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Prologue


Far off I hear the rolling, roaring cheers.

They come to me from many yesterdays,

From record deeds that cross the fading years,

And light the landscape with their brilliant plays,

Great stars that knew their days in fame’s bright sun.

I hear them tramping to oblivion.

—GRANTLAND RICE



 

“BUT OUR SON played at Harvard,” the couple explained when they were refused tickets at the gate of Michie Stadium for the 1943 Army-Navy game. It seemed like a perfectly valid reason, irrefutable to them. Still, unless they had spent the previous few weeks in quarantine, they must have known what everyone else who read a newspaper, listened to a radio, or heard any of the football gossip knew—anyone who lived beyond a ten-mile radius of West Point and who failed to send in a verified application for a ticket would be banned from the contest. Gasoline and tire rubber were too valuable. Army officials would not sell any tickets at the gate. That was football near the end of the second year of the war. Even in an age when college football was king, its most important annual game could not escape the impact of the war.1

“Use it up, wear it out, make it do or do without,” was the mantra of 1943. What with rationing, shortages, and continual privations, nothing seemed to look or taste like it had before Pearl Harbor. What American ever heard of making rubber from desert shrub guayule, rabbit bush, goldenrod, or milkweed? What self-respecting coffee drinker could abide the brew made of soybeans, chicory, or used grounds? And meatless Tuesdays and Fridays were one thing, but quite another was being served lungs, tripe, or heart on the other days. It was enough to make people long wistfully for the Great Depression.

An Army-Navy game played before a half-filled Michie Stadium at West Point instead of a packed house of more than 100,000 in Philadelphia’s Municipal Stadium was a sorry sight. Even worse was the spectacle of the Army band busting onto the field playing “Anchors Aweigh” before swinging into “On, Brave Old Army Team,” and the entire First Regiment of cadets sitting in the Annapolis cheering section wearing Navy’s distinctive white peak hats. They actually shouted “We want Bill” and followed the command of the Navy cheerleaders. Demanding to see the Navy goat and rooting for the blue-and-gold appeared to many gray-clad men a clear signal that wartime unity had been stretched too tightly. But President Franklin Roosevelt had ordered the low-key affair. Midshipmen were not allowed to travel, so Army cadets had to root for the enemy in their stead. It was all part of college football in 1943 in a time of rubber shortages, gas rationing, and travel restrictions.

 

Pacing the sideline, Earl “Red” Blaik hardly noticed the tomfoolery. The hard, uncompromising aspect of his face looked as if it had been chiseled in the rock of Mount Rushmore. His nickname was the product of his bronze hair, cut short in a no-nonsense fashion. His nose was full, his mouth slightly turned up on the left side, and his lips thin as razor blades when he was concentrating, but his jaw and eyes attracted most people’s attention. His jaw looked as if it had been squared with a bevel and fixed into place with screws—strong, tight, unmoving. His pale blue eyes, normally shaded under a baseball cap during practice or a neat, gray fedora during a game, were not so much cold as distant, as if he were always thinking about the next move on a chessboard. Joe Williams of the New York World-Telegram thought that if you didn’t know Blaik and had to guess his profession, “you’d probably catalogue him as a professor of mathematics.”2

Doug Kenna played for and coached under Blaik, becoming one of his closest friends over the years. “The thing that you’ve got to understand,” he began, “is that Red Blaik didn’t have a shred of an iota of a sense of humor. He was serious when he woke in the morning and he just stayed that way until he went to sleep at night.” The day was never long enough for all the important work he needed to accomplish, so he drove himself relentlessly, measuring days into fifteen-minute units, eating meals at his desk, laboring to bring order to a game whose outcome often resulted from some whim of the gods.3

No game would be lost because the other coach outworked Red Blaik. His commitment to his profession was so single-mindedly complete, so numbingly uncompromising, that during his son’s high school football career he saw him play only one half of one period, about six minutes of action. He watched from behind a shrubbery that guarded the Highland Falls High School football field. Later he remarked, “I had to leave for Army practice before the first period was over, but I stayed long enough to see that Bob’s team was going to get a good licking.”4

Blaik’s schedule left no time for frivolous activities or what he considered questionable behavior by his strict Scot Presbyterian standards. He didn’t drink alcohol, smoke, or swear—except for an occasional “Jeepers Katy!” and a very rare “Jesus Katy!” Well into his forties, he was the same size and weight as when he played end at West Point. At 6-2, 180 pounds, he was rock solid and could still fit into the same uniform he had worn as a first lieutenant in the early 1920s out on the dusty plains of Texas. Over the years other coaches put on weight and aged; Blaik just didn’t seem to do either. It was not part of his plan.

