


AUTHOR’S NOTES


AUTHOR’S NOTE 1

This book is designed to be a factual and historically accurate narrative. All dialog—everything from quoted remarks and attributions to a specific person—is derived from original sources: The person quoted actually said or wrote those words in the context of the topic or scene, or was reported to have said those words by someone with firsthand knowledge of the situation. A character’s unspoken reflections represent a logical re-creation of what was happening at any given time.


Similarly, this narrative includes descriptions of scenes and the minute-by-minute actions of the subjects, some of which represent logical recreations of what was happening at any given time.


In the instances where any creative license was taken, my research underpinned all my narrative decisions.





AUTHOR’S NOTE 2

The term “midshipman” did not become an officially sanctioned title for students at the United States Naval Academy until 1902. In the years prior to the official introduction of the term at Annapolis, students at the Naval Academy were officially referred to as “cadets” and “naval cadets.” However, the terms “mid,” “midshipman,” and “middies” were frequently used in an informal manner to describe Naval Academy students in the pre-1902 era.


Students at the United States Military Academy were and are referred to as “cadets.” The name of the Military Academy athletics teams was officially changed from the Cadets to the Black Knights in 1999.


For the purposes of this narrative, when referring to West Point and Annapolis students, the author will employ the official title in use at the time the scene took place. However, to avoid confusion, the term “cadet” will be reserved for Military Academy students and the term “naval cadet” will be reserved for Naval Academy students. The terms “mid,” “midshipman,” and “middies” and derivations will enter the pre-1902 sections of the narrative in the same manner they were used in that era but will never be used to officially name a specific pre-1902 naval cadet.


The term “plebe” continues to be used to describe first-year students at both the Military Academy and the Naval Academy.


At both academies the phrase “fourth class” is synonymous with freshman (first-year students), “third class” is synonymous with sophomores (second-year students), “second class” is synonymous with juniors (third-year students), and “first class” is synonymous with seniors (fourth-year students).


At the Military Academy the entire student body is called the Corps. At the Naval Academy the entire student body is called the Brigade.
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BEFORE DAWN AND AFTER SUNSET


NOVEMBER 28, 1893: WEST POINT, NEW YORK

In late November, the first light of morning didn’t appear in the eastern sky at West Point until 6:30 a.m. and, by the time it did, the Army football team had already been at practice for more than an hour. With the season record standing at 4–4 and just one game left on the schedule—“The Game”—the Cadet players were motivated but they were sore and exhausted. The Army team had shown surprisingly well in recent games against Yale and Princeton, the two best college football teams in the nation, but the intensity of the matches had left them physically battered. There was, however, no time for recovery and no space allowed for rest. Participation in, and mastery of, the ongoing academic and military requirements of the United States Military Academy were nonnegotiable. Football, even in the final few days before the rivalry game with Navy, was fit in rare minutes of time between required classroom sessions and training exercises. Although none of this—exhaustion, Academy responsibilities, or bruises—seemed to bother or slow Army’s young football coach, a civilian. This very day was his twenty-first birthday but there were no celebrations. The coach was recruited to West Point to produce a winning team—one game, at the end of the schedule, was of particular importance—and, on mission, he relentlessly focused on football and preparation for that rivalry game. The Army players—spurred by camaraderie, pride, ambition, and a lust for football revenge; a year earlier, a well-oiled Navy team had embarrassed the Cadets at West Point—embraced the grind, even as their bodies and minds numbed.

The first player to step from his bunk this chilled morning was, as always, Cadet Tom Carson. On a campus packed with ambitious sons of America’s elite families, Carson—the son of an Irish immigrant, raised among Illinois farmland, and a graduate of a public high school in the distant outskirts of St. Louis—carried no pedigree. But he did carry the weight of real responsibility. At the start of his fourth year at West Point, Carson was named both cadet adjutant, West Point’s highest cadet leadership position, and captain of the varsity football team. Until recent weeks a backup player, Carson had, despite the crush of administrative and leadership responsibilities, moved into a starting role. Early morning football practice sessions were a rare and special opportunity to hone his techniques and improve his abilities, a brief respite from his duties on the post.

After dressing, Carson moved quickly and smoothly down the barracks hall, along the way tapping softly but insistently on specific doors. It was sometimes too dark to read room numbers but that didn’t slow the team captain. Carson moved onto the barracks’ first floor, again tapping certain doors and stepping past others. He rapped a bit more insistently on a few doors; sunrise was still 90 minutes away and every cadet treasured a few extra minutes of sleep, some more than others. Cadet Carson needn’t have worried; all West Point football men were awake and dressed for practice early this morning. One word ran through every player’s mind: Navy. Navy. Navy.

