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PROLOGUE

To drive into Canton, Ohio, is to witness true American heartlands. Rocking chairs hypnotically sway back and forth on the porches of archetypal US houses. Truck drivers pass by on tiny roads, bleary-eyed amid yet another graveyard shift through the country’s seemingly endless lands, passing on their way the farmers who shift hay and equipment on battered RVs.

This is small-town America, ‘Meat and Potatoes Land’; the living antithesis of the excessive metropolises such places surround. Driving in as I did from Pittsburgh, a city gradually shedding its rough-around-the-edges feel, offers a view into the soul of this gargantuan nation, to the places time has left behind, where those written off as simple folk get on with their simple lives.

The reality isn’t so, well, simple. For these lands are the oil that drives the engine. More often than not, lying deep beneath the surface-level clichés, are hidden treasures – of rich histories and stories from years past; of dramatic country- and world-altering moments that took place here.

In Canton, the treasure is not so much hidden as it is written on every sign, all pointing to its Mecca: the Pro Football Hall of Fame. To new football fans, this tiny speck on the map, home to just 70,000 people, seems an unusual setting for the museum dedicated to the world’s most lucrative sports league. But Canton, as any local will quickly tell you, is special in a manner that belies its size. It is the birthplace of the National Football League.

Until the last quarter-century, during which the NFL has risen in prominence at a mind-blowing rate, there was much conjecture over just when the league formed. Barstool arguments, at least in the watering holes frequented by historians, debated the merits of multiple dates – and it’s true that the history is sketchy. However, by the time 2019 and the NFL’s centenary campaign rolled around, disagreements had long been placed in the rear-view mirror. For the league had acknowledged 1920 as being its inaugural season.

As such, it is now undeniable that the actions of seven men in a very undistinguished setting – the office at Ralph Hay’s Canton Hupmobile agency – began to lay the path towards a multi-billion-dollar behemoth.

Present on 20 August 1920 were representatives of four teams from the pre-eminent regional football organisation of its time, the Ohio League: the Canton Bulldogs’ Hay and Jim Thorpe, Cleveland Tigers’ Jimmy O’Donnell and Stan Cofall, Dayton Triangles’ Carl Storck and Frank Nied, and Akron Pros’ Art Ranney. They attended as kindred spirits increasingly concerned by opportunists taking advantage of the dishevelled mess that was pro football.

To understand the necessity of this meeting of minds, you have to understand the professional game’s place in American society at that time. It was, for all intents and purposes, the ugly sister to college football. Football, to the vast majority, started and finished with the purity of the college game – with the lack of interest in a professional version demonstrated by the many failed leagues that disappeared as quickly as they arrived.

Amid this backdrop, pro football existed in pockets of society, a regional game operating in loose professional groups within territories. It was a lawless land, where teams’ willingness to steal a rival’s player by offering more money saw salaries spiral. Clubs would also lure local college stars into playing, as explained by the Dayton Herald in 1920:

Last season there were quite a number of intercollegiate stars who padded their bankrolls by slipping away on a Sunday, performing with a pro team using every name under the sun but their own to hide their identity. Some startling disclosures came later that brought the wrath of the intercollegiate heads down on the pro game.

Unpicking what occurred inside the walls of Hay’s office is tricky. There were no official minutes taken, so the only way to develop an understanding is by looking back at the few newspapers that covered the event. Most homed in on the issues mentioned previously. The Canton Repository noted the teams agreed to ‘eliminate bidding for players between rival clubs and to secure cooperation in the formation of schedules, at least for the bigger teams’; the Dayton Herald said they ‘voted unanimously not to seek the services of any undergraduate college player’; and the Canton Daily News suggested ‘business representatives of the elevens came to an understanding on financial terms of players’ contracts’.

It is the last point that is perhaps most noteworthy historically, for it foreshadows a development that wouldn’t come to fruition for nearly 75 years: the introduction of a salary cap. That it didn’t immediately owed much to the fact that agreement between a quartet of Ohio teams wasn’t enough. The American Professional Football Conference, as it was named, needed other members, all of whom would likely have their own opinions.

Of the men from that initial assembly, Thorpe’s name is immediately the most recognisable. When you enter the Hall of Fame, it’s his statue, the All-American hero whose combover nestles beneath a leather helmet, that fills the centre of the room. He was, and is still remembered as, pro football’s first true superstar. Yet the role of his boss and paymaster Hay was most significant. After the ‘Ohio Four’ left that room with broad agreement between themselves about the fledgling league’s future direction, Hay’s resourcefulness lured other cities and teams around the table.

By the second meeting, which took place less than a month later on 17 September 1920, four became 12, such swelling numbers meaning it took place in Hay’s dealership itself, rather than his office, with the Hupmobiles’ running boards providing seats. Not all were present – the Buffalo All-Americans, Rochester Jeffersons and Hammond Pros couldn’t make it but allegedly sent Hay a letter stating their intention to join – while another squad would never even play a league down.

That club, the Massillon Tigers – an Ohio League powerhouse whose rivalry with Canton was legendary – were the first order of business. Hay and Thorpe, knowing enmity made the teams’ contests a rare commercial success, spent many hours trying to find a new backer, and Vernon Maginnis, – who managed the Akron Indians, a local pro club, in 1919 – had stepped forward. But his representatives were not admitted to the meeting, so Hay, having appointed himself spokesman for the now-defunct Tigers, began business by announcing Massillon were withdrawing from professional football for 1920.

There were multiple reasons for this: nobody liked the idea, proposed by Maginnis, of a travelling team trading falsely under the Tigers’ name; the owners of Akron’s new squad, the Pros, had personal quarrels with Maginnis having partnered with him at the helm of the 1919 Indians; and Hay potentially calculated the move would disenfranchise Massillon, an integral part of his Hupmobiles customer base. Any hopes Maginnis had of circumventing those present were extinguished by Hay, who issued a diktat: ‘Do not schedule any other Massillon team.’

Massillon ceased action altogether from that point forward, but technically – having been present in the meeting through Hay – could be considered one of the NFL’s charter members.

The waters are less muddied for the others in Canton that day, who enjoyed the trappings laid on by their summoner. Hay had thought of everything, including – in the era of prohibition – furnishing his guests with several buckets of beer to combat the summer weather, raising the interesting question of whether the NFL would exist had the police turned up. Thankfully, they didn’t and, by the time everybody left Hay’s place at 8.15 p.m., much was agreed. Representatives from the Rock Island Independents, Muncie Flyers, Decatur Staleys and Racine Cardinals had decided to join, and it was determined there would be a small change in the league’s name to the American Professional Football Association (APFA).

Also approved was the management structure: Thorpe was named the league’s first president. Most in the room urged Hay to take the role, but Thorpe boasted popularity and pull. The appointment brought more coverage than if the title had been given to a car salesman, even if Thorpe was just a figurehead. Cofall and Ranney were elected vice-president and secretary-treasurer respectively.

Ironically, according to the meeting minutes, none of the three issues that brought the Ohio quartet around the table – salaries, team jumping and college players – were addressed. Reports indicate some of these points were raised, and agreed to, in communications prior to 17 September – although not all three. In particular, no salary cap was ever introduced. One team, the Decatur Staleys, assembled easily the most expensive squad, what with players doubling up as employees for the Staley Starch Company. The man behind that club would have a wider impact than anybody else in the room: George Halas.

At some point during the season that ensued, the 11 playing teams either present or not present on 17 September were joined by three others – the Detroit Heralds, Columbus Panhandles and Chicago Tigers. Hence there are 14 ‘charter’ members of what we now know as the NFL.

