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For a living dog is better than a dead lion.

— Eccles. 9:4




Foreword

by Nicholas Dawidoff

THE PROBLEM WITH football writing has always been access, the fundamental elusiveness. How to overcome the crowd of armored players, the blur of motion, the anonymous wreckage after the tackle, the coded playbooks, the fenced-off team “facilities,” the self-effacing conformity of it all? Secretive by nature, football defies anybody from the outside to get close enough to achieve the clarity and insight excellent writing requires.

In exclusion George Plimpton saw opportunity. Plimpton, the first editor of the Paris Review, was a privileged New Yorker who had spent his life in the most rarefied American communities. The quality that shines through Paper Lion, the greatest of all football books, is Plimpton’s absolute conviction that he belongs. As a writer Plimpton was always more Paris than review, more safari-jacketed adventurer than urban belle-lettrist. That is to say, by procedural instinct he first walked among the fauna native to an exotic landscape — boxing rings, baseball diamonds, racetracks — and then returned to far East 72nd Street to convey their essence.

And so it was on fields strewn with (Detroit) Lions. Plimpton’s solution to the problem of seeing football clearly was to get in the game. And while his playing pro football was assuredly a stunt, doing the daydream was also a terrific idea — so beautifully direct. Not only would participating in the Lions’ training camp as a last-string quarterback help Plimpton to see behind the face mask, but it would also allow him to engage with the vicarious impulse at the heart of sporting spectatorship. Plimpton wrote Paper Lion in what was still a Walter Mitty era of armchair fandom when from the bleachers all reveries were plausible. The peerless baseball writer Roger Angell, who began covering his sport for The New Yorker by attending spring training in 1962, the year before Plimpton joined the Lions, said, “We used to think, with a little luck we could have been doing this. Nobody thinks that anymore. Today he’d get hurt.” Angell considers it “amazing the Lions let him do it. They loved it. Could have been the opposite. He must have been extremely charming. George was very enthusiastic.”

He was also an unlikely candidate for a mauling. A man about Harvard, the New Journalism cocktail circuit, and Kennedy administration skating parties (Muhammad Ali nicknamed him “Kennedy”), Plimpton’s football pedigree was modest. He was built “along the lines of a stick” and had been cut from his high-school junior varsity. But all that was exactly the point here, and besides, Plimpton had other qualities. A youthful thirty-six when he joined the Lions, our man was tall, boyish, nervy, socially at ease in unfamiliar settings, and a person unlikely to allow his sense of self to become contingent on how well he played football. Among the Lions, Plimpton was always the confident, charming writer, glad to wear jersey number zero because he understood that his athletic incompetence was useful to his story.

All the best immersive reporters have a gift for self-fashioning, and Plimpton was a master. By 1963, he’d cultivated a patrician accent so affected even people who’d seen it all, like the writer Roy Blount, shook their heads in admiration. And yet Plimpton was also the sort of man capable of seamlessly dropping his y’alls from the moment he hit the Mason-Dixon Line. When Roger Angell was a boy growing up in New York, he admired the New York Giants’ left-handed screwball pitcher Carl Hubbell above all players. Angell heard that the accumulated strains of breaking off his signature pitch meant that Hubbell’s left palm faced permanently outward. So Angell began walking around with his arm to port similarly contorted. Angell’s mother, alarmed, told him, “Don’t do that, Rog.” Angell recounted this to Plimpton, and soon enough word filtered to Angell of Plimpton, whose childhood love of Carl Hubbell was such that — get this! — he’d kept his arm bent in salutation until his mother told him to straighten up. Angell didn’t hold this against Plimpton; inhabiting other people’s lives was simply what Plimpton did.

At the Lions’ training camp Plimpton insinuated himself with ease, retailing apocryphal tales of his amateur days as a member of the Newfoundland Newfs. If his throwing arm was weak, come evening the Plimpton leg was stout enough to keep up with the big cats out at the Dearborn, Michigan, watering holes. Most people are susceptible to admiration, and the Lions quickly embraced the sustained attention of such a shimmering, seductive appreciator. They didn’t care that he was lousy at football. They admired him for risking it, and for making what they did seem worthy of personal sacrifice, staying with them through the rugged hardships of camp. And Plimpton was sedulous about doing nothing to compromise the mission: “I behaved, of course.”

I read Paper Lion first as a boy, and I still have my old childhood copy, a ninety-five-cent Pocket paperback. To look again at those disintegrating pages with their pale pink edges, some of them loosened from the spine and jammed back in haphazardly, is to recall what heady entry into an adult world it provided, a physical world of men. The pros were professionally accomplished at so many masculine arts: banter, beer drinking, vomiting (too much beer), games of chance, pranks, and post-curfew sneak-outs. There were exciting gambits like calling in to a popular restaurant under the name of the team owner to cadge a reservation (only to come upon said owner). There were women to meet out at dance halls, in tight slacks and mohair sweaters the color of pink spun sugar, and women to revel in from afar while watching them play tennis. And there were men playing football, so much football so memorably described.

The campus of the Cranbrook School where the Lions lived and trained was a gift to the writer, the contrast of rough game and sylvan setting one of the many juxtapositions that threads through Paper Lion, enlivening that central juxtaposition of amateur among professionals, elitist intellectual amid hard-hat muscle. Plimpton relates football as a game of intricate physical actions that are also often amusing because the players are so big, the actions so unique to the activity. After Plimpton compares centering a ball to a cow at milking, who could ever consider the hiker without thinking Holstein? Similarly, as soon as we observe massive men attempting to sleep as they overflow dormitory beds designed for teenage schoolboys, the scale of human we are dealing with becomes indelible.

Plimpton is a collector of small interactions in a volatile world. When I reached back into my old Pocket book, treats from the football day-to-day were extracted again in a rush: the account of former Lion coach Buddy Parker responding to losses by disrobing and dispensing with his (unlucky) suits of clothing, sometimes by stuffing costly jackets, ties, and trousers out the windows of speeding trains; the way players thought about the after-practice vats of lemonade awaiting them on those scorching Michigan summer days; the anxiety of the rookies forced to stand during meals and sing their school fight songs for the veterans; the steep alps of food the players put on their plates; the exaggerated reactions of headman George Wilson and the other Lion coaches during their downtime games of liars’ poker; the reserve quarterback Earl Morrall generously throwing after-practice passes to a line of children — one of them a swift, sure-handed ball thief.