And his life was all about precise plans. Robert Woods played for him at West Point and remembered that he was “like a ballet teacher. He drilled everyone on their exact moves. His plays were not designed to pick up 5 or 6 yards. He was sure that if every player performed his job they would end in touchdowns.” Glenn Davis, who earned All-American honors and won a Heisman Trophy playing for Blaik, recalled that his coach never praised him or anyone else. Praise was not required for simply performing his role perfectly. That was expected. Nor did Blaik berate anyone for failure. “I never heard him degrade anyone in the presence of anyone else,” Davis said. “Never heard him raise his voice, hardly, in the presence of or to any player.” “Red Blaik didn’t yell,” Kenna noted, “but he remembered. Fail once too often and you would never get another chance on his team.”5

More than any other emotions, Blaik inspired respect and loyalty from his players, coaches, and associates. Robert Chabot, who played for him in the mid-1940s, said he was a “tough, hard-working type of guy” but also, in a chilly way, “compassionate.” He demanded everything from a player, but he also cared for each one. John Sauer, who played and coached for Blaik, agreed. Whenever he went into the coach’s office and saw him sitting at his desk, a framed picture of General Douglas MacArthur behind him on the wall, his knees started shaking. “I had more respect for that man,” he said. “I was a smoker in those days, not a big one. . . . No way Earl Blaik ever saw me with a cigarette. I mean, that’s just the respect you had for the man.”6

 

Now his team was in trouble. His jaw visibly tightened as it always did when he faced adversity. With a nervous tic, he turned his class ring—West Point, 1920—on his finger. There had to be some adjustment, some bit of fine-tuning, that he could make to change the momentum of the game. Behind its mammoth, bruising linemen, Navy was taking over the contest. Ben Chase, Jack Martin, and Don Whitmire—especially the quick, violent Whitmire—were punishing Army’s linemen, beating them up and wearing them out. The game was won between the tackles, Blaik knew, and that was exactly where Army was now losing it.

His team had started strong, biting off chunks of yards on end runs and battling the bigger Navy line on defense. In the first series, the sensational plebe Glenn Davis broke off tackle and streaked down the sidelines for a first down. He had another beautiful run in Army’s second offensive series. But then he began to play erratically. After breaking off a nice end run on Army’s third possession, he fumbled a handoff and on the next play bobbled an easy pitch.7

Suddenly the brilliance was gone, and he played like his mind was not in the game. On the fourth Army series he failed to catch another easy underhand pitch, resulting in a large loss and another punt. Later, in the second quarter, he threw an interception. By then Army’s offense appeared AWOL, and time after time Navy’s defense smothered Army’s runners near the line of scrimmage. At the half the score was 0–0, but Army’s players seemed to drag toward their locker room.

Navy had a powerful squad in 1943, ranked sixth in the nation going into the Army game. Their only loss was to undefeated, number-one-ranked Notre Dame. The Midshipmen’s strength was their line play and their powerful, fleet backs. Whitmire had been an All-American tackle at the University of Alabama before transferring to Navy, and in 1942 he was a consensus All-American. His teammates called him Rock; sportswriters referred to him as a Neanderthal. Both described his physical, take-no-prisoners play. His role on offense was to open holes for Bobby Tom Jenkins, another Alabama transfer described as “190 lbs. of fluid force.” In both the starting lineup and the reserves, Navy’s power threatened to overwhelm Army.8

Blaik had foreseen the challenge before the season even began. To give Army a chance in the game, he had installed a T offense that took advantage of Army’s speed and discipline. Army was deep in exceptionally fast backs—Doug Kenna from Mississippi, Max Minor from Texas, and especially Glenn Davis from California. But the season had taken its toll. Kenna badly injured his right knee, Minor suffered a series of nagging smaller injuries, and Davis became mired in academic troubles. Before the big game they spent more time healing and studying than preparing to face Navy.

Now that lack of preparation was painfully apparent. In the middle of the third quarter Navy’s offense stirred awake. Their march began when the smallest player on the field, a transfer from the University of Arkansas named Hal Hamberg, punted the ball 50 yards to the Army 8. After Davis was tackled for a 6-yard loss, Army punted the ball back to Navy. Hamberg fielded the kick, carrying it 10 yards to the Army 42.

The speed of the game seemed to change. As he had the year before, “little” Hal Hamberg simply took over. He carried the ball twice for 11 yards to the Army 31. On the next play he took off to the right, cut off tackle, veered toward the sideline, and, just as two Army tacklers slammed into him, pitched the ball to fullback Hillis Hume, who raced down to the Army 6. The play covered 25 yards. On Navy’s sideline, the cadets in white peak hats followed orders and cheered loudly, if not quite enthusiastically.

Their backs to the goal line, Army’s line stiffened. In three plays Navy advanced only to the 2. Fourth and goal. Navy’s captain, John Whelchel, coaching his last game before receiving a combat assignment, sent in his power back, Bobby Tom Jenkins, to replace Hamberg. Like all single-wing offenses, Navy’s running game was built for power, designed for its toughest back to carry the ball close to the goal line. Blaik knew—hell, his players and everyone with any knowledge of the game knew—that as sure as football was played without face masks, Jenkins would carry the ball off right tackle behind Whitmire’s and Ben Chase’s double-team block.

And he did. Jenkins lined up 4 yards behind the center, in back of a Navy line unbalanced to the right. He took a direct snap and, without a fake or attempt at deception, ran toward Whitmire’s ample rear. As he did, Joe Stanowicz, Army’s best tackle and an NCAA heavyweight wrestling champion, knifed through the line and hit Jenkins on the 4, wrapping his right arm around his waist and his left arm around his neck. He looked like a rodeo cowboy grabbing a calf to throw it to the dirt. It was a perfect high hit, fully executed to stop Jenkins’s forward momentum and throw him backward.