As the thin light of the late fall dawn revealed the Hudson Valley, Army coach Laurie Bliss pushed his players hard and, as always, they responded. As the morning’s practice unfolded, bruises and stiffness from the recent Princeton game were quickly forgotten and new bruises emerged as the Cadets ran through a fast-moving, hard-hitting session, well before the morning’s reveille sounded. A civilian with no military experience or connections, a full 16 months younger than Tom Carson and three years younger than his biggest lineman, Bliss represented college football royalty—a legitimate superstar player. Just a year earlier he earned all-American status playing for the legendary Yale program. A protegee of the revered Walter Camp, his name was known throughout the sporting world. Although he had minimal experience as a coach, Bliss was brought to West Point to infuse the nascent Army program with the vaunted Yale football methods. Carrying the confidence and polish of a deeply rooted East Coast elite while practically glowing with Yale football magic, Bliss captured the attention of his new players as he drove them to their physical limits, at practice and with a demanding game schedule. Throughout the fall, the team improved by the week and Navy was never far from the players’ minds or lips.

In the wake of the Cadets’ courageous performance in losing efforts against Yale and Princeton, the New York newspapers took notice and printed positive updates on Bliss’s work with the team.1 This only increased the pressure on coach and players. As the trip to Annapolis approached, Bliss aimed to mimic the tactics he learned at Yale as that team prepared for its rivalry games. But the demands on a student-athlete within the well-established football program at Yale, while academically strenuous, were minimal compared to the demands at West Point where cadets were tightly scheduled, constantly graded and reviewed, and football was still viewed with suspicion by some in the institution’s military leadership. As a result, Bliss grabbed precious time with his team in the predawn and after-dark hours, between their heavy load of cadet responsibilities. The Cadets might be exhausted, and still bruised from the Princeton match and their own intense practices, but they believed they could win at Annapolis and were prepared to do almost anything to make it happen.

Later this same day, after hours of demanding classes and training, the team gathered again for football practice. Under electric lights, rigged to extend practice time, Bliss led another intense series of drills and exercises. Army player Edward King later recalled, “We practiced signals even by moonlight.”2

As long as Tom Carson, Edward King, and the Cadet players continued to fulfill their academic and military responsibilities, and they did, no one in the West Point administration seemed inclined to derail the extracurricular juggernaut.

The season’s final football game against Navy, at Annapolis, was four days away.

The honor of the entire United States Army seemed to be at stake.
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A MOST URGENT ERRAND


NOVEMBER 30, 1893: ANNAPOLIS, MARYLAND

There was no way Naval Cadet Joseph Mason Reeves would miss the biggest game of the year. He strode out of the United States Naval Academy main gate and into the red brick of the old city, his rattled head consumed by thoughts of football and a determination to play again. The upcoming game was the last for his class at the Academy—it would define his team’s legacy—but he had been told that he could not participate, that his football career was over. Desperate but focused, Reeves walked into town carrying an idea that might get him back on the field, but he needed help.

Reeves’s final football season at the Naval Academy unfolded as an uneven, frustrating campaign. Over the course of six weeks, teams from six different colleges traveled to Annapolis and played seven matches against Reeves and his teammates. The naval cadets won four of those games and lost three. This slate of games against teams from neighboring states were hard-fought and attracted hundreds of fans, ranging from curious Anna-politans to passionate Navy personnel, but they were all a mere prelude to the season’s final game. The upcoming December 2 matchup with archrival Army meant everything: at the Academy, at Annapolis, and for the broader community of past and present Navy officers and sailors, their families, and their friends. Prior Navy football teams had defeated Army twice before but never on their own turf at Annapolis. The upcoming game was the last opportunity for Reeves and his classmates to secure a win in front of the home crowd. Reeves was determined not to miss a chance to play one more game.

Under the close eye of their own expert coach, brought from New York to Annapolis for the express purpose of directing the team, the naval cadets worked and improved over the course of two months, always aiming to peak for the Army game. But now, suddenly, days before the game, their roster atrophied, and their chances seemed to be slipping away. Reeves had already been ruled out and less than an hour earlier, as he watched his team practice from the sidelines, he saw one of Navy’s most productive offensive players go down with what appeared to be a serious leg injury. Now, as he turned onto State Circle, negotiating the brick sidewalks in something of a daze, Reeves replayed the injury in his mind and winced. He considered the grim prospect of Navy’s offense attempting to operate against Army without his friend Walter “Snake” Izard carrying the ball out of the backfield.

The football style of the day was grinding but Izard ran with a crafty athleticism rather than straight-ahead power. With the bulky ball wrapped in his arms, Izard ran effectively in the first seven games of Navy’s 1893 season, slipping through seams with bursts of quickness and swiveling around tight corners; he moved laterally in a flash and could change the complexion of a play with a single jab step. Navy’s offensive backfield combination, the agile Izard and his fleet classmate Worth Bagley, represented an effective sort of cut and thrust offense. Izard’s otherworldly shiftiness and Bagley’s pure speed kept opposing defenses off-balance. Despite their individual talent as ball carriers, many of Bagley’s and Izard’s most impressive yardage gains were only made possible via hard-earned openings in the line forced into existence by the sheer strength and willpower of Navy’s right tackle Joseph Reeves.