Football is the national passion, ever changing. Yet fifty years later Paper Lion still feels contemporary. That’s because the book is a tour de force of vivid characters who become the Ur– football team. A football roster is scores of men, yet from just the few weeks Plimpton spent with the team, there’s the necessary illusion of comprehensiveness; we feel we know them all. Several of the best were absent from Cranbrook that summer. The unruly lineman Big Daddy Lipscomb and the bantam-cock quarterback Bobby Layne had by then retired. Alex Karras, a nearsighted All-Pro defensive tackle, was famed within the team for his impromptu skits and monologues. But Karras had been suspended by the league for his underworld consortings. Plimpton clearly perceived it as an advantage that the trio was off stage; all three became entirely his. The players surrounding him provided as well, none better than Dick “Night Train” Lane, the Hall of Fame cornerback we meet up with in his dorm room dressed in a siren suit of his own design, listening to his wife Dinah Washington’s R & B records on a portable stereo. Lane holds forth on the art of defense with a barrage of suffixy linguistic formulations — his “captainship” — that allow Plimpton to forever make him football’s Lester Young. From these men we grasp football’s strange high-low counterpoint — the big business of roughhousing. And while Plimpton may have behaved, he doesn’t duck the trouble he sees, writing well, if without strong judgment, about race, addiction, and the ruthless ways of management. A very clear picture develops of how the day-to-day professional game works.

We get a very clear portrait of Plimpton too. Old Number Zero is a complicated proposition, a football ethnographer, a football interloper, and a football foil. The action in Paper Lion reaches an anticlimax with the five plays Plimpton quarterbacks at the team scrimmage held at Pontiac stadium, a stricken sequence that gives way to Plimpton’s gradual realization that the fans didn’t understand “the lunacy of my participation” and thought his ineptitude was a gag, a football Al Schacht routine. But Plimpton was a committed competitor. It’s just that he saw the playing field delimits a bit more expansively than a hundred yards of gridiron.

For all the world-class athletes at Plimpton’s literary disposal, Paper Lion’s top-billed performer is always Plimpton. His book is the culmination of a long game in which he is in unstated competition with all those Lion players, out to prove that his literary athleticism is even more entertaining than what they can muster on white-lined grass. He wins because he makes those forgotten practices involving distant players forever alive. Fleet, vain split end Gail Cogdill, lineman John Gordy called “the Bear” for a thick thatch of body hair, lady-killing defensive back Ricky LeBeau, the up-for-it utilityman Jim “Marine” Martin, the gregarious and tragic rookie lineman Lucien Reeberg — we remember them all because of skinny George. Of course Plimpton chose to be a quarterback. The quarterback is the writer, the one who makes it up, makes it happen. It was always going to be about him, and what lends the book its true imaginative distinction is Plimpton’s inner life, those meandering within-the-helmet soliloquies, each of them funnier and more weirdly informative than the last.

As Plimpton recounts early on in Paper Lion, finding a football organization that would allow him to suit up was not easy. One team official told Plimpton, “You got to realize professional football is a serious business.” Other teams thought the Lions were crazy to put themselves at risk by exposing themselves to a writer, but how provident for the Lions that they did. Such are the joys of the book, every Thanksgiving when the Lions play their traditional holiday game, generations of Paper Lion readers all over America take to their TVs to pull for the blue and silver.

Other writers’ debts are on paper. By inventing an immersive genre, Plimpton gave otherwise obstructed observers the means for seeing distant subjects up close. As a young writer at Sports Illustrated, I traveled to Boston to talk hitting with Red Sox batting coach Walter Hriniak, an impresario of his time. It was challenging to understand the subtleties of Hriniak’s methods, so at a certain point I asked if the coach might watch me hit a few and evaluate my swing. A look of dismay crossed his face. But fortunately for me there was a bystander who cried, “A Plimpton!” Just like that, Hriniak understood, and my encounter with the professional was assured.



CHAPTER 1
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I DECIDED FINALLY to pack the football. It was a slightly used Spalding ball, an expensive one, with the information printed on it that it was “triple-lined and lock-stitched.” Its sponsoring signature was that of Norman Van Brocklin, the ex– Philadelphia Eagle quarterback. It seemed a little deflated. I pressed it down hard against the shirts and was able to get the canvas suitcase cover zipped up around it. It was the bulkiest item in the suitcase, and the bulge of it was noticeable. I had two sweat suits in there, a pair of football shoes, some socks, a book on football formations written by a high-school coach, a sports coat and some trousers, and a few other things.

I was not sure what I was going to need at the training camp. The Detroit Lion officials had not sent me the sort of list one remembered from boys’ camp — that one should bring a pillowcase, a mattress cover, a flashlight, a laundry bag, etc. I assumed I could buy what I was lacking at the nearest town. I carried the suitcase down to the street and went out to Kennedy airport to catch an airplane to Detroit. From there I would go by car an hour north to Cranbrook, a boys’ private school near Bloomfield Hills, whose athletic facilities were being used by the Detroit Lions for their preseason training. I was going there as the Lions’ “last-string quarterback” — as my friends referred to it — to join the team as an amateur to undergo firsthand the life of the professional and, hopefully, to describe the experience in a book.

I had written one such book — a recounting of my turbulent experiences pitching in Yankee Stadium in a postseason major-league All-Star game. Out of My League the book was called, and it described what happened to someone with the temerity to climb the field-box railings to try the sport oneself, just to see how one got along and what happened. The notion behind the book was to play out the fantasies, the daydreams that so many people have — seeing themselves on the center court at Wimbledon, or sinking long putts in the U.S. Open, or ripping through the Green Bay secondary. I had been able to arrange with the baseball game’s promoters to play. Ernest Hemingway had thought it an odd if interesting experiment and he described the difficulties of my participation as “the dark side of the moon of Walter Mitty.” Other friends were more critical. “Why do you want to embarrass yourself like that?” they asked. “It’s terrible. Either you’re the most frustrated athlete there ever was, or you’re nuts.”

“Well, the idea is also to get a firsthand knowledge of the professional athlete,” I said. “By being one of them, in a sense — being a teammate.”

“Sure,” they said. “Some teammate. Well, all right, what are you going to do next?”

“The Detroit Lions are allowing me to go through training with them,” I was able to say after I had worked it out with them. “They’re going to let me play in a few games.”

My friends were skeptical. “Sure, sure,” they said.

