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Introduction


Any beginning journalist knows that every story he works on should, when applicable and not irrelevant to the story, contain the answers to the questions readers are most curious about. These all-important questions are known as the five Ws and an H—who, what, when, where, why, and how.

To gain a full and rich understanding of football, those questions are, of course, vital. Fans, even ardent ones, may know all of their favorite players’ statistics and all of the major records set by the game’s greats, yet lack knowledge about some other points.

This book provides a slew of questions and in-depth answers concerning the rules, records, and history of the NFL, and much more. From the early days of football to the popular game seen today, there’s a good chance that this book answers questions every fan has pondered. Whether the topic is quarterbacks or coaches, famous “firsts” or memorable moments, if a who, what, when, where, why, or how question is on your mind, this is the book for you.

While the primary emphasis here is on pro football, some questions pertain to the college game. Also, unless otherwise noted, all of the statistics, records, and feats mentioned in the book are through the 2021 season.

The game of football has undertaken quite an evolutionary ride, one deserving of study. So, sit back, relax, and get ready to be entertained, informed, and even surprised by the facts which follow.




CHAPTER ONE

THE ORIGINS AND EARLY DAYS OF AMERICAN FOOTBALL FROM ITS BIRTH THROUGH 1922

As touched upon in the introduction, modern fans often are lacking when it comes to their knowledge of the roots of football. How did football gets its start? What are its roots? Where did those roots first take hold?

If you happen to be one of those fans who isn’t savvy about those early days, and you find such ancient history to be boring, you can either skim through this chapter or skip it entirely. However, if you skip the chapter, you’ll miss out on some odd, fascinating, and entertaining items such as the following: some rules which now seem bizarre at best; a champion that wasn’t, by later standards, really the champ; and a title game which was played on a field which measured just 60 yards long.

Just as baseball can trace its beginnings back to England and a game called rounders, football evolved from the game of rugby, a sport which also originated in England.

In the United States, the first college game of “soccer football” took place in 1869 when Rutgers and Princeton squared off on November 6. That contest employed “modified London Football Associated rules.” Over the next seven years rugby became quite popular, surpassing soccer in popularity, especially with major colleges in the East.

From there, the next logical evolutionary step was for modern football to modify rugby, resulting in football becoming its own sport with its own rules, strategies, and intricacies.

However, there are many more facets which went into the early days of football. This chapter explores those roots, including the pioneers of the sport, the early rules of the game, and more.



ALL SPORTS REQUIRE CLEAR-CUT RULES, EVEN THOUGH THE EARLIEST ONES MAY HAVE VARIED A BIT DEPENDING UPON SOME FACTORS SUCH AS GEOGRAPHY. ALSO, MANY OF THOSE RULES BECAME OUTDATED, EVEN OBSOLETE, OVER THE YEARS. NEVERTHELESS, A KEY QUESTION IS THIS: WHO WROTE UP THE FIRST RULES FOR AMERICAN FOOTBALL AND WHEN?

[image: chpt_fig_001]
Walter Camp, now known as the father of American football, created many rules and changes to the sport in its early stages. In 1876, rules were drawn up at the Massasoit convention. Over a stretch of 15 years, Camp continued to meet with various athletic directors of colleges to refine the game’s rules.

Before Camp, college ball was not unlike what one source called “the medieval European sport of mob football.” In fact, Camp was a star running back at Yale, a school which had once banned the brutal sport (when Camp was an infant). Furthermore, before Camp, every college team played under their own set of rules.

[image: chpt_fig_002]
WALTER CAMP, THE “FATHER OF AMERICAN FOOTBALL” (Library of Congress)

Among Camp’s innovations were reducing the number of players on the field from 15 to 11, adding “measuring lines to the field,” and having a “static line of scrimmage.” At one point he also came up with a rule which stated the team on offense had to gain 5 yards in three tries or surrender the football. That, of course, led to the four downs being allotted to advance the ball 10 yards scenario we now have. Camp invented the quarterback position and the concept of calling signals on offense. It is stated that by 1892, “he had created the game we now know as football.”