THE FOUNDING FOUR

Akron Pros

Canton Bulldogs

Cleveland Tigers

Dayton Triangles

SECOND-MEETING ATTENDEES

Decatur Staleys

Chicago Racine Cardinals

Muncie Flyers

Rock Island Independents

THREE ADDED BY LETTER

Rochester Jeffersons

Hammond Pros

Buffalo All-Americans

POST-MEETING ADDITIONS

Detroit Heralds

Columbus Panhandles

Chicago Tigers

There is no official record of exactly when the Heralds, Panhandles and Tigers arrived, for the humble first year barely warranted a mention in newspapers. It wasn’t until the next league meeting – held three months later than scheduled on 30 April 1921 in Akron’s Portage Hotel – that their involvement became common knowledge.

Confusing? Absolutely. But this is how the all-singing, all-dancing, all-conquering National Football League began. As a ramshackle operation orchestrated out of a car dealership in small-town Ohio.

Let the games begin …
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A Season of Firsts

Dayton Triangles 14

COLUMBUS PANHANDLES 0

3 October 1920

Triangle Park, Dayton

For 4,000 supporters packed into the bleachers nestled against a hill surrounding the gridiron, enthusiasm was tangible. They represented, according to the Dayton Daily News, ‘the biggest crowd that ever witnessed the opening of the professional grid season’.

Each spectator had paid $1.75 to see the local Dayton Triangles open their campaign at the home venue that provided their nickname. Triangle Park – called as such because of its shape, created by the intersection of the Great Miami and Stillwater rivers – was primarily used for baseball, as evidenced by the presence of a diamond in the south end zone. Yet the only show in town on 3 October 1920 was the Triangles’ meeting with the Columbus Panhandles. It’s improbable the attendance owed anything to the club’s place in a precocious new football league – the likelihood of word of Ralph Hay’s creation reaching Dayton’s residents was about as high as the mediocre Triangles’ chances of actually winning the American Professional Football Association’s inaugural season.

Unbeknown to those in attendance, they were participating in the latest seminal moment for a small town boasting an already rich history. For Triangle Park lay just a few miles from McCook Field, where the local Wright Brothers first began experimenting with flying machines. As a local park ranger told me 100 years on: ‘You can’t throw a stone around here without hitting a bit of history.’

And so it came to pass that those people bore witness to one of the most significant moments in the USA’s cultural folklore. Seventeen years after Orville and Wilbur’s life’s work bore fruit, residents of Dayton, Ohio, watched as the American Professional Football Association took flight.

It is fitting that the opening contest took place in Ohio. After all, it was the question of pro football’s survival there that had brought about the APFA’s necessity in the first place. Sensing increased interest from bigger markets such as Chicago and New York, Hay opened his doors in an act that was as motivated by self-preservation as any ambition of unifying the nation.

Whatever the motives behind clubs joining the league – most simply wanted a crack at Jim Thorpe and Hay’s Canton Bulldogs, a well-known outfit who drew large crowds – a league it was. In name at least.

Despite these first steps, the pro-football landscape remained disjointed. There was nothing close to a set schedule, and teams were responsible for arranging their own games. As such, franchises’ diaries featured a mix of match-ups between league members as well as against teams outside the structure. Even so, the 14 clubs within the system were competing for a silver trophy, showcased at the conclusion of Hay’s second meeting, named the Brunswick-Balke Collender Cup, and the first blows were thrown on 26 September, although only one APFA member – the Rock Island Independents – actually played that day. Their opening foray was much like many of their rivals’: an easy thumping of an overmatched team that allowed the players to settle into the campaign. Some might argue their 48–0 destruction of the St. Paul Ideals was, in fact, the first APFA/NFL game, a case given weight by meetings with non-league teams counting in that year’s standings. But, officially, first-game honours go to the following week’s battle at Triangle Park, a privilege it enjoys by virtue of an hour. There were two proper APFA games on 3 October: Dayton versus Columbus, and Rock Island against the Muncie Flyers. For all the former may lay claim to being the opening fixture, the latter almost certainly saw the league’s first points scored.

While Dayton and Columbus were grinding through a scoreless first half, Rock Island – buoyed by their exploits the week before – began in more explosive fashion. A Muncie three-and-out* forced an immediate punt that tackle Ed Shaw exploded off the line to block, the ball bobbling into the arms of Arnie Wyman – who rumbled in for a touchdown from 35 yards. It may not have felt significant at the time, but Wyman had just scored, most likely, the first points in NFL history.

If not Wyman, the league’s maiden score goes to Dayton’s Lou Partlow, who broke the deadlock in the third quarter of a tense contest by living up to his nickname as the ‘West Carrollton Battering Ram’, powering over from seven yards. His touchdown was complemented by a Frank Bacon punt-return score as the Triangles ran out 14–0 victors, leaving the impressive audience convinced their tickets had been money well spent. Which is more than can be said for the 3,100 spectators at Illinois’ Douglas Park, who saw a 45–0 drubbing for Rock Island against an out-of-their-depth Flyers team. In fact, the only place Muncie were flying, after a game in which they managed a paltry three first downs, was out of favour. So poor was their showing that Decatur manager George Halas cancelled the contest with his Staleys the following week. In two years, the Flyers would play just three games against APFA opposition. Although, in fairness, that’s still three more than the Massillon Tigers.

The other squads to turn out on opening weekend fared better, each going on to play at least nine games. The best of the quartet were undoubtedly Dayton, who – by the campaign’s mid-point – were one of only four unbeaten teams, alongside Halas’ Staleys, the Buffalo All-Americans and Akron Pros.

Decatur’s start seemed to have been written in the stars. Player-manager Halas was a former University of Illinois great who had spent the previous season as a member of the $20,000 Hammond Bobcats – a name bestowed upon a star-studded team because of the money spent putting it together. A 1919 spring-training member of the New York Yankees before hip issues ended hopes on the diamond, Halas was recruited by A.E. Staley to play for the company’s baseball team. He parlayed this chance by starting a football club with immediate advantages over its competitors: by offering jobs with the starch works for the players as well as practices on the company’s time and dime, he tabled a proposition few teams could match. Almost immediately, Halas boasted an enviable line-up, featuring future Hall-of-Fame centre George Trafton, ex-Illinois teammate Ed ‘Dutch’ Sternaman and, crucially, Canton’s star end Guy Chamberlin.

‘Crucially’ because that move might explain how Halas so quickly found his upstart team in the APFA. His snaffling of Chamberlin wouldn’t have escaped the attention of Canton’s wily owner Hay, who recognised that bringing Halas into the league fold, with its aim of adding rules to lawless lands, might prevent a repeat.

Over the opening campaign, however, there was little Hay could do but watch as Chamberlin starred with Decatur, while his own team – despite boasting the all-conquering, pre-eminent athlete of his time – failed to scale previous heights.

Born in Oklahoma during the late nineteenth century, James Francis ‘Jim’ Thorpe lived a nomadic childhood, running away from home and returning at various junctures. He eventually settled where his legend would be crafted – Carlisle, Pennsylvania – at the age of 16, two years after his mother had passed away. Just months later, he was orphaned when father Hiram died from gangrene poisoning contracted while hunting.

Thorpe was an athlete built the old-fashioned way, from a Native American life spent undertaking hard labour in the Oklahoma wilderness. His early childhood honed the skills needed in that terrain – hunting, riding, trapping and fishing – alongside Hiram, a horse breeder and bootlegger, but Thorpe’s sporting diversity provided a route to superstardom.