During the earlier part of that July month I had been practicing strenuously with the Spalding ball. On New York City weekdays, with friends working in their offices, it was difficult finding someone with whom to throw; but I would take the ball out to Central Park, trotting along the paths in a sweat suit, bringing the knees up high, then launching into an occasional sprint, with the arm held out straight to ward off an imaginary tackler, and then in the open stretches, out in the meadows where two elderly men were helping some children fly a box kite, I would rear back and throw the ball. It would arch through the air, bounce down the field, and rock abruptly to a stop in the grass. I would fetch it. Then I would throw it again. Without someone to throw to, it was a melancholy practice — to throw a ball in a park meadow and then walk to it, and throw it again — and I did it in a sort of dull, bored way so that if anyone caught me at it, if one of the elderly men looked away from his box kite, it would appear that I had nothing better to do while awaiting the arrival of friends, obviously delayed in traffic, for a touch football game. Sometimes, I punted the ball. Once I kicked it off the side of my foot into the infield of a baseball game, and the black-shirted players began shouting, “Arriba! Arriba!” and waving their arms as if what had dropped down among them was a large buzzard. July was not the seasonal month to be carrying a football around in Central Park, and I didn’t go out too often. I threw the ball around in my apartment, which is a sort of studio, long enough to allow a throw into an armchair from twenty or twenty-five feet away — keeping at it when I had the chance, if only to get used to the feel of the ball.
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It was hot when I landed in Detroit. Many of those on hand to meet incoming planes were wearing shorts and dark sunglasses, some sporting cowboy hats with the Ford insignia. They meandered through the terminal, which was new and spacious, past glass cases which displayed machine parts revolving on small velvet-covered stands. Down on the lower level I rented a car, a red convertible, and I set out north along the main pike, called Telegraph Road, following directions for Bloomfield Hills. It is hard to go wrong. The country is flat, with the cranes standing in the fields amid the housing developments going up, and the bisecting roads are named for the number of miles out from the city limits — Seven-Mile Road, Eight-Mile Road, Fifteen-Mile Road — until about an hour out, when the country road names begin to appear on the turnpike signs, and the country itself begins to roll under big shade trees. I turned off for Bloomfield Hills, and the macadam road ran down through thick, tall woods, with an occasional glimpse of pond through the foliage.

I drove into the school parking lot, and carried my suitcase up through the school grounds toward a building which was indicated by an occasional directional arrow as the administration building. It was quiet and peaceful walking the brick-lined paths. The school buildings were ivy-covered, and everywhere sprinklers ticked back and forth on the lawns and flower beds.

In the administration building there was no sign of anyone around. I could hear a typewriter going somewhere, down a cloister, so I took my bag and followed along to the school office. Someone was typing in a cubicle there, and when I knocked and went in a woman spun around from her machine, blinking violently to dislodge a pair of pince-nez spectacles, which came off finally, and fell, suspended by a velvet ribbon around her neck.

She looked at me sharply.

“You are from . . . what country?” she asked.

I set my bag down. On the table beside her stood a row of badges of the type pinned on at conventions. One of them, turned slightly, had a name at the top which I could see and under it, in block letters, GHANA. Another card read IRAQ, and a third IVORY COAST.

“Yes?” she kept at me.

“Well, I’m from New York,” I said hopelessly, turning my palms over.

She looked at me quizzically, and she said, “You are with the convention . . . with the bishops?”

“The bishops?”

She colored slightly. “Oh dear,” she said. “I am in error. We have sixty Episcopalian bishops and other church people coming in for a convention . . . from all over the world. You are with . . . ?”

“. . . the football people,” I said.

“Yes,” she said primly, recovering quickly. “The football people are in Page Hall.” She gave me directions to the Lion public-relations office, where she thought someone might be able to take me in hand, squinting forward as she spoke, reaching finally for her pince-nez to give me a closer look through them.

I thanked her, took up my bag, and hurried from her scrutiny, finding Page Hall after a short walk through the school grounds, and then the public-relations office. Bud Erickson, the assistant general manager of the Lions, was in — personable, slow-talking, his hair cropped like an oarsman’s, which gave him the appearance of being not long out of college — and with him was Friday Macklem, the team’s equipment manager. He was older, thin, sand-blond, with amused eyes, and he wore pants as baggy as a comedian’s. He had been the “man Friday” to his predecessor with the Lions, which is what they called him then, and the nickname had stuck. As he introduced us Erickson referred to him as the “guy who was the . . . ah . . . team humorist, in charge not only of equipment and uniforms and . . . ah . . . helmets, but also team morale.”

“Naturally,” Friday said. His manner was caustic. “Your morale may give me some trouble,” he went on, grinning suddenly. “Bud’s been telling me about you. I heard you’re a writer turned footballer. You’re going to play for us — making some sort of big comeback.”

“That’s right,” I said.

He shook his head. “Well, I’ve been with Detroit for twenty-seven years, dishing out uniforms all those years, and I know if I’d ever been tempted into one, I wouldn’t be around to tell of it, for sure.”

“Did you get your insurance?” Erickson wanted to know. We had talked about that over the phone the week before.

“I got some sort of protection,” I said. “It wasn’t easy. The company tried to get Lloyd’s of London to do it, but they backed off, not quite sure what it was all about.”

“What sort of policy is it?” Erickson asked.

“It’s a twenty-five-thousand coverage against death, dismemberment, or loss of sight,” I said. “It cost me seventy-five dollars and the policy’s only good for thirty days — which shows you what the insurance people think of my chances for the weeks ahead.”

“Seems those people were trying to tell you something,” said Friday.

The two of them laughed.

“Don’t give me away to the players,” I said. “I’d like to be thought of as just another rookie, an odd one maybe, but no special favors or anything because I’m a writer. The point is to write about it firsthand.”

Erickson asked if I’d had an easy trip out from New York.

“Until I got here,” I said. “Up in the school office they took me for an Episcopalian bishop. Not too auspicious a start.”

“Let’s hope that’s the worst thing that happens to you,” said Friday.

After a while Erickson got my assigned room number out, and Friday said that he’d go along and show me the way. We went down the dormitory corridors, which were long and dark, with clocks up on the wall at the end, and bulletin boards, and past the rows of numbered doors, most of them ajar. We could glance in and see the small cubicle-sized rooms, each with its narrow bed with a kelly-green spread that looked as rough as cowhide, the cheap teak bureau, round wooden pegs on the drawers, the mirror on top, and then the varnished desk, which would have a round hole to set an ink bottle in, and alongside, on the floor, the big green metal wastepaper basket. The dormitory smell was familiar — faintly antiseptic, perhaps of laundry bags full of bed linen, or of damp linoleum, which lined the corridor floors and squeaked underfoot. The rooms all seemed empty. Quite a few veterans had arrived — Friday said — but they’d be off playing golf probably, the coaches for sure, and as for the rookies, they were all in, about fifteen of them, most of them bunked down up on the second floor.