After a boyhood defined by farm work, war stories, and a steady diet of books, Reeves was keen to join the broader world beyond the edges of Tampico, his small hometown in central Illinois. As a strapping athlete with academic promise and a family history of military service, Reeves’s first choice for college was the United States Military Academy at West Point. His family roots were back east, and the larger-than-life presence of his father made the Military Academy seem like a natural fit. The senior Reeves was an educated man who read his children the classics of literature and sometimes taught in the local schools. Even as a young boy, Joseph Reeves knew his father’s story well. The senior Reeves, also named Joseph, fought in about 60 Civil War engagements as part of the New York Volunteer Cavalry. In the closing days of the war, he was struck in the neck by a musket ball at the Battle at Five Forks in Virginia. After rehabilitating, receiving his discharge, and marrying at Washington, DC, he set out for Central Illinois where he purchased 200 acres of farmland and immediately put it under cultivation. His first son, Joseph Mason Reeves, arrived in November 1872.

As a senior in high school, inspired by his father’s stories and yearning to push out into the world, young Joseph Reeves earnestly applied for one of the rare and treasured spots at the United States Military Academy. While West Point might have seemed to be the perfect place for him to start his own journey, gaining admission was fiercely competitive. When another candidate from Reeves’s home district was offered the West Point spot, Reeves was offered, and accepted, an appointment at the United States Naval Academy. After passing his entrance exams, he was sworn in at Annapolis on September 8, 1890. No stranger to work and discipline, he immediately plunged into the demanding regimen of a naval cadet. He thrived in the physical portion of academy life and quickly mastered the myriad military and sea-oriented requirements. The Naval Academy academic program was highly challenging and even the well-prepared Reeves sometimes struggled to keep up. He finished his first year ranked 53 of 56 naval cadets in his class, a fact that must be balanced by the acknowledgment that more than one-third of the men who had entered the Academy with Reeves had left willingly or been required to leave due to unsatisfactory performance and were not counted in the 56 remaining naval cadets.1

When fit into the grueling regimen of a naval cadet, intercollegiate and intramural football provided a treasured outlet and a rare diversion. In his first year at Annapolis, Reeves played with great enthusiasm and growing skill in intramural contests. With his eyes on earning a spot with the Academy’s varsity football team, Reeves carefully studied the game and improved his techniques. He was called up to the Academy’s top team at the start of the 1892 season.

By his fourth year at Annapolis, Reeves had developed into a powerhouse lineman and a star on the Academy’s 1893 varsity team. He lined up at the front of Navy’s wedge formation and powered head-first at opposing players, play after play, in a bold attempt to create an opening that allowed Snake, Bagley, or some other Navy ballcarrier to slither through for a gain. Reeves was equally ferocious when defending Navy’s hard-earned ground on defense. In recognition of his head-first, tenacious style, Reeves’s team-mates began to call him “Bull.” The nickname would stay with him throughout his Navy career and throughout his long life.2

The players of the era wore no protective headgear or padding. Reeves’s playing style was effective but dangerous and it caught up with him in the closing days of the 1893 season. He had grown his hair out to the maximum length permitted at the Academy, with hopes it would cushion the blows to his head but to no avail. Through the season’s first seven games, Reeves initiated many hard collisions and suffered multiple head injuries in the process. After Navy’s November 22 home loss to Virginia, Naval Cadet Reeves was examined by a Navy physician and told that his football days were over. Perhaps owing to Reeves’s status as a key player and the importance of the upcoming game, the Academy’s superintendent intervened. After collecting the facts and personally assessing Reeves, the superintendent concurred with the physician’s decision. Joseph Reeves was more than just a football star; he was also a promising naval cadet in the Academy’s steam engineering program and on the cusp of becoming an officer. No written records of the medical assessments have been located but college football and Naval Academy legend holds that Reeves was told by the Navy doctor that another blow to the head would result in “instant insanity” or even death.3 Reeves was too valuable to the future of the Navy to risk in a football match. For Reeves, football, it seemed, was over. He was, therefore, standing on the sideline, watching practice, when Izard went down. As he watched Navy’s coaches inspect the back’s injured leg—their faces grave—his determination firmed. He must find a way to return to the field for the Army game.

As visions of Izard’s injury flashed through his mind and the words “instant insanity” ringing in his ears, Reeves turned into an alley and walked toward Annapolis’s Main Street. He didn’t notice when a group of boys spotted him and fell in line behind him; naval cadets were a familiar sight on the streets of Annapolis but Reeves, a strapping fourth-year man and a leading football player, stood out from the crowd. A moment later he stepped through the front door of the Bellis Tailor Shop where a young tailor held a deconstructed Navy officer’s jacket in his hands. Snake’s injured leg might keep him off the field against Army, but Bull Reeves was determined that his rattled head would not. The tailor greeted the oversized naval cadet and set down his current work as the young man began to speak. This was something urgent and different. It all came out in a great rush. The situation was desperate and called for innovation, Reeves explained, and time was of the essence. Reeves had a plan in mind and the young tailor was now part of it.
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CHALLENGE ISSUED


NOVEMBER 1890

Cadet Dennis Michie was a natural-born defender of Military Academy honor and the perfect man to introduce football to that august institution. Born at West Point in 1870, the son of a professor, the Military Academy campus was the center of Michie’s boyhood. He left its familiar grounds only to attend prep school in New Jersey at Lawrenceville, with an eye on returning to West Point as a cadet. While at Lawrenceville, he learned and grew passionate about the game of football. In 1888, when Michie (pronounced “Mike-ee”) entered the Military Academy as a cadet, West Point football aficionados—including well-connected sons of professors—were still forced to play the game on an informal, unsanctioned basis, a situation made all the more frustrating for the cadets when they learned that the Naval Academy had formalized and sanctioned its own team and had played regularly scheduled games against outside opponents.