The tackle straightened Jenkins, who stood erect, almost like a boxer who had just been hit with a devastating uppercut, but he just kept moving forward. With Stanowicz draped across him, attempting to rip his head back, Jenkins struggled like a soldier who had been shot, in a slow-motion death run, one, two, three, four steps then collapsed across the goal line. Touchdown. Extra point. It was 7–0 Navy.

Army battled back. Blaik replaced Davis with Kenna, who hobbled onto the field favoring his injured knee, fortified with frequent injections of Novocain. “I knew the knee was gimpy, no question about it, but I wasn’t in pain, and Colonel Blaik put me in the game to pass, not run,” Kenna recalled. Later in life he claimed that he was verifiably the worst passer in the history of Army football. “I really was,” he said, “and I’ve got the statistics to prove it.” In truth, Kenna was not a classic quarterback with a short, quick delivery but a gifted tailback with a long delivery and a fluid, graceful motion. And he immediately began to complete passes.9

The problem was not Kenna’s throws but Army’s fighting spirit. From the first kickoff the play had been intense, bordering on combative. As the last minutes of the third quarter ticked away, the action crossed the border into dirty. At times it seemed like a fight night at Madison Square Garden as players hit after the whistle and slugged each other at the slightest provocation. Both Army and Navy players were guilty. In the 1930s and 1940s rough play was common, and officials turned a blind eye to occasional punches and late hits. But this Army-Navy game careened out of control. One reporter counted seven fights involving at least fourteen different players. The bloody noses and cut lips finally overcame the officials’ laissez-faire, boys-will-be-boys attitude. Red penalty flags began to litter the playing field. Time and again Kenna’s passes were nullified by drive-killing penalties.10

Near the end of the third quarter, one penalty-plagued series forced Army to punt from deep in its own end of the field. Once again, Navy simply overwhelmed Army as they powered their way to a second touchdown. Allison Danzig of the New York Times commented, “Army, fighting its heart out in desperation to end Navy’s long supremacy, simply could not stand up to that power. . . .”11

In the fourth quarter, penalties, mistakes, and interceptions halted each Army drive. Final score: 13–0 Navy. It was Army’s fifth straight loss to its rival and the fourth shutout of the five. For Red Blaik, Glenn Davis, Doug Kenna, the Army team, the Corps of Cadets, and every member of the Long Gray Line, from the new second lieutenant fresh out of the Academy to General Douglas MacArthur in the Pacific Theater and General Dwight Eisenhower in the European Theater, it was a bitter loss.

 

The newspapers of the day had yet more trouble for Army, questioning its leadership at the highest levels. A few months earlier, in Sicily in August, General George Patton verbally attacked and slapped several soldiers hospitalized for shell shock. In one case he exploded at a traumatized GI, “You dirty no-good son-of-a-bitch! You cowardly bastard! You’re a disgrace to the army and you’re going right back to the front to fight, although that’s too good for you. You ought to be lined up against a wall and shot, although that’s too good for you. In fact, I ought to shoot you myself, right now, God damn you!” Then he shouted at the attending physician, “There’s no such thing as shell shock. It’s an invention of the Jews.”12

On his November 21 radio broadcast, Washington columnist Drew Pearson went public with the story, reporting, according to Eisenhower’s chief aide, “a very vicious and exaggerated version of the Sicilian hospital incident.” The timing could hardly have been worse. The bloody Marine landing on the Tarawa Atoll in the Gilbert Islands was just days away.

Now the newspapers were full of charges and countercharges, General Eisenhower’s official explanations and congressional hand-wringing, and columns editorializing on the insensitivity of Army officers and the bungling of military strategists. West Point’s performance at Michie Stadium only provided more fodder.

Red Blaik had returned to West Point to accomplish a task. And he had failed. Every plebe learned on arriving at the Academy that there were only four responses: “Yes, sir.” “No, sir.” “Sir, I do not understand.” “No excuse, sir.”

Red Blaik had no excuse.



  1


A Week in November


The sand of the desert is sodden red,—

Red with the wreck of a square that broke;—

The Gatling’s jammed and the colonel dead,

And the regiment blind with dust and smoke.

The river of death has brimmed his banks

And England’s far and Honour a name,

But the voice of schoolboy rallies the ranks,

“Play up! play up! and play the game!”

—SIR HENRY NEWBOLT



 

RED BLAIK HAD dug himself out of holes before the one at Army. His career, an unending uphill battle, was epitomized by two games in November 1940. It had been a raw month. Across the nation, extreme weather conditions buffeted people and buildings. In the Pacific Northwest, near gale force winds peeled shingles off houses, blew over flimsy structures, knocked down thousands of hardy citizens, and forced the less sturdy indoors. On November 7, 40- to 50-mile-an-hour winds in Tacoma, Washington, caused the First Narrows Bridge—aptly dubbed “Galloping Gertie”—across Puget Sound to undulate and sway like a belly dancer. Shortly after frightened officials closed the structure, its rhythmic dance turned into a spastic two-way twist, increasing from 5 to 28 feet while the roadbed twisted from a 45-degree angle in one direction to 45 degrees in the other. It performed its danse macabre for half an hour before breaking apart, piece by piece, into the water hundreds of feet below.