My room was 122, on the ground floor. I hoisted my bag up on the bed, which was hard, with enough spring to bounce the bag back up. Friday cranked open the latticed window and the afternoon breeze began to come in past the tendrils of ivy. Some mourning doves were humming in the eaves. It was pleasant enough.

“At least you got a single room,” Friday said. “Most everyone’s in doubles. This being a boys’ school, and everything sort of undersized, you get a three-hundred-pounder for a roommate and he’s not far from over flowing a room.”

It was true about everything being undersized. The hydraulic door jacks up in the corners of the doors had thick guards of wadding attached so the ballplayers wouldn’t crack their heads. They had to bend down to reach the doorknobs. The chairs were small and creaked under their weight. The washroom sinks were two or three inches lower than usual; the mirrors were also set lower, so that the sight of a row of players hunched over those sinks, almost bent double to peer at their beards while they shaved, made them appear even more gargantuan than they were.

Friday said he’d come by at dinnertime, which was six-thirty, a few hours away, and take me along to the dining hall. He closed the door after him. I turned to my suitcase and unpacked it. I took out the football. At the end of the bed I set up the pillow, dropped back to the closed door, and whipped the ball into it. But the distance was too short to be of any value for practicing — just barely six feet.

I unpacked the rest of the bag. At the bottom were the football shoes I had bought in an army-navy store in Times Square. I took off my street shoes, and after kneading the football shoes back and forth in my hands I tugged them on. They were stiff when I bought them, and wearing them in Central Park had raised a number of painful blisters. I kept wearing them to soften the leather, and also to harden my feet. When I stood up and walked around, the round cleats left marks in the brown linoleum floor, so I flopped back on the rough bedspread.

I was going to look into the high-school coach’s book on basic formations. But I was tired after the trip, and I fell asleep.



CHAPTER 2
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MY ARRIVAL AT Cranbrook brought me closer to active participation with a professional football team than I had been in four years of intermittent trying. It had been relatively easy to arrange to play in the baseball game that resulted in Out of My League. But it had been difficult with football — possibly, I supposed, because I could not approach the owners with quite the confidence I was able to muster when I asked to pitch. I had played a lot of baseball, but my football experience was limited. The school I went to in New York was English in character, and in the autumn, we played soccer rather than football. The “football song,” which we sang lustily in school assembly, went as follows:


We do not mind

The winter’s wind,

Nor weep o’er summer’s bier,

Nor care a jot

If cold or hot

So long as football’s here.
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The other schools took us for sissies because we played soccer, and on the weekend some of us went out and played furious daylong games of tackle against them, and came home bruised and exhausted. I played end. I did not much like the clutter in the center of the line, or the physical contact, not being properly built for it, being very lean and thin, along the lines of a stick.

At prep school I kept at it for a while, playing end, but with neither the devotion nor skill to make the varsity, or even the junior varsity. At college I did other things, and the last tackle game I played in was the annual Harvard Lampoon–Harvard Crimson football game, in which thirty or forty people from each publication played to a side; two footballs were used, and big paper cups of beer were propped strategically around the field so a slug or two could be consumed on the fly.

My credentials as a football player may not have been of the first order. But I kept assuring myself that the purpose of my participation in professional football was not to represent the skilled performer but the average weekend athlete.

My first try was grandiose. I took a trip out to Los Angeles, to see if I could insert myself into the mid-January Pro Bowl game — the postseason spectacle which pits the best players of the Western and Eastern Conferences against each other. Red Hickey, who was the coach for the Western Conference All-Stars that year, had been described by an acquaintance of his as a most understanding coach. I was told he would surely accept my participation — it would amuse him.

With a letter of introduction I went to call on Red Hickey in his suite up in a midtown Los Angeles hotel.

“Sure,” he said. “What can I do for you?”

I told him — somewhat haltingly, finding the proposal increasingly odd as I went on — that I wanted to train briefly with his team as a quarterback, never causing him any trouble, just staying on the periphery of things, and learning just enough to get by, and then trotting into the game itself in the Coliseum and calling three or four plays, just one series, I said, nothing much at all; then I’d be able to write about my experience and enlighten those who had wondered as a sort of daydream what would happen to them if they actually became bona fide quarterbacks playing in a pro game.

“Did I hear right?” Hickey asked. “You — with no experience — want to train and then play — in the Pro Bowl game?” He was incredulous.

“That’s right,” I said. “I wouldn’t get in your way . . .”

“That’s the damnedest thing I ever heard,” he said. “Who put you up to this?”

“Well, I write for this magazine . . .” I began. “Sports Illustrated.”

“They ought to know better.” He stared briefly at me. “You’re nuts, if you don’t mind my saying.”

“You mean it’s impossible?” I asked. “I can’t play?”

“Not a holy chance,” he said. He looked nervous.

“I’ve come all the way out here,” I said, somewhat frantically. “From New York.”

“A drink. You want a drink or something?” he said.

It was about three in the afternoon.

“Do you think I ought to try Buck Shaw?” Buck Shaw was the coach of the Eastern Conference team.

“Yes, yes,” Hickey said. “That’s the thing to do. You try Buck Shaw. Just the thing.”

The interview ended. Hickey was very kind. He gave me a bench ticket for the game and I went to the practices and I met a number of his players, and sat around with them.

Whenever Hickey saw me in the hotel lobby, he’d nod his head, and once he called out, “There you are — my last-string quarterback . . .”

I said, “Yes, sir.” I told him that I was ready to jump into uniform any time he changed his mind.

“Oh yes, oh yes,” he said, and he drifted away. I really made him very nervous.

I never tried Buck Shaw. He was called the Gray Fox, a severe-looking man with a temper, I was told by the players, and he wouldn’t go for the idea. It was too bad about him — the players said — that neither he nor Hickey would let me do it. The players thought it was a fine idea.

I kept at it. That spring I wrote to the New York Giants. I was a native New Yorker and a supporter of their club. I outlined what I hoped to do — train with them as a rookie quarterback — and after a while the front office wrote back to say that they would take my project under advisement with the coaches and see what could be done. They said that they might be interested. That gave me hope, and I began planning to set aside the end of July and August for a stay at Fairfield, Connecticut, where the Giants train. Occasionally, I called up the public-relations man at their office and he said, “Yes, there was interest — quite true,” and he said that he’d let me know.

But I never heard anything, and as the summer wore on I began to worry. I called again.