Legend holds that during the summer of 1890, Michie, having completed his second year as a West Point cadet, made conversation with a Naval Academy cadet and, naturally, the subject of football surfaced. With the 1890–1891 academic year rapidly approaching, Michie boldly proposed that the naval cadet return to Annapolis and put forth the idea that the Naval Academy officially challenge the Military Academy to a game of football. Michie’s idea was audacious: Army had no organized football team and the faculty seemed disinclined, generally, toward organized sport, toward intercollegiate sport, and, especially, toward the sport of football, which had earned a widespread reputation for violence and injuries.

Should the Naval Academy officially propose the challenge, the determined Michie explained to the naval cadet, it could not be ignored at West Point. He would personally work to clear away West Point’s bureaucratic hurdles, and, once Navy’s challenge was accepted, he would step forward to organize the team, to serve as its coach, and to play in the match. The bold plan was set into motion.

That fall, as Michie orchestrated the match, a football challenge was put forth from Annapolis to West Point. “At first it seemed certain that this challenge must be rejected,” recalled Brigadier General John Palmer, a member of the Military Academy class of 1892. He continued, “We [the Military Academy] had no football team and very few cadets had even handled a modern football. The Academic Board would have vetoed such a distracting innovation during the academic year even if the cadets were prepared for such a contest. In the actual circumstances the odds were at least a thousand to one against it.”1

In the wake of the challenge, as promised, the well-placed Cadet Michie—his father presided over the Military Academy’s powerful academic board—then persuaded West Point leadership to accept Navy’s challenge. Palmer continued, “[Michie] was one of the few men on the Corps who had any real knowledge of the game. But even more important, he was the only cadet with any real power to influence the academic authorities.”2 Michie assured the West Point leadership that he would personally assemble and coach a team of athletic men and then lead his fellow cadets onto the field as their captain and quarterback.



[image: fig_18_1.jpg]
Dennis Michie. PUBLIC DOMAIN.




The 1890 game was the first sporting contest between teams representing the nation’s military academies and, as such, it was immediately newsworthy. The young men enrolled at the two academies were generally considered to be budding national treasures, their education and training an investment in the future security and prosperity of the nation. Given its proximity to New York City, the activities of the cadets at the Military Academy were thoroughly covered in the major New York newspapers. Results from West Point field days, class ranks, reports from theater productions, and marks-manship competition were all broadcast with aplomb as were various disciplinary outcomes. To many, the new Army football team was an overdue and appealing development; its first matchup with rival Navy seemed to bear an importance that extended beyond the on-campus sporting set.

On Sunday, November 23, 1890, the New York Times noted that the game between the service academies “is beginning to assume almost national proportions.”3
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“I DON’T MIND THE BRUISES MUCH.”

As Navy’s 1890 football season unfolded, a second-year naval cadet from North Carolina named Worth Bagley earned playing time on the varsity team. Born into a prominent North Carolina family—the great-grandson of a Revolutionary War soldier, the grandson of a North Carolina governor, the son of a Confederate officer—the darkly handsome, wavy-haired Bagley was determined to make his own mark on the world. He first came to Annapolis in the summer of 1889 and that September entered the United States Naval Academy at age 15 years. Bagley was among the youngest and most popular men in his class. Bright and athletic, he showed promise on the class intramural football team in his first year, but he struggled in the classroom. While he passed through his first academic year and returned for a second, he ranked near the bottom of his class in every subject, save for foreign languages (he had studied Greek and Latin as part of a “classical” program at preparatory school back in Raleigh).

Outside of the classroom, Bagley’s character and personal values almost immediately impressed his fellow naval cadets. Early in his first semester at Annapolis, before his football potential was revealed, a group of upperclassmen entered his room and “hazed” him (the parlance of the day that retains its same meaning in the twenty-first century). Determined to stamp out the practice and aware of reports that Bagley was a victim, the Academy’s commandant summoned the young cadet and demanded that he reveal the identity of his hazers. When Bagley refused to name his attackers, he was sentenced to confinement aboard the Santee, the Academy’s brig ship. After serving 18 days in confinement, permitted to leave only for classes and prohibited from speaking to anyone other than his instructors, the cadets who committed the hazing stepped forward and confessed. The incident galvanized Bagley’s status as a leader within his class and at the broader institution.1

From a young age, Worth Bagley was keenly aware of the symbolism he represented at Annapolis; back in North Carolina, during the Civil War, his maternal grandfather had strived to hold the Union together while his own father had served as a Confederate officer. William Henry Bagley was commissioned as a Confederate officer shortly after the war began and saw heated action in the sounds and marshes of eastern North Carolina. He was captured at Roanoke Island in February 1862 and held for nearly two weeks as a prisoner exchange was arranged. After the war, he married Adelaide Worth, the daughter of an antisecession North Carolina governor. Their union produced seven children, four of whom carried “Worth” as part of their given names. Their oldest son, Worth Bagley, was born third overall, in 1874. He was 11 years old when William Henry Bagley died at age 52 after a long illness. The pressure on Worth to become the leader of the fatherless family, and to carry the Worth and Bagley family names boldly into the future, doubtlessly weighed heavy.