The Armistice Day blizzard that swept across the Rockies into the Midwest was less spectacular but more deadly. It came virtually without warning, catching duck hunters out on the rivers, lakes, and wetlands. One moment, a Minnesota hunter recalled, it was so warm that he had to remove his heavy jacket. Then the winds stirred, the skies darkened with ominous, smoky clouds and ducks looking for shelter—and it rained, sleeted, and snowed to depths of more than 2 feet. Forty-nine people died in Minnesota, and over a hundred more in the rest of the Midwest.

In the Northeast, the conditions were merely uncomfortable. Gray sheets of cold rain drenched New England and the Middle Atlantic States. Shoppers in Boston, New York, and Philadelphia sought something wool and warm, and when they left, their shoulders were hunched against the cold, wet winds that broke umbrellas like twigs.1

It was not exactly football weather, but it was November, and the race for the national championship was heading into the home stretch. Football players then as now were the postmen of sports, performing their appointed tasks in rain, sleet, or snow. For teams like Cornell and Minnesota, locked in a close race for the national championship, bad weather was simply a factor in a game plan, not a reason to postpone a contest. The same was true for such other midwestern and eastern powerhouses as Michigan, Notre Dame, Boston College, and Pennsylvania. On November 16, 1940, they would all play in conditions that recalled Noah and his ark.

The premier game in the East was Cornell-Dartmouth. With an eighteen-game winning streak, Carl Snavely’s Big Red team had not been beaten since 1938. They started the 1940 season ranked first in the nation, and although they slipped to second in the November 11 poll, they had given up only 13 points in their first six games. Their closest contest was a 21–7 victory over Ohio State; their other victories were lopsided walkovers. Meanwhile, Red Blaik’s Dartmouth squad suffered a series of disappointments, including last-minute losses to Franklin & Marshall, Yale, and Princeton. They lost four of their first seven games. Yet the Indians were stronger than their record indicated, and certainly better than a 4-1 underdog.

Blaik devised a brilliant game plan. Cornell’s single-wing attack used a dazzling variety of traps, reverses, spins, and sleight-of-hand plays. Blaik’s new defense featured most of his players set off the line of scrimmage. They would play a cat-and-mouse game, refusing to commit and patiently waiting for Cornell to come to them. Only when Cornell committed would the Dartmouth players angle toward the ball, effectively neutralizing the Big Red’s trickery. In addition, the wet field would make it more difficult for Cornell to execute its sophisticated offense.2

Following their normal routine, Blaik’s team spent the night before the game at the Bonnie Oaks Inn on Lake Fairlee, just over the state line in Vermont. After breakfasting on a cup of tea, Blaik called for his captain, Lou Young, instructing him that he should play “some of that hot jazz” for the team. “We want to go up to the stadium relaxed,” Blaik explained.3

Slightly more than 10,000 spectators, most dressed in green, trudged into Hanover’s rain-soaked Memorial Stadium to cheer on their team. They sat on towels and blankets, their muddy shoes resting in puddles, and gazed down at a field that had tried to absorb several weeks of near-steady rainfall. It was a defensive field, the sort that promised a low-scoring contest with a circus of fumbles, dropped passes, miscues, slips, and other unplanned acrobatics.

From the opening whistle, the smaller, lighter, hot-jazz-relaxed Dartmouth team played inspired football. During the first half, their defense confused Cornell and kept them pinned on their own side of the 50. Dartmouth also mounted several drives. One ended when Bob Krieger missed a 26-yard field goal; another stalled on the 6-yard line. In the third quarter Ray Wolfe, Dartmouth’s stellar back, stopped a Cornell drive with a brilliant interception in the end zone. A short time later, the Indians held Cornell once again, forcing them to punt from their own end zone. One-hundred-and-fifty-pound Joe Arico returned the ball to the Big Red 26, and three plays later Krieger booted a 27-yard field goal.

Krieger’s kick came early in the fourth quarter as a light snow fell, making the ball even slicker. In response, Cornell took to the air. Twice in the last quarter the Big Red mounted drives. Twice interceptions by Dartmouth defensive backs stopped them. With only 2½ minutes remaining in the game, Cornell fashioned a final drive from their own 42-yard line. A series of passes took them to the Dartmouth 46 and then the 31. Then Mort Landsberg got open for what would have been a sure touchdown pass, but before he could get to the ball an Indian defender tackled him. The resulting pass interference call advanced the ball to the 18, and another first-down pass moved Cornell to the 6. They now had four plays and 45 seconds to win the game.

On the first play Landsberg carried the ball on a reverse, avoided a tackler in the backfield, and gained 3 yards. Then Walt Scholl picked up another yard on a slant off right tackle. Finally, Landsberg rushed into the Big Green line and pushed the ball to the 1.