“We brought it up at a meeting with the coaches,” the publicity man said, “and while everybody thought the idea was just great, and there was a lot of enthusiasm voiced, I want you to understand, they turned down the project flat.”

“Oh,” I said. “Well, how about all that enthusiasm?”

“The fact is,” said the publicity man, “we got four quarterbacks, and the idea of a fifth hanging around — who’d have to take his turn, after all — that’d be too much for a coach to bear, I mean a guy’d be tempting a coronary carrying five quarterbacks on his team.”

“I agree,” I said truthfully. “Look,” I continued, “I haven’t got my heart set on being a quarterback really, I mean I’d settle for flanker back, why not? Where maybe I wouldn’t cause as much confusion. Or tight end,” I suggested. I was not sure what a “tight end” was, but I threw it in anyway.

“Look,” said the publicity man, beginning to get an edge to his voice, “I did the best I could for you. You got to realize professional football is a serious business.”

Having been refused by the Giants, I tried the other New York team — the Titans of the American Football League, then in their second year of operations. The team had not done well, either at the gate or in the league standings. Knowledgeable friends warned me that if my performance at their training camp had any flair, if I completed two or three passes, the coaches would not be likely to let me go. “Right off,” I was told, “you throw some passes straight into the ground just so they won’t get any ideas. You wouldn’t want to hang around too long with those people.”

I went to call on Harry Wismer, the wealthy sportscaster who formed the Titans and eventually went broke trying to keep them going. He ended up spending, by his own count, a million and a quarter dollars before he and the team went bust and the franchise was picked up by an entrepreneur, Sonny Werblin, who formed the New York Jets, who have done better. Wismer had troubles from the beginning, but still he was hearty enough in greeting me, and he showed me around his office, which was hung with framed photographs of himself shaking hands with mayors, athletes, and borough presidents, thin faces all smiling, but flat and two-dimensional in the photoflashes, like cardboard cutouts. He motioned me to a chair. He had on a bright-colored blazer, nearly orange it seemed to me, though there was a heavy thunderstorm going on outside and the afternoon light in his office was diffused and dim. He listened patiently to what I had in mind. As usual, the project seemed absurd as I explained it, particularly with the thunder, from time to time, accompanying it, and the heavy sluice of rain against the windowpanes. But he seemed enthusiastic enough when I had done. “Why not?” he said. “After all, what’s a team without a last-string quarterback?

“You ever played much quarterback, kid?” he asked.

“No,” I said.

“Well, you’re going to have the best in the business out there at the camp showing you how, and of course that’s . . .” The thunder came just as he was saying “Baugh,” but his voice was resonant enough so that it carried through — “Baugh!”

“Yes,” I called out. “Sammy Baugh. It’s going to be a tremendous privilege.”

“ ‘Privilege’ is the word,” he said. “Greatest quarterback who ever lived.”

“I’m very fortunate,” I said.

“Well, now,” he said. The thunder murmured away. He slapped his desk with the flat of his hand and smiled broadly. It was the signal for me to leave. He told me he would check everything out with Baugh the next day — I wasn’t to worry about a thing; all would be arranged. “We’re glad to have you aboard,” he said. He gave me a ballpoint pen with NEW YORK TITANS printed on it. I said good-bye and took the elevator down. I didn’t have a raincoat with me, so I stood waiting in the doorway, watching the traffic move slowly up Park Avenue. The gutters were awash with rainwater. The temperature had dropped as the storm moved out, and it was cool and exhilarating after the heat. The project, after so long, seemed arranged, and the excitement was pleasant to savor. Behind me I heard the elevator doors sigh open. I turned, and saw Harry Wismer, coming along briskly, in a raincoat, working at the fastenings of an umbrella. As he came opposite, I said, “Hello, Mr. Wismer.” I lifted a hand and smiled. He looked at me with no sign of recognition, and stepped outside. I guess he had other matters on his mind. He was an odd man: he used to say “Congratulations” to many people he met, on the grounds that they had probably done something they could be proud of.

I never saw or heard from him again, but I did get to know his secretary quite well over the phone. Her name was Rosemary. I would call up to see how progress was coming and I would say, “May I speak to Mr. Wismer, please?”

“Hello,” she would say, recognizing my voice. She would apologize and say that Mr. Wismer was off somewhere, but he had me very much in mind and was going to mention the project to Sammy Baugh at the first opportunity and get the thing arranged. “He’ll call you as soon as he comes in,” Rosemary would say.

“Fine,” I would say.

But he never did call, so every other day or so I would put in a call for him. After a while, when Rosemary answered the phone, I began to say, “Well, once again, this is the Great Arm calling . . .”

She would laugh pleasantly at the other end and tell me that Harry was out to lunch, or out at the training camp, or with the banks, or somewhere, and I would say that I was just checking in to get an estimate on when the Arm was going to be unleashed. . . .

“I’m sure everything will work out,” she would say.

One day I telephoned and announced myself as usual: “The Great Arm calling . . .”

“I beg your pardon.”

“The Great Arm,” I said. “The Grrr . . . eat Arm! The answer to Baugh’s headache . . .”

After a pause, the voice said, somewhat tentatively, “This is the New York Titans.”

“Rosemary?”

“No, this is Miss Huron.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. I gave the new girl my name and asked if Mr. Wismer had any information for me.

The girl said carefully, “Of what specific nature is the information which you desire?”

“I’m supposed to be the last-string quarterback,” I said. “I’m calling to find out when I’m supposed to report.”

“One moment, please.”

I could hear a murmur of voices in the background, and I heard someone say, “What’s that . . . last-string quarterback?”

The girl’s voice came on again: “We do not seem to be aware . . . Would you kindly spell your name, please?”

“Well . . . never mind,” I said. I hung up. I decided I would wait for them to call me. They never did.