Football success at Annapolis seemed to be the most immediate path to glory. Fighting honorably in a war would be the next most logical—and bolder—step. Bagley longed for both. An avid reader and a confident writer—he earnestly attempted to write a sea novel as a schoolboy and some in his family believed that he would become an important seafaring writer—Bagley’s letters home during his time at the Academy are filled with honesty and emotion. Although buoyed by his status as a top Academy athlete with a fast-rising reputation, his personal writings reveal a young man eager to please and keen to earn acceptance by his classmates. He frequently expressed homesickness and concern for his mother, widowed at 44 with six young children. He did not spare her emotions when writing about his own ambitions: “Everyone here [at the Naval Academy] is praying for war and it will help to remedy the present stagnation in promotion in our arm of the service.”2

Although undersized and young—just 16 years old at the time of his Navy varsity football debut—Bagley showed promise as both a runner and a kicker. Reliable kickers were especially valued in this era as the rules and scoring system of the day strongly emphasized the kicking game. Navy’s 1890 win over Gallaudet was especially hard-fought—two Navy players ended up in the hospital—and Bagley’s arm and leg were injured but he played through the injuries and flashed the potential of what would blossom in later seasons. After the game, Bagley, with a bruised hand covered in liniment, wrote his mother, “My playing was complimented so by the fellows that I don’t mind the bruises much…. I really feel delightful.”3

Navy’s first loss in the 1890 campaign came on Thanksgiving Day, a solid 24–4 drubbing at the hands of an experienced Lehigh team. While the loss dashed Navy’s hopes for an undefeated season, the sting was only temporary. A challenge had been issued and, before November was over, the naval cadets would travel north to West Point for a long-awaited rivalry match and a chance for glory.

Bagley’s nagging injuries kept him off the roster for that first Army–Navy game. As his teammates traveled north to West Point, he stayed behind in Annapolis and his letters home grew more melancholy. He wrote his mother, “Your letters are so sweet and encouraging that they make me nearly cry in the midst of my rough surroundings.”4

While his strong charisma and his play on the football field both bolstered his reputation and standing among the body of midshipmen, Bagley’s academic standing remained tenuous. The classroom struggles and longing for the warmth of home persisted as the football season ended and the weather turned colder. Even if there were another football game with Army, Bagley might not even be eligible to play for the Naval Academy or even be enrolled at the institution. As the academic year moved forward, Bagley knew that his position as a member of a prominent North Carolina family and his newfound glory as a budding football star would not save him if he came up short on required test scores.

Plagued by anxiety about academics, battered by football to the point he was unable to play in the team’s most important game, 250 miles from home, and still only 16 years old, Worth Bagley, in early December, wrote his mother, “I generally take my photograph album down at night when I haven’t had any letters for several days and gaze and gaze at all the familiar faces. It seems to keep off homesickness.”5

Despite real efforts through the winter and into the spring, young Worth Bagley’s academic situation remained precarious and continued to deteriorate.

More challenges lay ahead.
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EXPERIENCE PREVAILS AT WEST POINT, 1890

On November 28, 1890, Cadet Dennis Michie’s vision came to fruition as Army and Navy lined up for a football game on a field laid out across The Plain, hallowed ground at the heart of the Military Academy post. As word spread ahead of the match, the press took notice and soldiers and sailors arranged to get to the game site. The New York Times asserted that the final outcome of the game will be watched “by every officer of the army and navy, each branch of the government service feeling a natural pride in the prowess of the robust young players representing that corps.”1 On game day, a special railroad car moved a party of supporting naval cadets and officers from Maryland to New York. Another party of Navy supporters traveled to West Point from New York City. On the ground at the Military Academy, the Navy spectator contingent, while enthusiastic, was greatly outnumbered by Army supporters who had flocked to West Point from posts throughout New York and neighboring states and were joined at the game by hundreds of animated Army cadets.

