team league. While three of them—Toledo, Ohio; Fort Wayne, Indiana; and New Haven, Connecticut—withdrew prior to the start of the season, eight others—Louisville, Kentucky (Brecks); Cincinnati (Celts); Minneapolis (Marines); Evansville, Indiana (Crimson Giants); Tonawanda, New York (Kardex); Brickley’s New York Giants; Washington, DC (Senators); and a team from Green Bay, Wisconsin, known as the Packers—fielded teams for the 1921 season.

			Some have suggested that Carr’s rapid expansion was done haphazardly and without purposeful direction. But nothing could be further from the truth.

			“It will be noted that no cities along the Atlantic seaboard are represented in the circuit,” the Harrisburg Evening News reported on August 20, 1921. Although several cities had reportedly asked for franchises, the APFA was said to have decided to “stay out of the eastern district beyond Rochester.”

			
			The APFA’s plan, according to the Evening News, was to have two separate leagues operating in 1922. There would be a new “eastern circuit” that would compete against teams “in the middle west,” ending with “a sort of world’s series” between the “championship teams of the east and west.”

			Carr’s two-league plan with a championship playoff game has been underappreciated by historians and is nearly absent from the NFL’s historical narrative. His visionary design should be recognized as one of his major accomplishments, even though it took longer than he expected for it to happen. When the NFL, more than a decade later, established two divisions and an annual championship game, there was no shortage of “visionaries” ready and willing to lay claim to the concept. The unassuming Carr was not among them.

			While it was Carr’s stated objective to have two separate leagues, it’s hard to believe that even he envisioned it could happen by 1922. It does appear, however, that in the interim and using his baseball background as guidance, Carr planned for the creation of “major” and “minor” divisions starting in 1921. The September 11 edition of the Detroit Free Press confirmed as much:

			
				In the major division of the American Professional Football Association, there are 12 clubs including the Detroit Tigers….[O]ther teams in the division are the Decatur Staleys, and Racine Cardinals which play in Chicago, Hammond, Columbus Panhandles and Canton Bulldogs, Akron, Dayton Triangles, Cleveland Tigers, Buffalo All-Americans, and Rochester Jeffersons.

			

			The APFA’s “minor division” was identified by the newspaper as the eight new franchises Carr brought into the fold, plus the Muncie Flyers, who, after their 0-1-0 record in 1920, were demoted to second-tier status. Suddenly Carr’s rapid expansion made a lot more sense.

			Although all twenty-one franchises are recognized as full-fledged members of the NFL, the “minor division” teams were for all intents and purposes there to fill out the schedules of the “major division” teams. Most of their games were played against one another.

			
			Of the minor division teams, the Packers played the most games—four—against major division competition. Minneapolis and Washington played three, while Cincinnati and Brickley’s New York Giants played two. Three teams—Tonawanda, Evansville, and Louisville—each played just one major division team. And the struggling Muncie Flyers failed to play any games against a major division team.

			While Carr was focused on the sustainability of the major teams, he never lost sight of the need to continue to grow the league’s credibility. But that credibility was constantly being challenged by pro football detractors, especially college coaches and administrators. It seemed that the more success the pro game realized, the more dogged the opposition became.

			Critics of the professional model—most notably the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA)—portrayed and fostered the idea that the pro game was an affront to the amateur version played on college campuses. So deeply opposed to pro football was the NCAA that at its 1920 winter meeting the organization declared former collegiate players “should under no circumstance participate in post-graduate football.” The Western Conference went even further, adopting a rule that any football letter winner who played pro football would have his letter “annulled.”

			Carr, while acknowledging the sins of the past by pro teams, frequently shared his conviction that the NFL was doing just fine policing itself and was absolutely no threat to the amateur game.

			He was also quick to differentiate between the objectionable practice of luring college-eligible players to the pro ranks from the signing of those players whose college eligibility had already expired: “It long has been the thought there should be a real outlet for college stars after their school days are over,” he said. It was a shame, he said, that “as it used to be that boys are developed into wonderful gridiron athletes and then, just as they were in their football prime, they were graduated and had to lay aside their regalia for all time.”

			
			College football’s failure to understand that pro football planned to operate like Major League Baseball and presented no threat to college football frustrated Carr.

			He also understood that pro football’s future was in major metropolitan areas, and that major-league baseball would welcome its presence. “Within two years,” he predicted, “the big baseball leagues will be putting football teams into the field.”

			Chicago White Sox owner Charles Comiskey once suggested that if pro football could be made profitable, it would be “the answer to a problem that has confronted baseball owners since the game started.” The problem, as he and other baseball owners could attest, was that their stadiums were used just three months a year and left idle the remainder of the year. Comiskey made it clear that baseball owners welcomed pro football teams as tenants.