ONE OF THE MOST BASIC PARTS OF FOOTBALL IS, OF COURSE, THE TACKLE. HOW HAS THE DEFINITION OF WHAT CONSTITUTES A TACKLE, THAT IS TO SAY, AT WHAT POINT IS A BALL-ARRIER’S RUN FINISHED AND THE PLAY IS DEAD, CHANGED OVER THE YEARS?

[image: chpt_fig_001]
At one time, a player’s run wasn’t blown dead until his forward progress was fully stopped. It wasn’t enough to be, say, on the ground when a defender was making some contact with the man carrying the football. It almost seemed as if ball-carriers were sometimes unsure if they were down or not, and they would fiercely scratch for every extra yard until a whistle blew. In fact, runners who were slammed to the turf could, at times, get back up and legally run again.

Joe Walton, a defensive end/receiver from 1957 to 1963, said that it appeared that if the ball-carrier was knocked down, but not pinned down, the play could continue. Piling on a runner was almost a requirement to stop his progress. Walton said, “Guys used to be able to get back up and run after they were knocked down. Guys were getting hurt.”

Research done by Jon Kendle of the Pro Football Hall of Fame revealed that the 1921 Spalding Official Football Guide contained a rule regarding when a play was considered to be through. It stated that, among other things, a player with the ball would be declared to be down when he is out of bounds, has his forward progress stopped, “or when any portion of his person except his hands or feet, touch the ground while he is in the grasp of an opponent” [italics added].

Kendle added, “By 1932 there was a provision to the rule and ‘while he is in the grasp of an opponent’ was taken out [for college football]. Since the NFL created their own rulebook in 1933, that change did not apply to them and they continued to use the ‘while in the grasp of an opponent’ phrase. In 1948 [the NFL] added ‘irrespective of the grasp being broken.’

“It wasn’t until 1956 that the NFL declared that the ball is dead when ‘a runner . . . is contacted by a defensive player and he touches the ground with any part of his body except his hands or feet.’”



WHO WAS THE FIRST PROFESSIONAL FOOTBALL PLAYER?

[image: chpt_fig_001]
William “Pudge” Heffelfinger. Back in 1892, athletic clubs from various areas of the United States were heavily into the relatively young sport. One heated rivalry was between the Allegheny Athletic Association and the Pittsburgh Athletic Club. To gain an edge, the Allegheny group convinced an All-America guard out of Yale, Heffelfinger, to play for them against the Pittsburgh Athletic Club on November 12—persuading him with a paycheck for $500. This was at a time when a pound of bacon cost 13 cents, a gallon of milk delivered to one’s door ran about a quarter, and a five-pound bag of sugar set a person back just 28 cents.

Allegheny must have felt he was well worth the money when they walked away with a win after their new star scooped up a Pittsburgh fumble and romped 35 yards for a touchdown. Final score, 4–0.



WHY WASN’T THAT FINAL SCORE 6–0?

[image: chpt_fig_001]
Beginning in 1893, a touchdown was worth four points and a “goal after touchdown” was good for two points. In 1897, a rule change awarded five points for touchdowns and one point for the extra-point conversion. It wasn’t until 1912 that scoring a touchdown earned a team six points.

For the record, the two-point conversion was first introduced to American football in 1958, when the NCAA came up with that idea. High schools went along with the two-point play in 1969, and the Canadian Football League joined in (1975). The NFL would not adopt the play until 1974, although the American Football League (AFL) had the option to go for two since its inception in 1960.

In addition to the vacillating number of points awarded for touchdowns, things were, by our way of thinking, strange way back in football’s Dark Ages. For instance, until 1889, after a player crossed the goal line, he had to literally touch the ball down, to the ground. From then on, merely possessing the football while reaching the goal line was sufficient.



IF HEFFELFINGER WAS WITH THE ALLEGHENY ATHLETIC ASSOCIATION TEAM FOR ONLY ONE GAME, WHO IS CONSIDERED TO BE THE FIRST MAN TO SIGN A PRO FOOTBALL CONTRACT? WHEN?