By the start of the game, about 1,500 spectators gathered around the edges of the field. Once the contest was underway, Navy’s experience and football savvy immediately became apparent. Despite the absence of a coach, the well-drilled Navy team ran organized plays, shouting phrases only a sailor would understand. A Navy player of the era later recalled that shouted commands related to the mainmast directed the play to the left halfback and commands directed to the mizzenmast were connected to the fullback. Any commands related to the anchor were a call for a kick.2

Despite enthusiastic support from the partisan crowd and courageous play from the Cadets, Army’s upstart team was defeated 24–0 by the more experienced Navy team. In a front-page story covering the game, the New York Times reported that among the crowd watching the game was Admiral Stephen Luce, a recently retired legend in the service. Luce had recently published a paper expressing concern with what he saw as the Navy’s recent focus on sports ashore (such as baseball and football) and lack of focus on occupationally related recreation such as sailing, rowing, and swimming. A close-up view of the Army and Navy teams in action appears to have changed the admiral’s mind. The New York Times reported that just after a Navy touchdown a fellow officer good-naturedly asked Luce if his presence at the game was incongruent with his recently published opinion of shore sports. “Oh, not at all,” Luce is reported to have replied. “This game is just splendid…. Could there be a finer exhibition of brawn and muscle? A game of this sort gives wind and nerve to a lad, just what we want in a fighting man…. Those are the men I want in a time of action.”3

When word reached Annapolis of the Navy victory at West Point, Joseph Reeves, Worth Bagley, and their fellow naval cadets paraded around campus, blowing horns and firing off a 24-gun salute, “three more than a presidential salute,” the New York Times reported gleefully. It continued, “No college glorification ever equaled that of the naval cadets tonight…. It is a new thing to the Naval Academy, this national victory, but its newness does not detract from the hearty spontaneity of its celebration.”4

After sunset at West Point, players from both teams came together for a “hop,” an informal social gathering featuring dancing, in honor of the visitors from Annapolis. Although publicly gracious and hospitable—this first contest was a sort of exhibition game between gentlemen—many Army players and Military Academy officials felt stung and embarrassed by the loss and became determined to avenge it. Already there was talk of a rematch in 1891, perhaps at Annapolis. Army, privately but determinedly vowed at West Point, would absorb the lessons of the 1890 match and then commit to delivering an organized, powerful approach to their next game with Navy. As Navy had demonstrated on The Plain, devotees of football had developed specialized techniques and tactics beyond brute strength. And in the early 1890s, those seeking to rapidly improve at the evolving game of football knew there was only one place where they would be certain to find true experts of the game and it was not at West Point or Annapolis. The following fall, the United States Military Academy would bring in a football coach from outside the institution.
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A SECOND CHANCE


SEPTEMBER 1891: ANNAPOLIS, MARYLAND

After falling short on his test scores and resigning from the Naval Academy in June 1891, Worth Bagley, stung but undeterred by the setback, was eager for a second chance. He spent the summer of 1891 at Annapolis: studying, lobbying, and preparing for a second appointment at the Academy. Now on the outside looking in, the promising football career he had started at the Academy was far from his mind. The 17-year-old Bagley had learned from his academic mistakes and grew fiercely determined not to repeat them.

It was not unusual for young men, even those born into prominent families, to resign from the military academies—in this era, the size of each class steadily contracted over the course of every academic year—and many of the men who resigned drifted off to other schools and careers. But Bagley wanted back into the Naval Academy and back onto the path toward service, honor, and glory that it provided.

With the start of the 1891–1892 academic year drawing near, Bagley negotiated and prepared for his second chance. As he licked his wounds and recapped the situation with his former classmates, all agreed that he had entered the Academy at a precariously young age and that he would benefit from a fresh start.1 Bolstered and determined, Bagley wrote to the North Carolina congressman who originally appointed him: “I have never thought that it is part of the fallen to make excuses…. I hope that with the start I now have and the determination to fulfill every duty that lies in my way, I shall never cause you to regret the appointment you have made.”2 After again passing his Academy entrance exams, Bagley was permitted to reenter the Naval Academy on September 7, 1891, two years to the day after his first entry.

After receiving the news, a relieved and excited Bagley sat down to compose a letter to his mother who, back in North Carolina, had been closely and anxiously following the updates regarding her oldest son’s status at Annapolis. This fresh news was sent to North Carolina with great joy and earnestness: “Now that I have a new appointment, I will stand so high that my mama will be laughing instead of crying soon…. I think that all of my late troubles (the first set-back I ever had) have aged me in many respects,” he wrote, “and I believe firmly that they have done me a great deal of good.”3

Upon reentry, Bagley was required to start the Academy curriculum from the beginning although, at 17 years, five months of age, he was still among the youngest members of the class who entered the Academy alongside him. “It will be the first time that I have not been the youngest man in my class in my life,”4 he wrote home. While the prospect of playing football and baseball at the Academy was appealing, academic and naval commitments must come first.

As Bagley took the Naval Academy oath of admission for the second time, another son of a prominent Southern family stood nearby and spoke the same oath. Walter Izard, a dark-haired and rangy 18-year-old, had prepped for entrance into Annapolis at a private school at Charleston, South Carolina, where his forebearers were legendary statesmen and property owners. Izard’s ancestors included a governor and a United States senator; his second great-grandfather sailed to Europe during the Revolutionary War, at the behest of the Continental Congress, and pledged Izard family land as collateral in an effort to secure ships for the young United States. A cousin served alongside renowned American naval officer Stephen Decatur on the shores of Tripoli. Standing nearly six feet tall and built like an athlete, Izard was keen to make a name for himself at Annapolis, both on the playing fields and in his training as a naval cadet. Given their mutual interests in football and baseball and similar backgrounds, Izard and Bagley likely became fast friends.