Memories of what happened next differ. Only seconds remained when either Cornell attempted to rush in a substitute, triggering a 5-yard penalty for an extra time-out, or called a time- out it did not have. Whatever the case, a referee moved the ball back to the 6. On fourth and goal Scholl attempted a pass into the end zone. Defensive back Ray Hall easily batted the ball to the turf, ending the drive and the game.4

Or so it seemed to everyone except the chief official, William H. “Red” Friesell. First, he marched the ball to the 20, where it should have been Dartmouth’s ball with 3 seconds on the clock. There he was intercepted by Cornell’s captain, Walter Matuszczak, who evidently convinced him that a double offside penalty had been called on the play, though all three of the other officials denied that they had made such a call. Nevertheless, Friesell executed an about-face and placed the ball back on the 6, giving Cornell a final play. Reporters looked at one another and checked their play-by-play cards, and spectators glared and shouted. Captain Lou Young protested “vociferously and vehemently,” but Friesell refused to argue the matter. Rule 13, Section 1, Article 13 of the Football Code manual stated that field captains could appeal only to a referee about the interpretation of the rules. “They are not allowed to question the jurisdiction of any official or to argue questions of fact”—as Cornell’s Matuszczak had just done. Coach Snavely assumed that both teams had been called offside on the previous play and Friesell was replaying the down. Actually, Friesell was hopelessly, sadly confused. And in his numbed state he rewarded Cornell with another shot—a fifth down, a final chance to keep their unbeaten streak alive.5

Walt Scholl took the snap, rolled to his right, and threw a pass to the corner of the end zone, where a streaking Bill Murphy leaped and caught it for the touchdown. The point after gave Cornell a 7–3 victory. Young again complained to Friesell, and most of the reporters agreed that he had bungled the affair, but Cornell ran off the field as victors in what a New York Times writer called “one of the most thrilling gridiron encounters that had ever been waged.”6

Red Blaik took the loss hard. There was no such thing as a gallant defeat, no substitute for winning. But he refused to whine to reporters. “I have every confidence in Referee Friesell,” he said, before retreating into the locker room.

The world in November 1940 was at war—Germany was bombing English civilians, Italy had invaded Greece, Japan had stormed French Indochina, and the United States had begun a peacetime military draft. The result of a football game might not have seemed to amount to a hill of beans in a crazy world charging toward total, catastrophic war—but it did. Outside the locker room, about 1,500 students took to the streets and campus green in protest, hailing their “victorious heroes” and chanting “no fifth downs.”

Outside his home, Blaik tried to calm the student mob. Friesell is “a great referee,” he offered, and Dartmouth was a law-abiding school. He steadfastly refused to throw gasoline on the fires of discontent. “As far as I can see, . . . the score is on the board.”7

Cornell officials immediately took the high road. President Edmund Ezra Day and Athletic Director Jim Lynah issued a joint statement: “If the officials in charge of today’s Dartmouth-Cornell game ruled after investigation that there were five downs in the final series of plays; and that the winning touchdown was made on an illegal fifth down, the score of the game between Dartmouth and Cornell will be recorded as Dartmouth 3, Cornell 0.”8

Daily newspapers followed the story as if it were an important diplomatic negotiation. Asa Bushnell, the first commissioner of the Eastern Intercollegiate Football Conference, headed the organization that should have exerted a decisive role in what was becoming “l’affaire du futbol Américain.” As the editor of a Princeton University humor magazine, he had once rejected a submission by F. Scott Fitzgerald, a recent alumnus. But this time Bushnell froze and tried to wash his hands of the matter. Neither he nor the officials had the power to change the 7–3 score after the fact. He hoped the record would demonstrate that Friesell “was right.” But, he concluded, “if they show he was wrong, we still can’t do anything.” Only the schools themselves had any power to change the final score.9


The films of the game were developed on Monday. By then, Friesell was clearly having second thoughts about his call. Not long after the game, Blaik and Dartmouth’s President Ernest Martin Hopkins had driven him across the Connecticut River to White River Junction Station. During the somber ride the referee confessed that he might have lost track of a down. After reviewing the press charts and two different sets of game films, Friesell admitted, “I am now convinced beyond a shadow of a doubt that I was in error in allowing Cornell possession of the ball for the play on which they scored.” He insisted that the mistake was his and his alone, and that the other officials were blameless. He was now powerless to correct his error, but he wanted to acknowledge it to the commissioner and “the football public.”10

Cornell’s athletic director, Lynah, and Coach Snavely immediately wired Blaik and Dartmouth’s graduate manager William H. McCarter that in view of Friesell’s announcement, Cornell relinquished any claim to victory. “I accept the final conclusions of the officials,” Snavely told Blaik, “and without reservation concede the victory to Dartmouth with hearty congratulations to you and a gallant Dartmouth team.”

President Day fully agreed: “If we hadn’t made that decision we’d have been explaining that game as long as football has a place in intercollegiate athletics—and I want no long count in Cornell’s athletic history.” The reference to the 1927 Gene Tunney–Jack Dempsey “long count” fight reinforced Day’s belief that college football and professional boxing were two different animals. Bungled calls, misinterpreted rules, and bad decisions were part of the seedy world of prizefighting. But college football, a game that taught the great lessons of life, adhered to a higher code.