[image: chpt_fig_001]
It is believed that a halfback named Grant Dibert was the first player to be under contract to a team. Having lost to Allegheny, which had the help of Heffelfinger, the Pittsburgh club placed Dibert under contract for their entire 1893 season.

Now, the first player to “openly turn pro” is said to be John Brallier, a 16-year-old quarterback who received $10 plus expenses for his services in a 1895 game his Latrobe YMCA team played against the Jeannette Athletic Club (two western Pennsylvania teams). Remember, though, there were at least seven other men who accepted money to play football. That list, as mentioned, is headed by Heffelfinger, with Ben “Sport” Donnelly of Allegheny following closely behind, playing in one game a week after Heffelfinger for $250.



WHEN DID TEAMS TRULY TURN PRO BY HAVING THEIR ROSTER FILLED OUT BY MEN WHO WERE ALL GETTING PAID TO PLAY FOOTBALL?

[image: chpt_fig_001]
One year after Brallier turned pro, in 1896, the Allegheny Athletic Association again made history by fielding a team composed entirely of pro players, doing so for their season, albeit a season which ran just two games.

In 1897, the Latrobe Athletic football team was completely made up of pros throughout their roster for a full season—a truly full one, not a mere two games or so.



WHY WAS IT THE CASE THAT SOME AMATEUR FOOTBALL PLAYERS SAW SUNLIGHT THROUGHOUT THE WINTER MONTHS ONLY ON GAME DAYS?

[image: chpt_fig_001]
There are tales of men who labored in coal mines in Pennsylvania who reported to work deep beneath the earth’s surface before sunrise, and whose work day ended after sunset—doing this six days a week. Then, on their only day off, Sunday, they spent some of their precious daylight hours on the football field taking part in another, but more enjoyable, dangerous endeavor.



WHAT WAS THE EQUIPMENT LIKE FOR PLAYERS DURING THE EARLY DAYS OF FOOTBALL? DID THEIR GEAR PROVIDE MUCH PROTECTION?

[image: chpt_fig_001]
Protection? That’s a joke. Back in the era of baggy pants with no protective pads at all, players were exposed, vulnerable to injuries galore. During the days when football was a sort of spin on rugby, starting in the late 1860s, the helmet was perhaps the biggest joke of all. Actually, football began without the use of any protective headgear as evidenced in the first college football game ever, a Princeton versus Rutgers 1869 clash. This was a pure invitation for concussions and serious, enduring brain damage.

The origin of the helmet is unknown even though some say James Naismith, the creator of the game of basketball, came up with the concept. Others claim a US Naval Academy player named Joseph M. Reeves asked an Annapolis shoemaker to devise a leather helmet for him to use in the 1893 Army-Navy game.

Therefore, it is believed that the first use of helmets in a game did take place in that contest, but the Reeves helmet was one merely “made out of leather strips or mole skin fused together.”

The earliest of helmets were so pliable, and therefore virtually useless as effective protection, they could be folded up and placed into a player’s pocket. They didn’t even cover a player’s entire head, nor did they have an ear flap. Helmets finally got substantially stronger in the 1940s and 1950s when they were constructed with padded plastic.

[image: chpt_fig_003]
A PLAQUE COMMEMORATING THE FIRST COLLEGE FOOTBALL GAME BETWEEN RUTGERS AND PRINCETON IN 1869 (Marylandstater via Wikimedia Commons)

Regardless, college rules makers didn’t make wearing helmets compulsory until 1943. As for the NFL, there was a Chicago Bears end named Dick Plasman who played without a helmet as late as 1940. That made him the last man ever to play a pro game without a helmet—it may also have made him the bravest or the most foolish player in NFL annals.

Of course, before effective facemasks were added to helmets, players often took a shot to the mouth, nose, and cheeks—with many blows being intentionally thrown. No wonder: There wasn’t even a penalty for facemasking until late in the 1950s.

The first shoulder pads, which came about in 1877, are believed to have been made of wool and leather and were actually “sewn into the competitor’s jerseys.” Not long after 1900 came the introduction of shoulder pads which were pulled down over one’s head and attached at players’ chests. Even as late as 1990, shoulder pads tended to be quite large and cumbersome, but they now are smaller yet strong.