The scale of that athletic potential wasn’t recognised until he returned to Carlisle Indian Industrial School in 1907, having worked on the farm following his dad’s death. Legend suggests Thorpe gained attention by spotting pupils doing the high jump, joining in and immediately clearing a school-record 5ft 9in despite standing only 5ft 8in and wearing street clothes. Based on his subsequent achievements, it isn’t farfetched.

The man to refine Thorpe’s brilliance was equally renowned. Carlisle coach Glenn Scobey ‘Pop’ Warner was forging a career that led him to be an inaugural inductee into the College Football Hall of Fame and someone whose name is still synonymous with the youth football league he created: Pop Warner Little Scholars.

Thorpe, too, earned a place in the College Football Hall, as well as pro football’s, as an original inductee. But his journey into the game was initially blocked because Warner, enamoured by Thorpe’s track-and-field prowess, worried the rigours of football were too great a risk. As such, Thorpe’s early 20s were spent focusing on athletics. The upshot? He earned gold medals in both the decathlon and pentathlon at the 1912 Stockholm Olympics, winning eight of 15 individual segments. His 1,500-metre time in the former wouldn’t be matched until 1972. ‘Sir, you are the greatest athlete in the world,’ said Sweden’s King Gustav V upon handing over Thorpe’s second medal; he didn’t know even the half of it. The unassuming Thorpe replied, ‘Thanks King,’ and set about leaving an indelible mark on other sporting disciplines.

Upon returning from Sweden, Thorpe headed back to Carlisle, scoring 25 touchdowns and 198 points in a season for the ages. He might also have been the first 2,000-yard single-season rusher in history; we know Thorpe produced 1,869 in 191 attempts, but two games from that 1912 campaign are unaccounted for. Ken Strong, of New York University in 1928, is the inaugural man to officially cross the barrier.

Not that Thorpe is short of accolades. He played Major League Baseball – reaching a World Series with the New York Giants – and lacrosse to a high level, while competing in hockey, handball, tennis and boxing. Thorpe even won a national ballroom-dancing contest. In 1950, the Associated Press (AP) named him the ‘Greatest Athlete of the First Half of the Century’.

In football terms, Thorpe was brilliant. Future President Dwight D. Eisenhower, who played against him during that epic 1912 campaign, said in a 1961 speech: ‘Here and there, there are some people who are supremely endowed. My memory goes back to Jim Thorpe. He never practiced in his life, and could do anything better than any other football player I ever saw.’

By 1920, the 33-year-old – whose multifaceted excellence on the football field was a microcosm of his wider athletic genius – had faded. He still had many strings to his bow, as a running back, defensive back, placekicker and punter, but mostly operated as coach–captain.

The team he oversaw bore few resemblances with the Canton squads that had captured Ohio League titles in 1916, ’17 and ’19 (they didn’t play in ’18). The ultimate confirmation of their decline came on Halloween, when the Bulldogs suffered their first defeat in three years at the hands of the league’s original Cinderella Story.

To say Akron were more than the sum of their parts is quite the understatement. They were largely made up of journeymen from fragmented football associations with one exception: Fritz Pollard. Pollard’s impact on the NFL remains significant to this day through the Fritz Pollard Alliance, a group that promotes minority hires throughout the NFL and whose name owes to him being the league’s first black coach in 1921. Yet before blazing that trail, Pollard had already left an indelible mark as the star player on Akron’s energetic 1920 squad. Utilising what grandson Steven Towns described as ‘the speed of Tony Dorsett, elusiveness of Barry Sanders, and tenacity of Walter Payton’ when Pollard was inducted into the Hall of Fame, Pollard quickly became one of the APFA’s most-feared ’backs.

For all his excellence, Akron’s journey through the campaign owed more to an outstanding defensive unit’s ability to shut out opponent after opponent. The landmark defeat inflicted upon Canton came via Karl ‘Pike’ Johnson’s pick-six* on a tipped pass, setting the tone for an astonishing run through a murderer’s row of opponents. By Thanksgiving, the day on which they effectively ended Hay and Thorpe’s chances with a second victory over the Bulldogs, Akron were one of just two unbeaten teams, alongside Decatur.

With Akron sitting at nine wins, no losses and one tie (9-0-1) and Decatur at 10-0-1, only one other club stood a realistic chance of winning the opening championship: an All-Americans side whose 7-1 record was particularly impressive given most of their players turned out for Philadelphia-based The Unions on Saturday and in All-American colours on Sundays.

A key moment in the campaign came just after ‘Turkey Day’, when the Chicago Cardinals inflicted a monumental blow on the team who would eventually drive them out of the Windy City. The Cardinals were a middle-of-the-road outfit, despite boasting arguably the campaign’s best player in triple-threat stud ‘Paddy’ Driscoll, a quarterback–halfback who was also considered the best kicker in football. So important was he to Cardinal fortunes that owner Chris O’Brien cancelled their Thanksgiving game rather than playing without Driscoll after his father died. He was back three days later, much to the chagrin of the Staleys, who were beaten 7–6 in a contest where the Chicago Tribune declared Driscoll ‘the big star’.

The Staleys avenged the loss in a hastily arranged rematch, winning 10–0 before an impressive 11,000 people, but the damage was done and, suddenly, all competitors were jostling to set up more games in the hopes of securing enough wins to be crowned champions. Both Buffalo and Decatur agreed ‘home’ games against Akron – the Staleys’ was at Chicago’s Cubs Park, which later became their base – knowing victory would strengthen any claim on the crown.

The All-Americans were up first. Prior to kickoff, the teams executed the first-ever league trade when Akron sold Buffalo the rights to end ‘Nasty’ Nash’s contract for $300 and five per cent of the gate. In an illustration of the title race’s failure to capture the public’s imagination, only 3,000 spectators showed up. Those who stayed away were proven right: the game ended 0–0.

When it came to the Staleys’ chance against Akron – a contest which would surely determine the winner of the cup, with Buffalo now out of the picture – Halas had an ace up his sleeve. Taking advantage of league rules (or lack thereof), he and the Staleys arrived at Cubs Park with a new, albeit familiar, face: Driscoll, the Cardinals star, who was ‘hired’ for a one-off Staleys outing. However, neither that trick, nor a crowd which was some 12,000 strong, could penetrate the Pros’ championship resolve. Just like the All-Americans before them, the Staleys were unable to break through in another scoreless tie that gave Pollard and his Pros a clear run at the title.

If those results sound too mind-blowing to be true – at the beginning of the 2020 campaign, the NFL’s most recent scoreless game was in 1943 – it’s worth considering how different this version of football was. The one-platoon era saw every player play both offense and defense, while the game itself was more like a version of rugby than what we know today – the ball was shaped as such and proved too big and rough to throw consistently. The forward pass had been legal for nearly 15 years, but there was little incentive to use something considered a gimmick by purists, and many reasons not to. All balls had to be thrown from at least five yards behind the line of scrimmage, incompletions into the end zone were ruled as turnovers and plays started where they last ended – if the ball was downed out of bounds, the action resumed just one yard in from the sideline. Such was the difficulty that only around a third of passes were complete, with roughly 20 per cent being intercepted.

Creative coaches found ways to move the ball, at least. Warner invented the single wing* at the turn of the century and had perfected it by the time Thorpe was hurtling at defenders for his Carlisle team. The coach implemented sweeps*, reverses* and, occasionally, forward passes to keep defenses off-balance – but there was only so much window dressing you could do against good teams. Quarterbacks were not as we now know them – in those days, they called signals and blocked for the other ’backs. As such, games were three-yards-and-a-cloud-of-dust wars of attrition, players running into walls of bodies, rising to their feet and doing it all over again.