Cornell’s handling of the affair, commented a New York Times editorial, demonstrated something about the school and the sport. More than all its victories, it showed the character, honesty, and sportsmanship of its administrators and coaches. And it proved that football, “which is too often described as a ‘struggle,’ a ‘battle,’ even a ‘Blitzkrieg,’ is just a game.” For Americans who had recently witnessed the Nazi bombings of British civilians and Japanese brutalities in the Far East, the verdict about a football game confirmed something deep and implacable about the American character. It provided a comforting yardstick to measure the moral distance between “us” and “them.”11

By the time news of the victory reached Dartmouth, Red Blaik already had one foot out of Hanover. One game remained in the 1940 season, and his five-year contract with the college had reached its countdown stage. Not that he was looking to flee Dartmouth. He genuinely loved the school. He admired President Hopkins, respected the college’s traditions and academic standards, enjoyed the friendships he had formed there, and slept contentedly in the new home that had been built for his family. Dartmouth, he liked to repeat, was “the closest place to heaven.” Still, he was on his way out.

 

Another November 16 game, played at virtually the same time as the Dartmouth-Cornell contest, changed Blaik’s life. Under gray skies in a less than half full Franklin Field in Philadelphia, the University of Pennsylvania battled the United States Military Academy. Penn entered the game 4-1-1, a team that had displayed early-season promise but had slipped in its last three games. Army had shown not a glimmer of promise since they opened the 1940 campaign by squeaking out a 20–19 victory over a weak Williams College squad. The nadir of the season was a 45–0 drubbing by Cornell, at the time the worst defeat in Army’s proud football history.

The Army-Penn encounter was even worse. Penn scored on its first drive, stopped Army’s only first-quarter threat, then turned the game into a track meet, scoring 42 points in the last three quarters. Final score: Penn 48, Army 0.

Sitting on the Army side of the field, cold, cheerless, consumed by anger and embarrassment, Brigadier General Robert L. Eichelberger looked on glumly. At 6-3 he was tall, but he stooped slightly and had recently begun to put on weight. As he watched the game, the forehead above his thick, coarse eyebrows furrowed. He took on the aspect—as he often did when he was angry—of a predatory bird with unblinking, narrowed eyes and a prominent, beaklike nose.

It was Eichelberger’s eyes that people remembered most. They dominated his face and often revealed his feelings. Watery blue, they could shift from warm and inviting to cold and forbidding in a heartbeat. When he talked to a man, he looked straight into his eyes, intently, constantly, taking full measure. When he watched action on the field—as he did Army’s play against Penn—he seemed to miss nothing and understand everything.12

When Robin Olds was a young football player at West Point he met Eichelberger. “He wasn’t the sort of person who invited idle conversation,” Olds recalled. “If you had something to say, you said it, waited for a response, saluted, and got the hell out of there.” There were no MacArthur flourishes or Patton eccentricities to Eichelberger’s dress. He wore the uniform of the U.S. Army strictly according to regulations, and he expected every officer and soldier under his command to do the same. On occasion, he stopped jeeps carrying soldiers and dressed them down for some uniform infraction. A sloppy soldier sent the wrong message about the country’s strength and pride.13

A month before the Army-Penn game, Eichelberger had been on the first list of colonels to be promoted to brigadier general. A few days later, he received a message from a West Point 1909 classmate who had also received his first star. “At last they have had the sense enough to promote the two best damn officers in the U.S. Army,” the new general modestly announced. It was signed “George S. Patton.”14

Eichelberger’s life took on a dizzying pace. The United States, as virtually every army officer knew, was careering toward war. As a new general, Eichelberger was ordered to report to General Joe Stilwell in Monterey to become assistant division commander of the new 7th Division. Before he could pack for the move, however, he was directed to go to Columbus, Ohio, and take command of the VII Corps area. Not long after purchasing a railroad ticket he received yet another order: He was named superintendent of the United States Military Academy. He would be training cadets to assume junior officer commands in the upcoming war.

He would also be defending the institution against blunt frontal assaults and vicious flanking attacks in Washington, D.C. There were senators, congressmen, and even officials in the War Department who believed that West Point was intellectually and tactically out of date, an inefficient trainer of soldiers, and a drain on taxpayers’ dollars. Many West Pointers believed that if Chief of Staff George C. Marshall had his way, the Academy was doomed. A Virginia Military Institute graduate, Marshall advocated original thinking and discouraged numb reliance on the “school solution.” In private he occasionally expressed the idea that there was no need for a four-year college program to train officers. ROTC programs and staff schools could do the job just as well and train many thousands of officers, not just hundreds.

In truth, the Academy did march to a different drummer, one whose beat had not changed dramatically during much of the twentieth century. In an age of automobiles, cadets still learned to ride like lancers, as if the cavalry was about to mount a heroic comeback. When cadets appeared in the pages of the New York Times or Life magazine—which they did with some frequency—more often than not they were pictured on a jumping horse or white-gloved, escorting an attractive young woman at a cotillion.