For a time that winter, I thought I was going to play for the Baltimore Colts. I had been introduced to Carroll Rosenbloom, the Colt owner, at a skating party the Robert F. Kennedys gave one evening at a lighted outdoor rink in Chevy Chase near Washington. A furious hockey game was going on at the time — despite a cold misty rain — a small beach ball being used as a puck, and the contending teams, about twenty to a side, including Ethel Kennedy, seven months pregnant, were equipped with brooms. I was off the ice momentarily. I have bad ankles for skating, which collapse painfully, my ankle bones just off the ice except when I am simply gliding, when I am able to keep the blades upright. I was sitting on the bench with my skates off, kneading my feet and working my toes comfortably. We had already had a relay race, carrying balloons for batons, and I had done the length of the ice and fallen, socking up against the boards, after handing the balloon on to a girl with a black babushka hat. She set sail back up the ice, moving well against her opponent, the balloon in attendance, swaying and skipping behind her, but then halfway down the rink the string slipped through her mittens and the balloon, helium filled, the size of a pumpkin, rose slowly up into the mist. The girl braked and stood, her head thrown back, watching the balloon rise; she reached up an arm with a long mitten at the end of it, and she made an utterly poignant hop, perhaps an inch or so off the ice, as if the force of her determination would soar her up to retrieve the balloon — forty feet or so in the air by then, caught in a slow wind current, and moving laterally toward the frozen tennis courts. The girls at the party were very serious competitors. Occasionally, one would skate off the rink, from the hockey, breathing with difficulty, and sit down hard on the bench and rest her forehead against her broomstick. We would talk until she got her breath back, and then she’d tug her scarf tight, and glide out on the ice toward the beach ball, with the crowd around it, flailing at it, and she would hold her broomstick in front of her warily.

Suddenly, play stopped. Someone was down on the ice, a crowd collecting around him — Ed Guthman it was, the attorney general’s press secretary — and it developed he had broken his collarbone in a bad fall. It was sure to be Guthman, curiously prone to disasters of this nature: he has a short, flat, triangular nose, nearly a parody of a prizefighter’s, which was pushed in years ago when he took off his catcher’s mask to shout out something to his pitcher, who it happened had just completed the follow-through of a pitch that caught Guthman just as he removed his mask, pop, right on his nose. He was always being hit with objects, or falling off things, or into things, and when his skates went out from under him, and he gyrated slightly before his shoulder hit the ice, he had time to think “Again” before the bone snapped and he felt the pain. After a while he was helped to his feet, and he was propelled slowly off the ice. His face was pulled tight with pain. Beside him skated the attorney general. “All right!” he called out, as they approached the bench. “Let’s hear it for Ed.” We stood and applauded, with the muffled sounds of wet-soaked mittens, and the press secretary was helped past the bench into the clubhouse.

On the rink, the hockey game started up again in the rain. I began putting on my skates. Through a big plate-glass window I could see Guthman sitting in the clubhouse waiting for transportation to the hospital — holding his arm to his chest, sitting bolt upright and still to ease the pain. Rosenbloom arrived then, late for the party, hurrying into the clubhouse. A friend sitting next to me on the bench pointed him out through the window. “That’s Rosenbloom of the Colts,” he said. “Maybe he’s a good bet for your football project.” We watched him pick up his skates at the rental counter and glance uneasily at Guthman. He came outside and sat with us on the bench. We were introduced. He smiled at me briefly, then squinted out at the rink. “What the hell,” he said. “That’s not curling going on out there, is it? What are all those brooms for?”

“Hockey,” we said.

“Oh,” he said. “Of course, if the Kennedys went in for curling, that’s the way they’d play it.” He leaned forward. The flailing was going on at the other end of the rink. “Is that Ethel out there in that carnage, for God’s sake?” He leaned back and nodded toward the clubhouse windows. “What happened to the guy sitting in the vestibule?”

“That’s Ed Guthman,” I said. “They think he’s snapped his collarbone.”

Rosenbloom said, “It takes a little time to get used to this. I mean I’ve just come from a little dinner in Georgetown — the usual thing, cocktails, pleasant light conversation, candlelight, a little brandy in the library, small room, you know, and paneled. And now . . .” he said with a vague gesture, “. . . well, this. And in the rain, what’s more.” He took off his shoes and put them neatly under the bench.

“Perhaps,” said my friend, “an appropriate moment to tell you that George, here, wants to play for the Colts.”

Rosenbloom looked at me sharply. “I’m going batty. You’re not serious,” he said.

I said I was, and as he worked his feet into his skates, loosening the laces, I explained once again what I wanted to do. He was attentive, despite his struggle with his skates, and when he had them on, the two of us up and moving gingerly over the duckboards toward the ice, he said, “I don’t see why it can’t be arranged . . . that is, if we survive this,” he said, gesturing toward the melee, where there was considerable yelling going on. “I don’t see much point in moving into that mess without a broom,” he said hopefully. I thought of offering him mine, but I think he would have declined it.

So for a while I became a strong Baltimore supporter. I studied up on their players, telling people I was going to play with them, and as the spring arrived I purchased a football and threw it around the apartment, into armchairs, and occasionally down on the street with a friend, and at night, coming home, I would break into a trot, bringing the knees up high, and at other times, relaxing. I would think about what was coming, the excitement beginning to collect, until I would have to go out to an art gallery or a movie to keep my mind off it.

But the Colt people, it turned out, were just as difficult to settle anything with as Harry Wismer and his Titans, and it was more expensive, besides, having to telephone Baltimore to find out no one knew anything. Rosenbloom always seemed to be away “traveling.” I wrote a few letters finally, and then one day a note from Rosenbloom came in the mail. He wrote we would have to defer the project for a year. Baltimore had a new coaching staff, headed by Don Shula, newly arrived from Detroit, and it was going to be important to keep things as simple as possible for them. Did I understand? Of course I did, I wrote back, wishing him luck for the coming season, and I stopped throwing footballs around my apartment and the broken-field running late at night in the streets. I could wait another year, I thought.

Not long after, though, I met one of the directors of the Detroit Lions. He said he’d put in a good word for me with the club officials, and he recommended that I write George Wilson, the head coach of the Lions, to see what he might say. He was encouraging. He said that there were two types of teams in the league — each reflecting the head coach’s disposition. Some were primarily no-nonsense, tight, stiff organizations, which would be averse to any such idea as mine, and others, relatively few, were disposed toward something that might catch their fancy — “loose” was the word.

The Lion team was still reflecting its fame in the past as a tough roughneck outfit; that was not to say that it was undisciplined, but that it was a player’s team, molded by such “rounders” — which was the old football term for the hell-raisers — as their quarterback Bobby Layne. Indeed, the year before, the deportment had reached the stage of public scandal: six Lions had been fined heavily by the commissioner’s office, some of them two thousand dollars, for gambling. They had placed their bets, actually, on a team not their own in a postseason game — the championship game between Green Bay and New York. The league rules forbade it, in any case, and the commissioner levied the fines. For placing a series of small bets during the season, Alex Karras, their great defensive tackle, had been suspended indefinitely. These offenses had nothing to do with Wilson’s tenets of coaching, my Detroit friend was hasty to point out. Paul Hornung, the Green Bay superstar, had been suspended along with Karras from a team guided by the hand of Vince Lombardi, who was tough and dictatorial.