			Despite Carr’s repeated intent to operate like organized baseball, most college football officials remained unconvinced and suspicious. And, as committed as Carr was to the league’s no-tampering policy, it’s unlikely he thought that simply banning such behavior would forever end the practice. It’s also unlikely he anticipated the firestorm that would erupt at the end of his first season, a result of just one such violation.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 3

			GROWING PAINS AND A NAME CHANGE

			IT WAS A CHILLY DAY, January 28, 1922, when APFA owners and a few other wannabes gathered for the league’s winter meeting in Canton’s Courtland Hotel. It may have been cold outside, but inside the hotel’s smoke-filled meeting room, an agenda of red-hot issues awaited. Some were sure to raise the room temperature even further.

			There was the sudden and surprising matter of the contested ownership of the Decatur/Chicago Staleys franchise. The league title was also being contested by two clubs. But the real front-burner issue was the Green Bay Packers’ admitted violation of the league’s ban on the use of college-eligible players.

			The contested ownership of the Decatur franchise stemmed from the planned transfer of the team from A. E. Staley to George Halas and his partner Edward “Dutch” Sternaman. As Halas tells the story in his 1979 autobiography, shortly after the 1921 season began, Staley called him to his office and informed him that he was getting out of the football business. But before Halas could even express his dismay, Staley shocked his player-coach-manager by offering him ownership of the franchise.

			“I’ll give you $5,000 seed money to pay costs until the gate receipts start coming in,” he told Halas. The seed money, he explained, would come in the form of $3,000 for promoting the team and $2,000 to be paid toward player salaries, at the rate of $25 a week per player up to the total of nineteen players. The only stipulation was that the team operate for one season in Chicago as the Staley Football Club. “Professional teams need a big-city base,” Staley prophetically told Halas.

			
			For Halas, it was a dream come true. “I could not believe such good fortune had come upon me,” he wrote. “I was elated.”

			Halas immediately shared the news with the players and all but one agreed to join him in Chicago, where rooms at the Blackwood Apartment Hotel had been secured at two dollars a week per man. To help run his new enterprise, Halas enlisted Sternaman, his teammate and co-coach, to be his fifty-fifty partner.

			Following the completion of the one-year commitment to play as the Chicago Staleys, Halas made his formal application to transfer ownership of the Decatur franchise to himself and Sternaman. But things got sticky when a Chicago promoter named Bill Harley laid claim to the franchise.

			Halas explained in his autobiography that he had engaged Harley to secure the playing services of three Ohio State star players: Charles “Chick” Harley (the promoter’s brother), Pete Stinchcomb, and John “Tarzan” Taylor. In exchange, Halas agreed that Harley would receive a share of the gate. Obviously, Halas insisted, that was all it meant and in no way did Harley have any claim on the franchise.

			While Halas’s recollection of the facts over the years went pretty much unchallenged, there are a few details he conveniently left out of his memoir:

			According to a signed agreement dated July 21, 1921—a document still in possession of the Sternaman family—“Charles W. Harley, Edw. G. Sternaman, William Harley, and Geo. S. Halas” entered into an agreement “to manage the Decatur Staley Football team and to share equally in the profits and losses of said team.” The brief handwritten agreement further states that the “above named will present to Geo. E. Chamberlain (a Staley Company executive) periodically during the football season of 1921 a sum of money to be designated therein.” In other words, prior to the start of the 1921 season, Halas, Sternaman, and the Harley brothers were equal partners in managing the affairs of the team.

			
			Harley’s argument was that he and his brother were 50 percent partners. Halas’s argument, and the one with the greater merit, was that he, not wanting to lose the services of the three players Harley had recruited, agreed to the management contract as written for the 1921 season only. After that, the agreement ended.

			According to Halas, a long and heated debate continued into the evening. Apparently even a telephone call to Staley, who confirmed Halas’s side of the story, failed to convince everyone of the legitimacy of Halas’s claim. But when a vote was finally called, Halas and Sternaman were awarded the franchise by a vote of eight to two.

			Then, as if that daylong debate weren’t enough for the new Chicago owners, they found themselves at the center of the next fiery deliberation: Who had won the 1921 league title, Chicago or Buffalo?

			The Staleys claimed their 9-1-1 record was better than the All-Americans’ 9-1-2. The All-Americans questioned which games counted and which didn’t, accusing the Staleys of including exhibition games in their record. But in the end, Halas and Sternaman once again prevailed; the Staleys were declared league champions.

			But the most consequential issue of the winter meeting was what to do about the Packers. Team owner J. Emmitt Claire admitted to playing three University of Notre Dame players under assumed names against the Racine Legion in early December. The South Bend Tribune featured a front-page story naming the three Notre Dame men—Hartley “Hunk” Anderson, Arthur Garvey, and Fred Larson—and announcing they’d been banned from the team and their collegiate letters revoked.