The pair of freshly minted naval cadets shared another bond: both of their fathers had served in the Confederate Army. As a boy, Izard’s father, Ralph Izard III, himself a son of South Carolina low country aristocracy, was sent to Europe for his early education and from there to a military academy in Upstate New York. After studying engineering at Harvard’s Lawrence Scientific School, West Point seemed to be a most natural next step, but external forces made this move impossible. In October 1861, six months after Confederates attacked Fort Sumter, Ralph Izard III earnestly applied for “at-large” admission into the United States Military Academy. Eager to show his distance from the growing rebellion in the South, he moved in with relatives at Newport, Rhode Island, and awaited word from West Point. Despite his family pedigree and the quality of his preparation, the Military Academy did not offer him admission. Returning to a South he barely knew, Izard enlisted in the Confederate Army and served in an engineer corps. Nearly three decades later, keen to extend the Izards’ connection with the Navy, Ralph Izard proudly sent his second son north to swear his oath to the United States at the United States Naval Academy.

Carrying surnames heavy with history and social connotations but eager to make names for themselves within their broad family narratives, Bagley and Izard plunged into life at the Naval Academy. Less than two months after he entered the Naval Academy, Izard received word that his father had died in South Carolina at age 50. Now, with both of their fathers dead and the Civil War in the distant past, Izard’s and Bagley’s connections to the past were breaking loose. The slate clean, Annapolis and the Navy represented fresh starts for both young men. By the time they departed Annapolis for positions as officers within the Navy fleet, Bagley and Izard would be forever connected in Naval Academy football lore.
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ARMY’S FIRST COACH

By 1890, as football fever swept the United States, the “Big Three” of college football—Harvard, Yale, and Princeton—stood at the apogee of the sport. With baseball’s various professional leagues still working to gain traction and audiences (the marquee identities of the New York Yankees and Boston Red Sox would not be established until the first years of the twentieth century and the first World Series would not be played until 1903), the Harvard, Yale, and Princeton football teams were as close to “national” teams as existed in any sport. Sporting events involving the Harvard Crimson, Yale Bulldogs, and Princeton Tigers were covered in-depth by newspapers from coast to coast and, by 1890, a football game between any combination of the three could attract more than 25,000 spectators. As the popularity of football rapidly expanded in the early 1890s, the Big Three programs remained far ahead of other college programs, in technique, strategy, and innovative play design.

Yale, above all other institutions of higher learning, proved deeply committed to football and, consequently, enjoyed an unmatched run of success. Organized football was first played at Yale in 1872. That year, and for 17 of the next 23 years, the Bulldogs were acknowledged as the nation’s top college football team. Due to its success and the broad, growing interest in the sport, Yale’s star football players became national sporting celebrities. The Bulldogs’ coach, Walter Camp, although still in his early thirties, became a living legend and acknowledged master of the game. Camp, a former Bulldog football player, took over as coach of the Yale program in 1888 and quickly established a reputation as football’s foremost instructor and strategist. Camp conceived and codified many of the game’s most important rules including the concept of a line of scrimmage that definitively determined possession of the ball before each play and allowed teams to line up in an orderly fashion and the concept of “downs” that defined the fixed length of yardage an offense must gain in a certain number of plays or be forced to turn over possession of the ball to the opposition. Even the number of players on the field, 11 per team, was a Camp idea.1

The sport of football gained popularity and the number of institutions coveting a winning team also grew. As a result, recently graduated Big Three players were heavily recruited to fill coaching positions outside of their alma maters. Yale football alums, who had learned from and played for Camp, were especially in demand.

In the wake of the 1890 home loss to the well-organized Navy squad, Cadet Dennis Michie and Military Academy leadership looked for a fast and proven way to improve their new football team. This search led directly to a Yale alum.

Army’s soon to be new coach had built his football reputation at New Haven, Connecticut, but Cadet Michie and the Military Academy leadership found him about eight miles up the Hudson River from West Point, at Newburgh, New York. Born at Hartford, Connecticut, and descended from early American colonists, Henry Williams entered Yale in 1887 with a focus on medical school, a natural talent for running track, and a love of football. While he excelled in his academic work and broke records as a hurdler, establishing himself within Yale’s football hothouse proved more challenging. Williams was a member of Yale’s football program in all four of his undergraduate years, absorbing the lessons and tactics of Walter Camp all the while, but the majority of this time was spent as a backup player. Finally, in his senior year, 1890, with Yale’s record standing at 12–0 and coming off a 60–0 win over Penn, Camp tapped Williams to start at left halfback against rival Harvard. At Springfield, Massachusetts, with more than 20,000 chilled but enthusiastic spectators crowded around a field as light snowflakes flew through the air, the rivals played to a scoreless tie in the first half. On the second play of the second half, Henry Williams suffered a shoulder injury and came out of the game. He was replaced by a promising second-year player named Laurie Bliss, who reenters this narrative in a profound way nearly two years later. Young Bliss played well in relief of the injured senior starter, but Yale lost the game 12–6. Henry Williams’s playing career was over. He was, however, a devoted student of the game who had closely studied the schemes and formations of both Camp and opposing teams. Williams would be a perfect football coach for any institution.