I wrote George Wilson to see what would happen. It was much the same letter I’d sent the other clubs, telling them that I would just hang around the periphery of things and not bother anyone, just try to participate enough to get the feel of things in an atmosphere which was denied the general public, but which they wondered about.

To my surprise George Wilson wrote back and said he thought the idea was interesting. He invited me out to the training camp at the end of July for the three-week training session. He said that there would be an intra-squad game up in Pontiac in early August, a big night game that might be a possibility for my participation. Then, the first exhibition game was against the Cleveland Browns a week later. His letter was short. It ended with the hope that I was in good shape.

I looked at the letter for a time. That same day I began throwing the Spalding football around the room again, and I went out and bought the stiff-leather football shoes.



CHAPTER 3

[image: chapter ornament]


FRIDAY CAME BY at six-thirty and woke me up. I swung my legs off the bed and stood up, the football shoes indenting the linoleum floor.

“I fell asleep in them,” I said lamely, sitting down to change into my street shoes.

We walked across the terrace of Page Hall to the dining hall. The system there was self-service, a buffet steam table in the kitchen which we passed by with plastic trays, loading on the food, and then we walked on out to the dining hall, which was vaulted and high-ceilinged, designed like an English manor hall, with an aisle down the middle, and long tables on either side. The baronial effect was heightened by the rows of Episcopal bishops sitting at the far end of the hall. Many of them were in clerical outfits, and the roar of conversation rose from that end. An area of empty chairs and tables in the center of the hall separated them from the Lions, who were sitting up at the kitchen end, just a few of them, in T-shirts, with sloping, powerful shoulders bent over their plastic trays, most of them sitting alone.

“Rookies,” said Friday. “They all sit on the right of the aisle. Veterans on the left. Segregation. Coaches can sit anywhere.”

A big man in a gray business suit motioned us to join him.

“That’s Gil Mains,” said Friday. “He used to play a great tackle for us, until he got hurt against San Francisco. He’s an insurance man now, working the area, I guess — that’s why he dropped by — brought in over a million dollars’ worth of policies last year.”

We sat down with him. I was between them, and after we had been introduced and had chatted a while Mains leaned across and asked, “Friday, what about the rookies this year?”

“Well,” said Friday, eyes shining, so one sensed a set piece of monologue coming up, “I want to tell you this is the greatest crop of rookies we’ve ever seen — they’ve sent down nothing but all-Americans.”

“That’s great,” said Mains. “How many of them are going to stick with the team?”

“None of them, of course,” said Friday. “But this is still the greatest crop of rookies ever sent along — every one an all-American, and I just don’t know how our scouts continue to do it year after year.

“Hey!” said Friday, motioning at me. “You know what this guy’s going to be doing in the next weeks, up in Pontiac for the first big scrimmage and on August tenth against the Cleveland Browns?”

“No, what?” Mains looked at me.

“Well, he’s going to be down there on the field. Doing what do you think?”

“Head linesman,” said Mains.

“Guess again.”

“I don’t know . . . maybe he’s some kind of promoter or master of ceremonies?”

“Come off it!”

“What the hell,” said Mains, exasperated. “Maybe he leads the bands between the halves. You mean he’s actually on the field?”

“Right,” said Friday.

“He’s a referee.”

“No,” said Friday. “He’s a quarterback, our quarterback, the new one, just fresh off the campus. Talk about what a great job our scouts have done — Nussbaumer and the rest of them . . .” He was delighted. He whacked his fork against the plastic tray.

Mains stared at me.

“It’s true in a way,” I said, explaining it to him. “Don’t let on to the others,” I said. “I’m here from a semipro team known as the Newfoundland Newfs, if anyone’s curious. Don’t give me away.”

Friday said, “Show him that limb of yours, Gil. Show him what sort of thing can happen.”

Mains reached down and rolled up his pant leg, turning in his chair awkwardly, his leg stiff, to show me.

“Take a look at this,” he said.

Two long half-moon scars ran down either side of his knee, which no longer had the outlines of a kneecap, but seemed as shapeless and large in his leg as if two or three handfuls of socks had been sewn in there.

“Holy smoke,” I said.

He took out a pencil and showed me on a napkin what had happened — the cartilage removed, which is not too serious, but on both sides of the knee the ligaments had been torn away (he had been blocked on the blind side during a kickoff play in San Francisco), and, since ligaments will not grow or mend, complicated grafts had to be done. He will never walk normally. It was not easy to look at his knee, much less the napkin design of what had happened to its interior.

“Maybe Gil is trying to tell you something,” said Friday.

“I’ll say,” I said.

“It was the cleats that caught,” Mains said.

“Perhaps I should wear sneakers,” I said. “I can ride into town and pick some up.”

“That’d be welshing on it,” said Friday. “You come down to the gym tomorrow, and we’ll get you outfitted.”

Mains talked about his injuries. He had an unfortunate empathy with San Francisco: he had never been hurt in the slightest playing against any of the other clubs in the league; in games against the 49ers, he had fractured his jaw, an arm, a right leg, and finally his left knee had been torn on the kickoff play which put him out of football for good.

“It’s hard to be out of it,” he said. “I always look in on the Lions when I get the chance.”

Around us, our end of the dining room was beginning to fill. A crowd of veterans came in. I recognized some of them from their pictures in the Lion fact book. Their conversation was lively. Their attention seemed concentrated on the rookies across the aisle. A finger would come up and point, as if what was in view were heads of beef. The rookies were conscious of the scrutiny; they ate sullenly, bent over their food. Suddenly, one of the veterans motioned across the aisle. “On your feet, rookie!” he was calling. “Sing!”

“What’s this?” I asked Friday.

“Watch,” he said. “They’re calling on the rookies to sing their school songs.”

A rookie, his face pale, his jaw working on a vestige of food, climbed laboriously onto his chair. He put his hand over his heart and sang in a low, embarrassed monotone.


Here are the Razorbacks, pride of old Arkansas,

Never in duty lax, ready to fight.

We have the winning team, see how our colors gleam,

Always they’ll be . . . ah . . . supreme, the red and white.



No applause greeted his rendition. He climbed down from the chair, and dug a spoon, which he had clutched in his left hand while he sang, into his deep-dish apple pie.