			Considering how hard Carr and others had worked to ensure that such behavior was a thing of the past, the charges against Green Bay weren’t going to be taken lightly. And any leniency Claire may have thought possible was completely erased the morning of the league meeting, when newspapers reported nine University of Illinois players had been disqualified for accepting money to play for a semipro football team from Taylorville, Illinois, earlier that year. The papers also reported that as many as ten Notre Dame players would face a similar fate for having also played in the game as members of Taylorville’s opponent, a team from neighboring Carlinville.

			
			Reportedly, the two rival towns had wagered a whopping $100,000 between them and both thought it wise to bolster their chances of winning by recruiting collegians. While neither Taylorville nor Carlinville was a member of the APFA, the uproar over “professionalism” was immediate and loud. University of Chicago coach Amos Alonzo Stagg reiterated his belief that “professional football is a menace to college football.” Several other prominent coaches and sportswriters piled on.

			This devastating news left Carr and the league owners with no real option other than to come down hard—Claire and his Green Bay franchise were expelled from the league. Recognizing that even that might not be enough to satisfy the critics, Carr announced the unanimous adoption of a policy providing for a $1,000 deposit by each club that would also automatically be forfeited if a team hired college-eligible players.

			While it was important for the APFA to act quickly and forcefully, Carr and the team managers took umbrage at what they considered unfair “guilt by association” charges leveled by the college coaches.

			“Stagg is wrong if he attempts to put the blame on the professional football association for this recent trouble,” declared Akron’s Art Ranney. “It’s not professional football that is a menace to college football. It’s unorganized semiprofessional teams that are to blame, as the trouble at Taylorville shows.”

			Ranney pointed out that the league had no more jurisdiction over the Taylorville-Carlinville game than did the aggrieved colleges.

			“So why blame us for the Taylorville incident? At our meeting Saturday, we expelled one club owner when it was proven that he had used college men in his games. Does that look as though we are bucking the colleges?”

			Rochester Jeffersons manager Leo Lyons took it a step further. “It is a harsh thing to say, but there are few colleges in the country that can hold their hand in the air and boast of real 100 percent amateurism.”

			
			Carr insightfully preferred to push the message that the league was now even more resolute in its commitment to protect the status of amateurs. Recognizing that most newspapers were more in step with the college game than the pros, he wisely credited the Chicago Tribune’s investigation into the Green Bay matter as the impetus behind the league’s quick punitive measures.

			The Tribune took his bait and proudly bragged that Carr had personally sent a message to the newspaper stating, “the action of the American Professional Football Association was the direct result of an exposé by the Tribune of the conditions prevailing on the Green Bay team.” Carr understood that flattery makes friends.

			Amid the hubbub, even the name of the team came into question. It was a myth that the team was owned by the Acme Packing Company of Green Bay. The true owners were brothers J. Emmett and John Claire. The connection with the Acme Packing Company was merely that they provided the team’s original uniforms, which included the company’s name on the front of each jersey.

			Although the Green Bay franchise had been revoked, a group headed by the team’s star quarterback and future Hall of Famer Curly Lambeau applied for and was granted a new Green Bay franchise a few months later. To disassociate the new franchise from its recent past, the Lambeau group attempted to change the team name to the “Green Bay Blues,” reflective of the uniforms’ primary color. But Green Bay fans and most of the media ignored the change. For them the team was still the Packers.

			While the Packers’ name change failed, two other historically significant name changes did successfully transpire that year.

			Immediately following the league’s approval of the Chicago ownership shift to Halas and Sternaman, the two men announced their team would henceforth be known as the “Chicago Bears.” At that same meeting, the owners decided to rename the American Professional Football Association the “National Football League.”

			For some reason, The Official NFL Record and Fact Book—Chronology of Professional Football incorrectly asserts the two historic name changes occurred five months later, at the league’s June summer meeting.

			
			Regardless of the actual date, Halas proudly remembered putting forth the motion to change the league’s name. “I lacked enthusiasm for our name, the American Professional Football Association,” he said. “In baseball, ‘association’ was applied to second-class teams. We were first-class.”

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 4

			RED GRANGE TURNS PRO

			THE DECADE OF THE 1920S has been called the “Golden Era of Sports.” Baseball, tennis, golf, swimming, boxing, and college football all flourished during that decade and each sport had its superstar. Baseball had Babe Ruth. Tennis could claim “Big Bill” Tilden, golf enthusiasts celebrated Bobby Jones, swimming had Johnny Weissmuller, boxing boasted Jack Dempsey, and college football had University of Illinois halfback Harold “Red” Grange.