A few other equipment notes: It wasn’t until right around 1920 that players began wearing leather padding. The 1930s saw more foam pads with decent facemasks being added to some players’ helmets. As time went on, the single- and double-bar facemasks and other such alterations came along. The decade of the 1940s saw the influx of leather shoulder pads, chest pads, and chinstraps. Face shields for helmets didn’t come about until 1998. Today’s helmets look almost aerodynamically designed.

[image: chpt_fig_004]
[image: chpt_fig_005]
A MICHIGAN WOLVERINES FOOTBALL HELMET CIRCA 1930S (LEFT) AND ITS MODERN-DAY EQUIVALENT (Wikimedia Commons)



HOW HAVE THE FACEMASKS EVOLVED OVER FOOTBALL’S HISTORY?

[image: chpt_fig_001]
Early facemasks had a single bar covering a small portion of players’ faces. Former college fullback Dale Stewart said: “That was a laugh. We had that single bar in college in the late 1950s and into 1960. We [Carnegie Tech] were punting, and I’m standing out on a wing ready to block a big defensive end. He came up with a forearm, caught that bar and pushed it right up, and that bar was like nothing. There was no stability on that single bar. I knew I had a broken nose. I’d have been better off if the bar wasn’t there. It was no good from the beginning. Whoever came up with that idea must have never played football.”

Then came the double bar which was a little better. Later came other variations such as the cage-type mask, covering much of the face. Players, such as receivers, who rely upon their vision more than linemen (who also want the added protection of larger facemasks) don’t want a mask which would obscure their all-important vision to any degree.

Players nowadays wouldn’t think of wearing a helmet sans facemask, but that wasn’t the case long ago. Joe Walton, who spent seven seasons in the NFL with New York and Washington, never wore a facemask until his senior year at Pitt, 1956. “It was just a small bar across the face. Then I went to the Redskins and Kelly Miller was the equipment manager. When I went to get my helmet, he asked me what size facemask I wanted. I told him, ‘I don’t really need one. I wore one at Pitt and didn’t like it.’ He said, ‘Well, I’m just advising you, you ought to learn to use one, but if you want to wait, it’s all right with me.’

“We played the Los Angeles Rams in our first preseason game and guess what happened? A player broke my nose. The next week I



WHAT WAS ONE OF FOOTBALL’S EARLIEST FORMATIONS WHICH SOON PROVED TO BE ONE OF ITS MOST DANGEROUS?
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WHY WAS THERE AN OUTCRY DEMANDING THAT FOOTBALL BE BANNED IN THE EARLY 20TH CENTURY?

[image: chpt_fig_001]






WHY WASN’T THE PASSING GAME A BIG PART OF FOOTBALL AT FIRST?

[image: chpt_fig_001]








WHY IS A FOOTBALL REFERRED TO AS A PIGSKIN?

[image: chpt_fig_001]




WHEN DID TEAMS FIRST GO INTO HUDDLES?
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WHY IS A FOOTBALL FIELD, TO THIS DAY, SOMETIMES CALLED A GRIDIRON?

[image: chpt_fig_001]




HOW DID THE TERMS FOR MEMBERS OF THE BACKFIELD ORIGINATE?

[image: chpt_fig_001]



WHAT WERE THE NAMES OF SOME OF THE FIRST PRO FOOTBALL FRANCHISES, WAY BACK IN 1922?
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WHICH TEAM IS THE OLDEST PRO FOOTBALL TEAM IN CONTINUING OPERATION, AND WHEN WAS IT FOUNDED?

[image: chpt_fig_001]




WHAT WAS THE FIRST TEAM TO WIN THE NFL’S CHAMPIONSHIP—AND WHICH TEAM WON WHAT MIGHT BE CALLED THE FIRST “TRUE” CHAMPIONSHIP, BY WINNING THEIR TITLE ON THE FIELD?

[image: chpt_fig_001]





WHAT MADE JIM THORPE SO SPECIAL?
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