Eichelberger knew that few places in the United States were more tradition-bound than West Point and that any change was customarily regarded as vaguely sinister. He also realized that the Academy’s survival depended on just such change, that the insights of Darwin and his followers were as applicable to West Point as they were to dinosaurs and dodo birds. He thought more about airplanes than horses, officers in combat fatigues than cadets in dress grays at dinner parties. He envisioned a modern institution, not a quaint relic. With war looming, he knew he had to take immediate action.

Attending the Army-Penn game was Eichelberger’s first act as superintendent. “How Army’s prestige has fallen!” he thought. The next day he continued to West Point and moved into the Superintendent’s Quarters, a white Federal home. Dwarfed by the granite Washington Hall and the brick Arvin Gymnasium, the house is a study in simplicity, a reminder of the modest origins of the republic. From the sweeping front porch, Eichelberger could look out across the Plain toward Trophy Point and the bluffs of the Hudson River. It was an inspiring view. Every superintendent since Sylvanus Thayer had gazed across the Plain; almost every American president since the third decade of the nineteenth century had been greeted at the door. Robert E. Lee and Douglas MacArthur had lived there; the Marquis de Lafayette and Abraham Lincoln had spent a night there. It was the heart of the Academy, the beginning of the Long Gray Line. Eichelberger was not about to see the Academy diminished.15

On November 18, his first Monday on post, he addressed the football team’s sorry state. Meeting with the Athletic Board, he gave his impressions of the Army-Penn game. He applauded the enthusiasm of the cadets who cheered on their Brave Old Army Team to the humiliating end, standing throughout the game, never flagging or grumbling. It appeared that the Academy was developing “the finest bunch of losers in the world.” “By the Gods,” he added, “I believe the cadets deserve a football team which will teach them how to be good winners.”16

Eichelberger rejected the general “concept of graceful losing,” especially as it applied to the military. “[I]n combat warfare there may be no game next week.” He demanded cadets who expected to win and a football team that did win. In 1939 Army had finished the season with 3 wins, 4 losses, and 2 ties; in 1940, with 1 win, 7 losses, and 1 tie. They were losers, especially in the major games. In two years they had generally been outclassed by the Ivy teams and had failed to score a point against either Notre Dame or Navy.17

The superintendent focused first on the size of the young men who were admitted to the Academy. In 1931 the surgeon general had mandated strict height and weight standards for all cadets. An ideal seventeen-year-old cadet standing 6 feet tall was supposed to weigh 160 pounds and could not weigh more than 176. A 6-4 candidate (the height limit for the Academy) could not weigh more than 198 pounds. The surgeon general refused to grant waivers, believing that slender men lived longer than overweight ones. “This may be true from an actuarial viewpoint,” Eichelberger observed, “but it is a hell of a way to run a football team. And the fact that an athlete by his mere size and appearance may make a compelling combat leader apparently had been lost sight of by the yardstick experts; life expectancy in battle for big or little men is just about the same.” The superintendent gave notice to the Athletic Board that he intended to fight for a change.18

But he had a more important fight to pick with the Academy’s own policy that the head football coach be an officer on active duty. This had led to a series of coaches who lacked professional expertise. Since the formation of the first football team at West Point in 1890, only one man had served as long as five years as head coach. Most of the recent coaches had done a three- or four-year tour of duty and then moved on to their next post. For Eichelberger, the approach made about as much sense as selecting combat generals from the ranks of football coaches.

Eichelberger didn’t just want any professional coach. He wanted one particular coach—Red Blaik. After meeting with the Athletic Board, he slipped a sheet of USMA stationery into his typewriter and pecked out “confidential” on the top of the page. “First, let me congratulate you on your wonderful victory over Cornell,” he began. Then he shifted gears. “That, however, has nothing at all to do with this note that I am sending to you. . . .” Even as he was preparing to travel to Washington, D.C., to attend his first budget hearing, Eichelberger wrote, “[M]y thoughts turn to you and Fats [Harry Ellinger] with the feeling that you might want to come back to your old Alma Mater as head coach and line coach.”19

The note was not an offer. Eichelberger had no authority to make one. It was a feeler. “[I]f you are at all interested, please have a letter waiting for me when I come back from Washington towards the end of this week,” he wrote.20

Blaik’s response was as quick as a salute. He had graduated from West Point with the Class of 1920, and his assistant coach, “Fats” Ellinger, had graduated in 1925. West Point represented duty, honor, and country to both. The Army-Navy game was less than a week away, prompting Blaik to suggest that they meet in Philadelphia. On the chilly, blustery night before the game, Blaik and Ellinger conferred with Eichelberger at the stately Benjamin Franklin Hotel on Chestnut Street. They talked about the days when Blaik was an assistant coach on the Ralph Sasse teams that beat Navy three straight years and compiled a 25-5-2 record. It was less than a decade before but seemed like a century ago.21

Over several hours, Eichelberger kept returning to the same message: “[I]t was urgent that Academy football be restored.” There was a war on the horizon, and the Army had to project strength on the gridiron and battlefield. Blaik understood, but he would need time to talk to his wife, assistant coaches, and President Hopkins. He loved Dartmouth, and it would be a hard place to leave.