Friday explained that the hazing — the singing of school songs mostly — was a tradition fomented originally by Bobby Layne, the Lion quarterback and team leader through the fifties. The dining room at mealtime was his special province. The rookies would rip through their meals to get out of the dining hall before he came in to eat. If he was already at the table, latecomers coming in with their trays from the buffet would peer in the swinging doors and they’d try to gauge where Layne was in his meal — whether he was just starting in, in which case they could sit down and bolt their meal, or whether he was done, and about to push back his chair, pat his belly, and look around for some fun. In that case, the rookie would slide his meal — steak, potatoes, bread, and a slice of pie, all of it — into a paper bag and go out and eat in the woods. They ate in the woods because often Layne after supper would come down the corridors and rout the rookies out for a concert on the quadrangle lawn in front of Page Hall. “We’re going out to chirp,” he would call loudly.

Rookies had to perform various stunts and chores. Wayne Walker, a big linebacker sitting opposite, overhearing us talk about Layne, leaned across and told us that in his rookie year during training camp Layne stopped him late at night in the corridor — Walker was padding down to the washroom in his pajamas to brush his teeth — and ordered him to provide him with a pizza pie. “I want a pizza pie, boy, and I want it hot and I want it fast,” he said, jabbing his finger at Walker’s chest for emphasis. Walker had arrived in camp the day before, and had hardly settled himself in. He had no idea where the nearest town was, or how to get there, or whether there was a pizza palace in it. But he did what he was supposed to.

“You’d turn up buffalo steaks for that guy,” he said.

From their table a group of veterans were shouting across. “Friday! Friday!”

He looked up from his ice cream.

“That a rookie sitting beside you?”

Friday looked at me. “A rookie?” Friday called back. “I’ll say. You mean you guys don’t recognize your own top draft choice?”

“On your chair, rook,” they were calling.

“Get up there,” Friday whispered back.

“Christ, Friday,” I whispered to him under my breath. “I don’t know my college song. I haven’t thought about it for years.”

“Just squawk something. Nobody’ll know the difference.”

“Sing anything!” Mains said, looking at me with a big grin.

I climbed up on my chair. It was very high and precarious balanced there; I could see the bishops clustered down at the far end of the hall, one or two with their heads craned around. I put my hand over my heart and sang:


Crimson in triumph flashing

’Til that last white line is past.

er . . . We’ll fight for the name of Harvard

’Til . . . that last white line is past . . .



fading it away at the end, since all of it had gone wrong, and I climbed down off the chair and looked into my plastic tray.

“That’s the shortest damn college . . . not much body to that song,” said Friday.

“They took me by surprise,” I said.

No one seemed much put out. Everybody went on eating, though perhaps one or two heads came up at the name of the college, an institution with little identification with professional football. Nobody put down their forks to listen. It was apparent that the singing was secondary to the indignity to which the rookie was put; he was being embarrassed so that he would keep the rigorous caste system firmly in mind. After my inept performance, Lucien Reeberg, a big three-hundred-pound black rookie from the Bronx, was ordered up on his chair, and without any self-consciousness he boomed out the song of his alma mater — which was Hampton Institute — with great gusto, a high, tenor voice coming out of all that bulk with no hesitations as he coursed through a song full of “thee’s” and “thou’s” and “hail, sweet mother,” etc. — but when he sat down, quite pleased, it was to the quiet clicking of cutlery against the plastic trays, no approbation at all, except from the bishops down at the far end of the hall, one or two of whom half stood and turned to hear.

Then next up was a tall, spindly fellow who was sitting alone, down at the end of his table toward the wall. He got up on his chair slowly and you could see he was in trouble. His features constricted swiftly in concentration, then relaxed, and he peered moodily down the hall at the bishops. Occasionally, his hand would drift up toward his heart, but it would drop away, and we knew the words had not come. Then a tremendous smile would burst onto his face, and die away instantly, and he would lift his melancholy face and peer into the shadows of the vaulted ceiling. We heard him say, “Oh my,” and then after shifting his feet he said, “Shee-it,” and maneuvered himself out of the chair and sat down. But there was no complaint from the veterans at his lapse of memory. He had paid his obligation to the system simply by getting up. Friday whispered that his name was Jake Greer. He came from a small southwestern college.

Friday told me that Bobby Layne had been much tougher in his day on rookies who had difficulty remembering or performing their songs. “Hum it, man,” he would have said scornfully to Greer. “Everybody quiet now. We’re going to hear the rookie hum his school anthem.”

Or he would have said: “Well, if you don’t know the school song, let’s have your school yell . . . a yell, please.”

“You mean . . .” the rookie would say, “what the cheerleaders . . . ?”

“Right.”

The rookie would shift uneasily in his chair.

“Rah!” he would shout tentatively. “Rah. Rah. Rah . . . Rah. Rah,” his eyes fixed in a mournful face, his arms jerking oddly, as if strings from the vaulted ceiling were being manipulated by an unseen puppeteer.

“Hold on,” Layne would call. “What was that?”

“That was the locomotive cheer . . . sir.”

“What?”

“That’s what they call it . . . the loco . . .”

“How many rah’s in that yell?”

The rookie would look at the ceiling.

“It speeds up toward the end of the cheer, but I reckon there must be, altogether, maybe fifty of them.”

“Fifty!”

“Just about, I reckon.”

“What other cheers do you have?”

“Well, we had one” — the rookie was very embarrassed — “we had one that goes:


They ain’t no flies on us,

They ain’t no flies on us,

There may be one or two on you,

But there ain’t no flies on us.



“We heard some great yells,” Friday recalled. “Thanks to Layne. I remember one that come out of Roosevelt High School in Gary, Indiana. He got some poor guy up on his chair, shouting it.


When you’se up, you’se up.

When you’se down, you’se down.

When you’se up ’gainst Roosevelt

You’se is upside down.

Hey Ray Roosevelt!



When Layne left the Lions, traded to the Pittsburgh Steelers, his hazing methods were continued, though less rigorously. When Alex Karras came onto the club, after his own rookie year, during which he barely spoke a word, he became the unofficial hazing master. But he used the dining room less as a hazing ground than as a stage to display his own theatrical tendencies. He banged the water glass for silence so he could deliver his own speeches, skits, or monologues; even a request for chocolate syrup for his ice cream, which could have been fulfilled by raising a finger to a passing waitress, was given a performance. He would rap his water glass loudly and signal out the dining-room matron. “Mrs. Page!” he would shout









OPS/images/ch_line.jpg





OPS/images/title_page.jpg
PAPER

LION

GONFESSIONS OF A
LAST-STRING QUARTERBAGK

GEORGE PLIMPTON

YELLOW JERSEY PRESS
LONDON





OPS/images/Image006.jpg





OPS/images/Image005.jpg