All of which, combined with a league searching for its identity, meant a veteran group of grizzled defenders and one bona fide offensive superstar could stand above the pack. In all, the 1920 Akron Pros played 12 games, posted 11 shutouts and finished 9-0-3, giving up just seven points (in their 7–7 tie with a loaded Cleveland Tigers squad that flattered to deceive all year). The phrase ‘defense wins championships’ would be popularised much later but was most certainly true of the NFL’s first victors. Even if it took a while for the Pros to be crowned.

Football followers might have justly wondered, as Akron’s defensive masterpieces became increasingly distant memories, whether the Pros would ever enjoy recognition as league champions. The matter of crowning a victor and determining whether this whole venture would last beyond Year 1 was planned for January, yet didn’t actually take place until 30 April 1921.

Not that those supposedly at the top of the APFA seemed too bothered. Neither president Thorpe nor vice-president Stan Cofall were in attendance as the APFA addressed its agenda, beginning with determining the 1920 champions. Surprisingly, there were plenty of teams who put forward a case: Buffalo claimed their tie with Akron should be enough for the prize, as did Decatur. In the end, the voice of reason was that of Columbus manager Joe Carr. He moved that the group award ‘the world’s Professional Football Championship to Akron Pros’. The motion was agreed, though this somehow got left out of the league’s history books. The NFL subsequently claimed the inaugural campaign was undecided before finally correcting themselves a half-decade later.

That the league was still in operation by that stage was thanks, in no small part, to another decision made at Akron’s Portage Hotel. With Thorpe having illustrated his ambivalence towards an ambassadorial role, it was time for the APFA to appoint a proper leader – and the man they settled upon was the same person who’d shown an assured hand in helping determine Akron as victors.

An unassuming, bespectacled son of an Irish shoemaker, Carr was a former machinist for the Pennsylvania Railroad who side-gigged as a reporter and got into team ownership when setting up a baseball club from his company’s Panhandle division in the early 1900s, naming it the Famous Panhandle White Sox. Carr’s team developed a reputation as one of baseball’s best semi-pro outfits, but the orchestrator also had longing eyes for pro football and originally formed his team in 1904. He saved on expenses by fielding Panhandle employees, who could travel by rail for free, and only playing road games. Of the group, his most illustrious players were the Nesser family, six brothers who enjoyed legendary local status for their gridiron exploits. In 1921, Ted Nesser and his son Charles played in the same game, making the pair the only father–son combination to feature in an NFL line-up.

Those in the room likely didn’t know what they were getting when Carr was elected, but it proved a masterful decision. The owners appointed a smart, intelligent and steely leader who immediately set about professionalising a discombobulated operation. ‘He had what the rest of us lacked, and that was real business sense,’ remarked Halas. ‘All we were interested in was winning games. He was a born organiser. It was Joe who said our real concern should be the future of the sport.’

The move brought a bright ending to a bittersweet campaign for Carr. His Panhandles had continued their campaign in much the same way they started it, only beating out Muncie in the APFA rankings. Sandwiching that disappointment, though, were two moments that made league history. Having led his unfancied team into the first-ever APFA game, Carr was now tasked with shepherding an embryonic organisation operating firmly on the margins – of society and the balance sheet.
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Red 77

Chicago Bears 19

New York Giants 7

6 December 1925

The Polo Grounds, New York

They arrived in their droves, thousands upon thousands rumbling through the turnstiles of the Polo Grounds. Those not among the lucky 60,000 with tickets found another way, clambering over wooden fences surrounding the ballpark nestled at Eighth Avenue and West 155th street, all desperate for just a solitary glance at the man behind the myth.

Among the attendees was the ‘Biggest Show in Town’: Babe Ruth, the superstar outfielder and pitcher who had already helped the New York Yankees to four of the seven titles that created his enduring legend in this iconic town. But even Bambino couldn’t steal the limelight because, on this day, he wasn’t the star attraction.

‘I’ll have to sue that bum,’ joked Babe. ‘They’re my photographers.’ All lenses were focused not on the icon in the stands, but the one on the field, capturing the chiselled jaw, bulging biceps and golden smile of the red-haired thoroughbred resplendent in his mud-splatted Chicago Bears uniform. So, too, were the eyes of everyone occupying the bleachers, who waited with bated breath to see, in the flesh, the boy behind the stories.

They knew every single one: how Red marked his University of Illinois debut with 208 yards and three touchdowns; how Red, in his second year, took the opening kickoff against Michigan to the house* then ran in scores of 67, 56 and 44 yards inside the first 12 minutes; how Red became a three-time All-American with three touchdowns versus Penn.

All those tales paled in comparison to what they would witness on this day, when the ‘Galloping Ghost’, Harold Edward ‘Red’ Grange, brought his talents to New York City.

That the most-coveted free agent of a brave, new professional football league joined the Bears was unsurprising. In the venture’s early years, there was one man, and one team, that stood above the rest. They may not have won everything on the field, but it was a different story in the stands and – for any franchise operating precariously, year to year, and counting on gate receipts to keep their heads above water – that was where it really mattered.

The man was George Halas and the team were, originally, the Decatur Staleys. Midway through the Staleys’ second APFA campaign, Halas claimed financer A.E. Staley called him into his office and suggested, because of the recession and players spending more time playing rather than processing corn, he could no longer underwrite the team’s costs. Staley advised Halas, by that point more invested in football than work, to move the franchise to Chicago, a bigger market capable of sufficiently supporting a sports team.

In making his offer, Staley gave Halas $5,000 start-up cash, asking only that the team retain the name ‘Staleys’ for the rest of the year, save advertising space for the company in their 50,000 game programmes and drum up local media interest that ‘reflected credit on the company’.

Edward ‘Dutch’ Sternaman – who Halas asked to partner in the venture but often left out of his later tales on account of their subsequent falling out – corroborated the story. However, one piece of evidence indicates it isn’t quite as told: Halas was scheduling games in Chicago as early as August, when the deal was apparently formulated in October.

Whatever the reality, Staley’s request was obliged and, on 16 October 1921, the team opened their season at Cubs Park, Halas having made an agreement with the baseball club’s owner William Veeck. Everybody won: Staley’s company profited from advertising in a bigger market while Halas relocated to a city befitting his ambitions, all without involving the league office.

The boon extended to the field too. Attendances were strong in comparison with other clubs – they had an average gate of 8,400 from 1921 to 1925 – as was their play. The latter hit its crescendo during that maiden campaign in the Windy City. The Bears – led by their brilliant duo of ends, Halas and Guy Chamberlin – rattled off two straight wins at Decatur’s Staley Field, albeit one against non-league opposition, which, following the standings disputes of Year 1, no longer counted. It was the same story in Chicago, too, as the Rochester Jeffersons, Dayton Triangles, Detroit Tigers, Rock Island Independents and Cleveland Indians were all overmatched.

Their efforts set up a showdown, perceived to be for the league title, with a Buffalo All-Americans team that had endured a share of strife over the season. The game was up for All-Americans players continuing to represent the Unions on Saturday and Buffalo on Sunday. Their coach Frank McNeil, reacting badly to a tie he put down to fatigue against an Akron Pros squad failing to match the previous year’s heroics, whistle-blew to the league office when he discovered the Canton Bulldogs had scheduled back-to-back games against the Unions and Buffalo the following week. Bulldogs owner Ralph Hay claimed not to know of the player share, even though his team had played both sides during the previous campaign.