Eichelberger understood, but only as a career officer could grasp such matters. He knew about friends and pleasing towns, but they were secondary to his commitment to the Army. He went where he was ordered without a comment or a second thought. “Take all the time you want, Earl,” he said. “But just remember one thing: West Point needs you.”

The next day Navy defeated Army, 14–0, in a game that was not as close as the score indicated.

Two weeks later Red and his wife, Merle, visited West Point. Blaik knew he had friends at the Academy, but he was also aware that there was a coterie who had opposed his appointment as head coach in 1932 and were still against him. They resisted any talk of changing the active-duty coach tradition. During a meeting with Eichelberger, Blaik voiced his concerns. What was his standing at the Academy? Even if the superintendent forced through his appointment, would the opposition ensure his failure?22

Eichelberger suggested a test. He told Blaik to wander over to the Officers’ Club and get Tom Impel to cut his hair. Impel could give a standard high-and-tight to a noncom or cadet in no time at all. For a second lieutenant he took 5 minutes. The higher the rank, the more time—and conversation—he expended. Eichelberger, at the top of the pecking order, would lounge for 45 minutes in Impel’s chair.

Blaik returned to Eichelberger’s office about an hour later, reporting that it had taken Impel 35 minutes to complete his job. “You’re in,” Eichelberger replied. “If Tom took that long, you’ll be about the second-ranking person on the post.”

Eichelberger pushed hard. He promised the Blaiks a new home above the Lusk Reservoir, control over the choice of staff, and an attractive salary. But he kept returning to his main point: West Point needed Blaik. “[I]t wasn’t safe for the nation to have the West Point cadets walking around with an inferiority complex in anything,” he recalled saying. His message fell a bit short of a direct order, but it had the same sense of urgency. The fate of Army’s football team, he implied, would soon be linked to that of a country at war. It was a burden, a patriotic responsibility, that Blaik carried back to Hanover.23

Back at Dartmouth, Blaik and Ellinger considered every aspect of the decision. Fats had been an outstanding guard at Army in the mid-1920s, “a chunky human dynamo tearing around the gridiron,” commented John Kieran in the New York Times. He loved football, the Academy, and fun, and when he graduated he had looked forward to a career in the Army. But he was “busted” by the Medical Board. Because of a heart condition, he could not receive a commission and, further, was told to avoid all violent exercise. In response, Fats dashed out of the room, ran to the Hudson River, dove in wearing his uniform and shoes, swam to an island and back, ran up the steep hill, burst into the examining room, and demanded another physical. The Medical Board complied and “busted” him a second time.24

Ellinger took the news badly, dropping out of sight for a few years and living hard. But when he surfaced, he returned to the Academy as a civilian assistant football coach. If he could not be an officer, he could help train officers, he reasoned. He ignored his medical condition and trained with his players, pushing them and himself to the limits. He had no fear of death. “I never knew a more unafraid guy,” one of his players commented. “He wasn’t scared of anything, and he had a laugh for every situation and every job he got into. He had the most infectious chuckle I ever heard.”25

Fats had gone to Dartmouth with Blaik and he too enjoyed it there. But a call from West Point trumped any other job. It was Blaik’s call, but Fats still considered himself all Army, commission or no commission, and he told Red as much. No one was closer to the tight-lipped head coach. They were each other’s opposite—a Mutt and Jeff, Laurel and Hardy odd couple. Blaik, the quiet, reserved Scot, stingy with words and feelings;Ellinger, the boisterous, gregarious prankster. Blaik needed Ellinger, needed his humor and carefree attitude to help the team relax and himself unwind.

 

Ten days before Christmas, Blaik sat at his desk and in neat, crisp handwriting on Dartmouth College Athletic Council stationery began a letter to Eichelberger. Over the next two days he wrote several drafts. “The fact that all of our discussions have been above the board has prompted me to write this letter with the same spirit of candidness,” he began. Before he accepted the position he required several concessions:


	First, the physical requirements for entering cadets had to be formally changed.


	Second, he demanded a five-year contract with an annual salary of $12,000 and “quarters as you have outlined them.” He expected the Army Athletic Association to pay for his moving expenses and quartering costs until his family moved to the Academy.


	Third, his staff, including Harry Ellinger, A. F. Gustafson, Roland Bevan, Frank Moore, and Averell Daniel, had to be hired. For each he requested a specific salary, but he was more cavalier about their quarters: “A football coach knows no hours during the season & has no reason for anything but a comfortable bed.”




He closed his letter with a word on his philosophy of football: “At all times, but particularly under present conditions, West Point in all endeavor[s] should command the respect of the nation. Football can be no exception. . . . The Army can have but one philosophy & that is the one of a winner.”26

The first point was above Eichelberger’s pay grade. It was a policy issue, a matter for the surgeon general, chief of staff, and politicians in the Capitol. Eichelberger explained to Blaik that on November 6, 1940, West Point had requested that the surgeon general rewrite the physical standards for
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