After graduating from Yale, in June 1891, Williams took a position teaching at a small preparatory school on the Hudson River, and it was here that Dennis Michie and Army found him. With Cadet Michie—eager to import outside expertise into the Army program—likely unofficially brokering arrangements, a unique system was devised. Williams would draw up plays and schemes for Army while working at the prep school and then deliver them eight miles south to West Point where Michie and his teammates could study and implement them during cadet-led weekday sessions. Williams would then join the Army players, in-person, on Saturdays during the 1891 campaign. The system worked well. Between October 24 and November 7, Army beat Fordham and Stevens on The Plain and tied the Princeton B team. After losing to an experienced Rutgers team, the Cadets defeated a club team from Philadelphia on November 21. Michie, in his final year as a cadet, again served as team captain and again made major contributions on the field. With the season record standing at a most respectable 3–1–1, a single game remained on the schedule: the second-ever meeting with the Naval Academy, scheduled for November 28 at Annapolis. This time, guided by Williams’s expert Yale-inspired techniques and leadership, Michie and his teammates would be ready for the rivalry challenge.

★

When teams were organized at Annapolis for the 1891 football season, first-year naval cadet Walter Izard and second-year naval cadet Joseph Reeves were assigned to the B squad. Second-chance naval cadet Worth Bagley—in his third year at Annapolis but, officially, once again a first-year naval cadet—earned a spot on the varsity team where he played quarterback and contributed as a kicker. Although just 151 pounds and still only 17 years old, the speedy and versatile Bagley made an impact on the field. On November 14, early in the second half of the season’s fifth game, against Dickinson College, Bagley ran for a 75-yard touchdown. He later fielded a Dickinson punt near midfield and, with a burst of speed and maneuvering, sprinted 40 yards for a second touchdown. That day’s win moved Navy’s season record to 5–0. The undersized but fearless Bagley took another bruising. He wrote home after the game, “I bit just a little piece out of my lip. My nose (usually so small?) is now shaped like the side of a bracket. It is not hurt though, and I can still smell and breathe through it with ease.”2

The newspapers also began to take notice of Bagley. After the Dickinson game, the New York World wrote that Bagley “is a beautiful sprinter,” adding, “he is a most valuable man.”3 Bagley kept a scrapbook in his room at Annapolis that he titled “Notes in Athletics.” Inside the book he collected newspaper clippings and compiled lists of Navy football and baseball players. On the opening page, under a heading that Bagley titled “Championship Series, Annapolis and West Point,” he listed the scores of the Army–Navy games. When possible, he sent clippings home to North Carolina in the mail.4

The still uncoached Navy team lost at home to Lafayette on November 21 but at 5–1 and with Bagley emerging as a star, there was reason for optimism and a game to look forward to. Army and their new coach—a Yale football man—were due in Annapolis the following Saturday and the Cadets were hungry for revenge.




[image: fig_31_1.jpg]
Naval Cadet Worth Bagley in Naval Academy football gear. NIMITZ LIBRARY, SPECIAL COLLECTIONS & ARCHIVES, UNITED STATES NAVAL ACADEMY.




★

As Michie and Military Academy officials envisioned, 22-year-old coach Henry Williams delivered a potent dose of Yale magic to West Point. Williams’s Yale techniques combined with Michie’s ability to organize and work within the West Point system coalesced into a formidable 1891 Army football program. The effort culminated with the all-important game on Worden Field at Annapolis where an estimated 3,000 spectators watched Army secure a 32–16 win, their first in the series. In this second rivalry game, the well-oiled Army squad was better organized, their tactics better executed, and their techniques more advanced than those displayed by the self-directed Navy team.

Bagley—among the youngest and physically smallest players on the field that day—later told his family that Army’s team was “all large men, averaging nine pounds more than ours.” The size advantage was especially meaningful in what was, predictably, a rough, highly physical match. Eight injured men were carried off the field with injuries. Bagley later recalled, “At one time both teams were striped with blood but we still fought…. I felt exactly as I imagine I would feel in battle, threatened with defeat and carried away with excitement. Not a thought of danger entered my mind and if it did, I would be ashamed to own it.”5

After playing for the first time in an Army–Navy football game, Bagley reflected on the contest, “I wouldn’t have missed playing in that game for a good round sum, even if we did get beat. The game was grand.”6

In addition to the obvious coaching and size advantage, some associated with the Navy program believed that Army had another edge in the 1891 game. After the game, rumors abounded that Army sympathizers had spied on Navy’s practices and reported plays, formations, and tactics back to the Army program. No definitive evidence can be found as to the veracity of these rumors.

After coaching the 1891 Cadets to a 4–1–1 season and a solid win at Annapolis, Williams enrolled at the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine and began a long and storied career in medicine. He would coach college football again; his innovations in the sport while coaching at the University of Minnesota led to his induction into the first class of the College Football Hall of Fame. Four decades after his win with the Cadets at Annapolis, Williams’s obituary in the New York Times referenced that he had “the honor of coaching West Point to the first victory it ever scored over Annapolis.”7

The overall military academy series now stood at 1–1 and Army
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