It seemed like the move had backfired spectacularly when five of McNeil’s stars opted only to play for Philadelphia, but the cunning coach had a plan. How he managed it is unknown but, by the time the next game came around, Buffalo’s roster was replenished with a quintet of Detroit Tigers. The team from Motor City, minus their star players and mired in financial difficulty, folded after the year.

When the All-Americans reached Chicago on Thanksgiving, they did so with an excellent team ready to prevail 7–6 on the back of Tommy Hughitt’s 40-yard touchdown pass to Waddy Kuehl, which, unlike Chicago’s score on the opening drive, was successfully converted. The All-Americans, at least in their own mind, were APFA champions.

But there were still games to be played. Chicago bounced back with a shutout victory over some new team from a small town in Wisconsin that few gave any hope of surviving beyond one season: the Green Bay Packers were brushed aside 21–0. Buffalo, meanwhile, furnished their season with victories over Dayton and Akron.

And then they made their fatal mistake. McNeil, buoyed by the performances of his new team, decided to play another game in Chicago, on the basis it was an exhibition. Somewhere along the way, this information was lost on Halas. The Bears played as if their season depended upon it, edging out a Buffalo team that had travelled on an all-night train from Akron after their game the previous day.

The All-Americans, convinced their league crown had been in the bag since Thanksgiving, disbanded for the season and patted themselves on the back. With no end to the year enforced by the league, Halas continued scheduling games to ensure Chicago’s record was better than Buffalo’s. They beat Canton 10–0 and, a week later, took on their Chicago rivals, the Cardinals, in a game masquerading as a city championship that Halas hoped would give them one more win over Buffalo. Instead, it finished 0–0.

For all Halas’ plan hadn’t worked, he and the Staleys claimed the championship anyway. Much like its inaugural year, the APFA season ended with multiple teams arguing their title credentials. The decision, once again, would be made by the league.

The 1922 league meetings saw the APFA return to its spiritual home, Canton, with Hay’s car dealership traded for a richer setting: the Courtland Hotel. Before those involved could get on with settling the trivial matter of the previous year’s champion, they first had to answer another question: who owned the Chicago Staleys? Legally, despite Halas and Sternaman operating the Staleys in 1921 and assuming any losses, the team was still Staley’s. He was finished with professional football – which meant that, when the team’s registration fee wasn’t paid, they would cease to exist.

Halas and Dutch were forced to reapply for the right to operate a Chicago team and encountered further complications in the form of a rival bid from none other than a trio of their own players! Chic Harley, ‘Tarzan’ Taylor and Gaylord Stinchcomb were Ohio State teammates who had joined forces for Halas’ Staleys. Now they were pursuing a Chicago franchise, fronted by Harley’s brother, a veteran promoter who had brokered Chic’s Staleys deal. The contract stipulated Harley was paid based on a percentage of profits, which the brothers claimed amounted to an ownership stake.

It says much about league business in those days that the dispute was settled with Halas and Dutch in the room throughout. A call was made to Staley, and the subsequent vote brought an emphatic result: Halas and Dutch had their team. As for Harley, he unsuccessfully attempted to wrestle away a piece of the pie in court years later.

Halas and Dutch paid the league their $100 fee to register the new franchise and established it with a capital stock of $15,000. Now they just needed a team name. The pair contemplated Cubs – replicating baseball was common – but Halas famously stated that ‘football players are bigger than baseball players so, if baseball players are cubs, then football players must be bears’. Thus the Chicago Bears – and Halas’ own nickname, Papa Bear – were born.

Next came the matter of naming the 1921 champion. In Buffalo, it’s known as the ‘Staley Swindle’. The powers-that-be – which now, of course, included Halas – decided that not only did the second contest between Buffalo and Chicago count in the standings, but that they’d also initiate the commonly used tie-breaker rule that stated the most recent game carried more weight. Even though the Bears played every game at home, had an almost identical record (9-1-1 to Buffalo’s 9-1-2) and lost the perceived championship game, Halas and his Staleys were victorious. In the annals of NFL history, 1921 is remembered as the Chicago Bears’ first championship season.

If those events gave Halas delusions of grandeur about his standing, he was quickly cut down to size. It is true the league needed Halas, his Bears and the money that came with them, but that didn’t stop other owners triumphing in the true battleground for this start-up enterprise: meetings. There, facing the collective might of his peers, Halas watched the passing of a new rule, stolen from baseball, known as the reserve clause. A wider-ranging franchise tag,* it meant that teams reserved the right to re-sign any member of the previous year’s roster on a one-year deal with the same terms. This had the happy coincidence of scuppering Halas’ latest plot – he’d agreed a deal with Cardinals star Paddy Driscoll. The player lost out, too, for the contract on the table included an ownership clause. He eventually joined the Bears in 1926, but only as a lowly player.

Worse was to come for Halas. Not content with preventing him from grabbing their players, the other owners set about stealing his by way of some sneaky semantics. The main beneficiary, by complete coincidence, was the league’s original architect, Hay, who spent two frustrating years watching his brainchild come to life without ever enjoying the fruits of victory. He helped determine that because Halas’ Staleys moved from Decatur to Chicago, and had been forced to reapply to start a new franchise, the original team officially ceased to exist. Thus the Bears were forced to operate from scratch, unable to enforce a reserve clause for their own players.

This left all members of the Staleys’ championship-winning squad as free agents, and Hay was only too happy to offer open arms to Chamberlin, who rejoined Canton as player–coach, shepherding a rebuilt team formed around himself and fellow future Hall of Famers Wilbur ‘Pete’ Henry and Roy ‘Link’ Lyman, both two-way linemen. Henry was a portly tackle whose diminutive stature belied deceptive speed – he could run 100 metres in just over 11 seconds – and road-grading power as a blocker. The former came in useful on trick tackle-eligible plays* in which he caught passes. Henry doubled up as a star on defense and, if all else failed, was also a wonderfully effective punter and drop-kicker.*

Lyman may not have been quite so versatile but was a multi-faceted force. Arguably the first defensive-line technician in football, the Nebraska alumnus joined Canton in 1922 and is credited with pioneering shifts.* He also impressed on offense, but it was alongside Chamberlin where his best work was done; the duo wreaked havoc on offensive linemen.

Chamberlin was the jewel in the crown. An able blocker and pass-catcher on offense, those efforts paled in comparison to his work on defense. Perhaps his greatest influence on Canton, however, was in the locker room. As coach, he galvanised the Bulldogs and delivered on the vision Hay had foreseen when first summoning those Ohio teams to his office. Chamberlin stewarded Canton to a championship in 1922, continuing a personal streak that would reach five in six years.

Such success did not stop costs spiralling out of control and, after a 1923 campaign that brought Canton’s second APFA crown and first without Hay at the helm (after losses persuaded him to sell), the team was purchased by local jeweller Samuel Deutsch, who moved the Bulldogs to Cleveland. Henry sought pastures new, but Chamberlin and Lyman remained in place, and the result was the same: the Bulldogs, while officially a different team, won their third successive championship in 1924 – albeit only after yet another dressing down in the league office for Halas.

Having seen his Bears lose their first meeting with Cleveland that year, Halas returned to the 1921 playbook and scheduled a rematch that his team won. The Bears, therefore, claimed victory on the basis that their 7 December match-up was, as it had been billed in the press, for the ‘championship’. The situation created a challenge for the league office. The Bulldogs, despite their on-field success and move to Cleveland, were continuing to fail at the gates, while the Bears were undoubtedly the league’s biggest commercial draw. As such, it would have been easy for Joe Carr to simply side with Chicago and disregard the rule passed prior to that campaign – ironically put forward by Halas – that the season began on 27 September and concluded at November’s end. However, in an illustration of the fundamental fairness that exemplified his tenure, Carr opted against awarding the crown to the league’s most lucrative franchise and honoured the initial directive.