			While NFL teams had signed a substantial number of All-Americans, the pro league still lacked that headline-grabbing player who, just by stepping onto a playing field, could enhance the image of the entire league. In the pre-NFL era and the early 1920s, Jim Thorpe was that guy. But at thirty-seven, his playing days were behind him. A new headliner was needed.

			In 1925, Grange was a sports legend, his fame so widespread that even people who knew little about football followed his exploits.

			Not surprisingly, with his notoriety came speculation and rumors. Even before the start of his final season at Illinois, reports circulated that the “Galloping Ghost” had rejected lucrative offers from pro teams. Others suggested he’d already secretly signed a deal. So, on November 21, 1925, when Grange announced he’d signed with the Chicago Bears, it wasn’t a complete surprise. Just the same, it was headline news across the country and a major coup for the pro game.

			Joining Grange at his signing announcement were Bears co-owners Halas and Sternaman, and Charles C. Pyle, a man identified as Grange’s manager. While all parties involved insisted that Grange hadn’t signed any agreement prior to his final game at Illinois, the deal had clearly been in the works for weeks, if not months.

			
			Pyle, better known as C.C. or “Cash and Carry,” was an opportunistic promoter. Among his other interests, Pyle owned a movie theater in Champaign, Illinois, that was frequented by Illinois players. It was there that Pyle first connected with Grange.

			As the story goes, Pyle spotted Grange in his theater and invited the Illinois star to join him in his office after the film. Assuming it was just another well-wisher wanting to make his acquaintance, Grange respectfully reported. Pyle quickly laid out a plan that he said could earn Grange $100,000 or more in just one winter.

			Pyle proposed that Grange turn pro immediately after the college football season was over. He would join the Chicago Bears for the remainder of their season and then embark on a barnstorming tour that would begin in Florida.

			Overwhelmed by Pyle’s ambitious plan and the prospect of such a big payday, Grange agreed to allow the fast-talking promoter to proceed on his behalf. Not wanting to jeopardize his football eligibility, the two agreed there would be no contract or money exchanged between them until after the Illinois football season was over. Grange would then sign a contract making Pyle his manager. Or at least that’s how the story goes.

			Halas recalled in his autobiography that his first contact with Pyle was through an intermediary.

			“One day late in October of 1925, a Chicago man named Frank Zambrino approached me. He was manager of a movie house and distributed films. He told me about a friend in Champaign named C. C. Pyle, who had been in vaudeville and now ran a movie theater in the college town. Pyle was thinking of becoming Red’s manager. Zambrino said Pyle wanted to know if, were he successful, I would be interested in having Red play with the Bears and, perhaps, make a big tour after our season. I told him I liked the idea. Zambrino carried messages back and forth.”

			While Halas’s reminiscence has always been accepted as gospel, documents from the Dutch Sternaman Collection, housed in the Pro Football Hall of Fame’s archives, offer a different story.

			
			Pyle’s first contact with the Bears came much earlier than Halas recalled, in the form of a letter to Sternaman dated August 9, 1925. In the letter Pyle requests a meeting to discuss “a tour that I am interested in arranging for Red Grange this winter or as soon as his season with Illinois is over.” While the letter establishes Pyle’s first contact with the Bears—which came even before the start of Grange’s final season at Illinois—it doesn’t specifically say that Pyle had yet approached Grange with his scheme. Most likely he had not. In any case, Sternaman and Halas responded positively to Pyle’s inquiry and communicated with him until a final agreement was reached.

			As far as Pyle was concerned, the Bears were the perfect team for Grange. The University of Illinois had a large following in the Chicago area and both Halas and Sternaman were well-known former Illinois players. For the two stars, having Grange on their roster was an answer to a prayer.

			While Grange, Halas, Sternaman, and Pyle all stuck to their line that Grange had not signed any agreement until after his final Illinois game, newspaper accounts cast serious doubt over their story.

			An Associated Press report dated November 17, three days before Illinois’s finale against Ohio State, claimed that C. P. Albertson, a former “publicity agent” of Pyle’s, had signed a statement that he had seen a contract signed by Grange that made Pyle his manager for three years.

			The AP also reported that Pyle was negotiating with Miami promoters for a Christmas Day game with Grange as the headliner. The wire service also related that Tampa sportswriters were similarly shown a contract bearing Grange’s signature, assigning to Pyle “all proposals the Illinois star might receive for post-season pro football games, and otherwise act in the capacity of manager.”

			Grange denied having signed any contract with Pyle or anyone else, and despite the AP reports, neither Illinois nor Ohio State showed any taste for an investigation with their “big Grange game” just three days away.

			
			The day after the AP report, Grange said, “It would be a violation of the university
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