Although the Bulldogs triumphed on that occasion, Chicago won in the long run. The club’s stay in Cleveland lasted just one year, with a consortium of players – including Lyman and Henry – buying back the team and returning ‘home’ to Canton. Henry – having spent the intervening year winning another pro title, the Anthracite League, with the Pottsville Maroons – headed back to Ohio. The old band was not completely back together, though, as Chamberlin joined the Frankford Yellows Jackets, a Philadelphia-based club who joined the ranks in 1924.

Without their inspirational coach and end, Canton never rediscovered the winning formula. While Chamberlin was continuing an astonishing run of success with Frankford – after his injury derailed a promising first season, the Yellow Jackets went 14-1-2 to win the 1926 title – Canton followed a 4-4 year by going 1-9-3.

So precipitous was their slip that, when the league purged a whopping 10 teams after the 1927 season, Canton and fellow Founding Four members Akron and the Hammond Pros were among the teams to go. Just a few years after establishing themselves as the organisation’s first truly great team, the Canton Bulldogs ceased to exist.

That cull signified a league growing in confidence. It had been a steady progression from that first meeting, when some willing lads, a pigskin and home field was enough to earn membership. Although many seasons were enmeshed in controversy and some teams went as quickly as they came (35 folded in the opening decade), the APFA was making progress.

Central to that was the man appointed president, as much because he bothered to attend the 1921 meetings as his credentials. Carr’s first orders of business were creating a standardised player contract, introducing the reserve clause and putting together the constitution that nobody got around to in 1920. The latter would feature multiple rules developed over the course of several years: team colours were introduced; 15 per cent of players’ salaries were withheld until the season’s end to prevent them from turning out for independent, non-league squads; franchise entry fees were enforced; roster sizes were standardised at 16 per game; and, perhaps most pertinently, in 1922 the American Professional Football Association had the name bestowed upon it that still exists today: the National Football League.

Though the administration was strengthening, the league would live or die on its ability to attract teams that could capture the imaginations of spectators. On this front, it was intermittently successful: 1921 brought the Packers’ introduction, and the Yellow Jackets – buoyed by an impressive 6-2-1 record versus NFL opposition the previous two seasons – joined three years later.

The Yellow Jackets epitomised Carr’s vision, a big-market team who drew great crowds and became a destination for western franchises that could finally make money on their travels. Better yet, they succeeded on the field, recruiting Chamberlin in 1925 and winning a championship the following year. That feat was all the more impressive because the team often played back-to-back on Saturdays and Sundays; Pennsylvania’s Blue Laws – in place for religious reasons – meant no games could take place in the area on Sundays, so they were usually at home on Saturday, then on the road the next day.

The next year brought an additional three esteemed eastern teams into the fold. The aforementioned Maroons and Providence Steam Roller were established outfits that moved into the expanding NFL, while the New York Giants were the brainchild of Carr – desperate for a presence in the Big Apple – and Tim Mara.

Of those clubs, it is the Giants everybody recognises today. They were founded by Mara, a self-made, notoriously honest man who’d risen from poverty to make his fortune as a bookmaker (at the time legal). The 38-year-old knew little about football but considered the tiny entry fee – now $500 – a small price to pay for any New York franchise. Given the Giants’ worth today stands at around $3 billion, it proved a wise decision. Mara’s Giants were something of a resurrection. The Brickley Giants played unsuccessfully in 1921 under the stewardship of Billy Gibson, who introduced Mara to Carr. The difference this time was in name: the New York Football Giants were born and captured the first of Big Blue’s eight titles in their third NFL campaign in 1927.

The most established of the league’s new trio at the time was a Providence squad that filled their bleachers and were the previous year’s unofficial ‘undisputed champion of the northeast’. Yet they had to wait a little longer to make their mark on the league, going 6-5-1 in 1925, 5-7-1 in ’26 and 8-5-1 in ’27, before triumphing at 8-1-2 the following campaign. They are the last now-defunct team to win an NFL Championship, as well as the hosts of the league’s first night game, against the Cardinals on 6 November 1929.

For all their subsequent efforts, neither the Giants nor the Steam Roller could match the exploits of the third notable eastern team to enter the fray in 1925: Pottsville, whose maiden NFL campaign was a story in and of itself.

The Maroons played in a small stadium, Minersville Park, perfectly befitting a tiny mining town with a population of around 25,000. Admittance to the NFL wasn’t so much about their own pedigree as it was proximity to Frankford and the Yellow Jackets. Teams, mostly situated in the Midwest, could schedule back-to-back games over a weekend, doubling their returns on a long trip. Yet the Maroons entered the NFL with an impressive track record, as evidenced by their Anthracite League title the previous year.

Nobody, though, expected much from the newcomers, especially when Henry and several other stars returned to more established franchises. But Dr Striegel, the club’s owner and manager, built a strong, young team bonded by his insistence they live in the town during the campaign. This allowed the Maroons to practise each day, with the players still better off than most people living in Pottsville on the strength of their $100-per-game salary.

It proved the perfect formula as the Maroons upset the applecart by starting 6-1 before losing to local rivals Frankford. If most people thought their hopes died there, they were quickly proved wrong as Pottsville avenged that defeat with a 49–0 stomping of the Yellow Jackets, coming off a tough loss to Green Bay the previous day. That set up an unlikely showdown for the championship versus a Cardinals squad, led by the indomitable Driscoll, that were stepping out of their city rivals’ shadow. Even the local press – perhaps at the encouragement of owner O’Brien, who desperately needed added gate receipts – billed it as a game for all the marbles.

On a snowy day, plucky Pottsville rode into Comiskey Park and overcame the fancied Cardinals. In doing so, they sealed the NFL’s 1925 championship. Except, if you look in any history book, that title belongs not to the Maroons but to the Cardinals.

The Maroons’ downfall was heralded by Philadelphia promoter Frank Schumann, who arranged for the NFL’s leading eastern team to play an all-star squad of former Notre Dame players in December at Shibe Park. Knowing the Fighting Irish were the biggest draw in football not named Red Grange, everybody signed up for a guaranteed money-spinner. Prevailing wisdom suggested that the ‘leading eastern team’ would be Frankford – only for Pottsville’s victory in the second game to flip the script.

The story thereafter becomes complex and convoluted, changing depending on whose version you’re reading. What we do know is that, one week after believing they had sealed the NFL title, the Maroons met a squad that included the famous Four Horsemen – Harry Stuhldreher, Jim Crowley, Don Miller and Elmer Layden – who had led Notre Dame to Rose Bowl and National Championship glory in 1924. They did so as planned at Shibe Park, which was located within the market of Frankford – who were playing the Cleveland Bulldogs nearby in a game that drew just 8,000 fans, half their usual attendance. This infuriated Frankford, so they complained to Carr that playing in the area on the same day as a Yellow Jackets outing circumvented league rules. Which it did.

This is where the story becomes murky. Pottsville’s version is that Carr instructed the Cardinals to schedule two other games – cupcakes against Hammond and the Milwaukee Badgers – to furnish their record, while also stripping the Maroons of their championship, and that Dr Striegel only agreed to play the Notre Dame game after being given permission by the league’s president.

Unfortunately, though it makes for a great conspiracy theory, it’s revisionist. Newspaper articles from the time show Carr issued not one but three warnings that Pottsville would be expelled from the league – and therefore lose any claim upon the title – should they play the exhibition game. And so, on 12 December 1925, after Pottsville beat the Notre Dame All-Stars 9–7, they received a telegram advising of a $500 fine and the franchise’s forfeiture.

Were the Maroons the best team in the NFL that year? The win against Notre Dame offers compelling evidence to counter the argument that most of their games were on Sundays against teams who’d played the previous day. What’s certain is that, although Frankford’s complaints owed much to sour grapes, the Maroons only had themselves to blame. The bitter irony was that the Notre Dame contest flopped and was played in front of just 8,000 fans – a number they could have fit into Pottsville’s own stadium. Which would have removed the thorny issue of playing in another team’s territory and changed the annals of NFL history.

Instead, the 1925 championship went to the Cardinals – not that they were overly excited. It wasn’t even scant consolation to O’Brien, who had seen a grand plan of his own fall flat, just not the one Pottsville accused him of. It is true the owner hastily scheduled games towards the year’s end, but that wasn’t against NFL rules. By this point, most of the schedule was published prior to the campaign, but not all of it. In 1925, the final set of games were listed as being on 6 December, but the end of the season was given as 20 December, allowing teams in the hunt to organise further contests over the final fortnight.

Which is exactly what O’Brien did, only the gold at the end of the rainbow wasn’t the league championship – it was Grange and the thousands of spectators who would turn up just to see him play.

‘Football isn’t a game to play for money,’ said Bob Zuppke, Illinois’ head coach.

‘You get paid for coaching,’ replied Grange. ‘Why should it be wrong for me to get paid for playing?’

The immortal words that changed pro football for ever. By that stage, the Galloping Ghost’s head had been turned by promoter C.C. Pyle, the man nicknamed ‘Cash and Carry’, having promised Grange untold fortunes. ‘I would have been thought more of had I joined the Capone mob in Chicago rather than played professional football,’ Grange later remarked, ‘but I made a few bucks and had fun playing my favourite game.’

More than a few. Before his final down at Illinois, Grange’s services upon the campaign’s conclusion had been sold to every team under the snowy skies of America’s Midwest and beyond. The Giants reportedly offered Pyle $40,000, but the wily ‘agent’ knew more could be made and, within hours of Grange’s 192-yard college finale versus Ohio State, the pair were aboard a train bound for Chicago, Red donning a black wig to avoid chaos.

Such was the buzz that, days later, 3,000 fans stormed the field just to grab a closer look at Grange as he sat watching the Bears’ thrashing of Green Bay from the bench. Later that week, he was in uniform, the star attraction for a Thanksgiving tilt with the Bears’ city rival Cardinals at Wrigley Field. Red’s pro debut should have been a win–win for everybody, yet O’Brien – battling spiralling losses – foolishly opted for the minimum guaranteed payment of $1,200 rather than taking a share of what turned out to be the 36,000-strong gate, 14,000 fewer than the number who braved snowstorms to try to get in.

Burnt by that experience, he hatched his plan. Knowing a return to the summit of the NFL standings would aid his case for a rematch with the Bears on the league’s final date, O’Brien arranged the fixtures with Hammond and Milwaukee. His ploy was going along swimmingly until Grange injured his arm in Pittsburgh. The Cardinals owner didn’t even bother to schedule an alternative game. It would just have cost him more money.

And so O’Brien was left with second prize: the 1925 NFL Championship – a ‘prize’ the Cardinals refused to accept, even if the league’s and club’s records now recognise their title. Because for all NFL football would come to be defined by champions, its early years were defined by money – or, more pertinently, making enough to survive.

Thanks to Grange, plenty did just that in 1925. Those Thanksgiving crowds in Chicago were a harbinger for the remainder of Red’s barnstorming, 10-game, 18-day tour. Twenty-eight-thousand more turned out at the same venue on Sunday 29 November for a tilt with the Columbus Tigers, in which he ran for 140 yards and threw a touchdown pass. Wednesday brought 8,000 to St. Louis for a meeting with the Donnelly All-Stars in temperatures hovering at minus-11 Celsius, while Saturday saw the crowd hit 35,000 in Philadelphia, where Grange scored both touchdowns in a 14–0 win over Frankford.

By the following Sunday, tour day number 10 and a game against the Giants, fever pitch had hit. Red, perhaps sensing the enormity of the occasion, didn’t disappoint, delivering a 35-yard pick-six to help the Bears to victory. A scarcely believable 73,651 packed a stadium whose capacity was 57,000, as well as – crucially – 125 reporters. In the process, the economy of ‘Red Enterprises’ saw a significant boost; he profited to the tune of a reported $90,000 from the tour – $1.2 million in today’s money – for less than three weeks’ work.

Yet perhaps the biggest economic impact, indirectly, was local. Giants owner Mara had been contemplating selling the team, his accounts being as red as Grange himself. But he didn’t make the same mistake as the Cardinals by taking the minimum guarantee, and instead Big Blue saw losses of $35,000 quickly turn to profit on the back of a $143,000 gate.

Mara – whose descendants still own the team – unsurprisingly thought much the same as everybody else there that day: maybe, just maybe, there is something in this pro football lark.
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A Stinkin’ Circus

Portsmouth Spartans 0

Chicago Bears 9

18 December 1932

Chicago Stadium, Chicago

‘Stinker’ feels a most apt description of the NFL’s first playoff game, and not just because of a surface comprised of manure and dirt, whose stench was so bad at least one player vomited. ‘It was stinking and dirty,’ said Chicago Bears centre Charles Miller.

The field was certainly a key issue; in an era of playing conditions being far from ideal, those at Chicago Stadium represented the nadir. The Bears and Portsmouth Spartans were forced to settle the league’s 13th campaign on a brown pit, which many claim was left behind by the circus that departed two days previous. In reality, the carnival didn’t show up until two weeks after Chicago and Portsmouth did battle, although their game provided a suitable appetiser. Fans witnessed a blur of white Bear and purple Spartan jerseys, stumbling around to deliver something masquerading as football but bearing little resemblance to an actual contest.

The Windy City had lived up to its name, an Arctic blast rendering the outdoors inhospitable. The white stuff at Wrigley Field, the original venue for this showpiece, lay waist deep and prompted the league to seek an alternative. Their choice was far from ideal. Chicago Stadium was the world’s largest indoor sports arena, a suitable home to the National Hockey League’s Blackhawks – but not football. It was 45 yards wide and 80 long – 60 yards separated the two goallines – with rounding corners creating half-moon end zones.

Its dimensions didn’t mean a game was impossible, though. Bears owner George Halas had taken his team there for an exhibition against the Chicago Cardinals two years earlier, so it could be done. And if the game didn’t happen that week, it probably wouldn’t at all. Already hastily arranged, the encounter was never planned. But Portsmouth and Chicago tied atop the NFL’s standings with a .857 winning percentage,* meaning the championship’s destination needed to be settled as soon as possible. After all, the Spartans – a lowly team that faced such crippling losses they often practised in public areas like Central Park and bussed the long journey from Ohio – were already in town. At least most were. Portsmouth took the ‘field’ – if it could be called that – without All-Pro Earl ‘Dutch’ Clark, who – not expecting the campaign to go beyond its planned end – was contracted to begin a new job as Colorado College’s basketball coach. They wouldn’t release him; it was only a bloody football game.

Even that was a loose description. Football, but not as people knew it. The tiny field meant a host of for-one-game-only rules: kickoffs were from the 10-yard line, which is also where teams took possession following touchbacks; if either team passed midfield, they were pushed back 20 yards; there were no field goals; and, due to the narrow pitch being surrounded by a fence, teams brought the ball in 10 yards from the boundary if the previous play ended near the sidelines or out of bounds, at the cost of a down.

It made for quite the spectacle, taken in – remarkably given the conditions outside – by a near-capacity 11,198 crowd. With sure footing virtually impossible, big running plays were a pipe dream, while five completions to eight interceptions tells its own story of the passing game. Having been scoreless most of the way – threatening the league’s first overtime – it was settled by a controversy that, along with the unusual backdrop, changed the face of football. In the moment, though, those in attendance were merely pleased to crown a new champion after the three previous campaigns were won by a team who became the NFL’s first true dynasty.

Forecasts of demise surrounded the Green Bay Packers from the moment they joined the APFA in 1921. Up until that point, the team from a tiny industrial town on the banks of the Bay Lake were like many others: an independent entity finding games wherever they could locally. But the Packers, named due to their backers being a local meat-packing company, harboured ambitions that outweighed their humble surrounds. Green Bay opted to join the new league at probably the first opportunity; they, like most others, are unlikely to have known about Ralph Hay’s meetings the previous year.

By their time of entry, the Packers were in the third year of operation, stewarded by a curly haired 22-year-old named Earl Lambeau, who briefly played for legendary college coach Knute Rockne’s first Notre Dame team before dropping out and returning home. There, Lambeau worked for the Indian Packing Company, but a burning desire for football still existed. ‘Curly’ was an industrious type and started a club alongside Green Bay Press-Gazette sports editor George Whitney Calhoun, persuading his employers to pay for their uniforms.

The operation was running smoothly by the time Green Bay were rolled into the APFA. The Pack had accrued 10-1 and 9-1-1 records against local sides and were ready for the step up. Contrary to popular belief, and the NFL’s own official statistics, Lambeau operated not as head coach but playing captain – which, in fairness, carried most of the key responsibilities in those days – for the first three years. William Ryan was the club’s first coach in 1919, Jack Dalton in ’20 and Joe Hoeffel in ’21.

Many in the APFA doubted the franchise’s sustainability. Had you told those who accepted the Packers’ application in 1921 that Green Bay would be the most successful team in the league’s opening century, it would have drawn more laughs than the idea of pro football one day trumping Major League Baseball in popularity. It’s tough to know which notion would have been deemed more fanciful: the APFA lasting 100 years or the Packers winning 13 titles.

Neither seemed on the horizon immediately after Green Bay’s debut campaign, in which the Packers played six APFA games for a 3-2-1 record while joining their contemporaries in the ongoing struggle for solvency. Although that mark was respectable, the season’s end brought with it what so many predicted 12 months earlier: the Pack were sent packing. Only the reason wasn’t quite as anticipated.

On the day end-of-season meetings began – 28 January 1922 – national headlines were dominated by football. Unsurprisingly, this had nothing to do with the APFA, which was still overshadowed by college football; surprisingly, it did involve the pros, at a level a couple of rungs below. The teams in question were outfits from rural Illinois towns whose bitter rivalry spiralled out of control. The folk of Carlinville were the instigators, having hatched a plan to recruit college boys for the annual clash with Taylorville. The players – from the era’s powerhouse Notre Dame – provided such a guarantee of victory that it was worth the whole population betting everything they had on the outcome. Word spread like wildfire, which is probably what the locals felt like starting afterwards. For every granny dusting off notes plucked from under the mattress, there was a family man pleading with the bank for just another buck. In all, $50,000 was staked in Carlinville alone – $629,280 in today’s money – according to the AP, although the overall amount wagered was rumoured to be double.

What the locals hadn’t counted on was Taylorville’s own residents catching wind of the ploy and recruiting some college boys of their own, from the University of Illinois. It set up a fascinating phenomenon, of a local derby taking place between players nobody in the stands knew. Per the AP: ‘When the Carlinville 11 came on the field the visiting rooters rose to cheer. “What are we yelling for? That’s the Taylorville team,” said a Carlinville woman. “Oh no, that’s Carlinville,” replied a Taylorville policeman. “I guess I know our boys and not one of those fellows is from Carlinville,” indignantly replied the woman.’

Carlinville lost 10–7, a result that brings into question whether they were duped twice, for it feels bizarre that a side laden with stars from Notre Dame’s 10-1-0 group were beaten by counterparts from Illinois, who finished 3-4. Either way, they were undoubtedly the whole affair’s biggest losers. Closely followed, it seemed, by that plucky pro club nearly 450 miles away in Wisconsin.

News of the scandal prompted the APFA’s power brokers to take a look internally. Rumours abounded that its teams still fielded college players under false names, despite the practice having been outlawed as one of the league’s founding principles. Accusing fingers were pointed, the first – ironically – at Hay. His Canton Bulldogs had, in fact, utilised a college star, Notre Dame’s Heartley ‘Hunk’ Anderson, but – he argued – only in exhibition games. Those in the room accepted the explanation and moved on, perhaps due to his hosting the meeting.

But it was a different story when suspicious glances moved the modest Packers’ way. The league’s more powerful owners were like wolves around a carcass, happy to scapegoat an expendable squad in the name of some good PR. Green Bay fessed up without argument – they had fielded multiple Notre Dame players – and accepted banishment. In the pure world of the APFA, there was no place for such practices.

What is remarkable about scandals is how they seem the most important matter in the world at the time and then fade into footnotes just as quickly. That was certainly true of the one that robbed Green Bay of their APFA status. On 24 June 1922, owners and league officials reconvened, this time in Cleveland’s Hollenden Hotel. It was a momentous day on two counts: the APFA became the NFL, and what would become its most successful franchise rose like a phoenix from still-warm ashes.

Lambeau fronted the bid to repurchase the franchise, which proved surprisingly acceptable to Joe Carr. The Packers had gone a whole five months out of the fold as punishment, during which time no APFA games had been played. In any case, this was a different team altogether: the Green Bay Blues. That everybody continued to call them the Packers wasn’t the league’s fault.

Whether this was the plan all along is unknown; all that’s certain is everybody benefitted. The NFL was seen, at the peak of coverage, as fighters in the glorious battle to stop an underhand habit, while the Packers missed no game time. That their original owner, J. Emmett Clair, withdrew the team in January without fuss lends credence to a theory of something more calculated, as does the fact nobody investigated who was responsible for those Notre Dame lads representing Green Bay in the first place: the former Fighting Irish player in Lambeau, or Clair – who had no affiliation to the university.

Perhaps the biggest impact of their brief exile was the myths that surrounded it locally. It became a common yarn to suggest the instigator was Halas which, at the very least, helped further spice the clubs’ burgeoning mutual disdain. Despite the meeting’s official minutes showing Halas formally moved for Green Bay’s banishment, the claim simply isn’t true – but it doesn’t take much for a story to become accepted fact.

Halas’ early influence on Green Bay was actually incredibly positive. That 1921 campaign saw him extend the team an olive branch by agreeing to play what became the first instalment of their epic rivalry. Sure, he did it to furnish the Bears’ own record in the midst of a title tilt, but the game also provided a key showcase for the Pack to illustrate their potential. It didn’t go unnoticed that Green Bay pulled up in the city accompanied by a rough-and-ready band and 500 travelling fans, displaying pageantry that had long been a staple of high-school and college football, but not the pros. It suggested an ability to capture the local imagination. Yes, that locale was small, but merely having a fanbase was more than could be said for other clubs, many of whom operated in more favourable locations. That same community spirit rescued the Packers again
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