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“After thirty-six years of coaching at such widely separated and differing schools as Iowa State, Cornell, University of Georgia, Carlisle, University of Pittsburgh and Stanford, the experiences that stand out most vividly in my memory are those connected with the Indian lads.”

—GLENN “POP” WARNER, 1931
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The 1912 Carlisle Indian football team. James Francis Thorpe, twenty-four (back row, third from left), and Coach Glenn “Pop” Warner, forty-one (back row, fourth from left), are standing side by side. (Courtesy Cumberland County Historical Society)
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The 1912 Army football team in their lettermen sweaters. Dwight David Eisenhower, twenty-two, is standing third from the left in the center row; Omar Bradley, nineteen, is in the back row, third from the left. (Courtesy the Dwight D. Eisenhower Library)
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THE THRILL OF POSSIBILITY

The hand-rolled cigarette dangled from his lips, and a string of smoke drifted up around his brown eyes as he nervously paced through the locker room at West Point. Dressed in a bowler hat and dark gray suit, Glenn “Pop” Warner was buried deep in his own thoughts. Out on Army’s football field five thousand fans filled the wooden bleachers and hundreds of others sat in folding chairs along the sidelines. Warner could hear the crowd murmur with expectation as he took another drag from his usual pregame cigarette, releasing more smoke from the orange glow of the burning tip. Time was running out before kickoff, and he was still searching for just the right words to spark a fire in the hearts of his Carlisle Indian School football players.

He moved between the benches in the small, musty locker room, striding past his players as they pulled on their red jerseys with the letter C emblazoned on the front, tightened the laces on their black cleats, and strapped on their leather helmets. The forty-two-year-old coach, with his bushy dark hair and barrel chest, had been daydreaming for months of this moment: the game against Army. On this autumn afternoon in 1912 he planned to unveil his latest offensive creation—the double wing—for the first time. The Indians had been practicing the complicated formation since the middle of the summer, and Warner hoped it would confuse the bigger, brawnier, stronger Cadets.

It was late in the season and, for Carlisle, the national championship was tantalizingly close: If the Indians beat Army, just three opponents stood between them and an undefeated season. Warner looked around at his twenty-two boys. They ranged in age from eighteen to twenty-four. Most of them had close-cropped dark hair, copper skin, and coffee-colored eyes, and were as thin as blades of prairie grass. They had come from reservations that dotted the plains of Middle America and as far west as Arizona to attend the Carlisle Indian Industrial School, a boarding school in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, for Indian boys and girls.

At Carlisle, the Indians were assimilated into white culture and forced to abandon every last trace of their heritage. The white teachers cut the Indians’ shiny black hair that reached down to their shoulders. They took their clothing, which was made from animal hides, and handed the boys blue military uniforms and the girls Victorian dresses. From the moment they first rode through the school gate in a horse-drawn covered wagon, the kids were not allowed to speak in their native languages. It would be English only from this point on.

The football team at Carlisle played all the powerhouses of the day—Harvard, Yale, Princeton—and now, on November 9, 1912, at West Point, Warner narrowed his eyes into a liquid gleam of intensity and began to speak in his gravelly voice, hoping to prepare his boys for a battle with another of those top-ranked teams. With the fervor of a tent-revival preacher, the coach told his players that this was the time and the place for the Indians to finally prove that they could play the white man’s game better than the white man himself could. In graphic language, he explained that this was a chance to exact revenge for all the cold-blooded horrors that the white man had inflicted on their people in the past. It was the ancestors of these Army boys, Warner forcefully stated, who had killed and raped the ancestors of the Carlisle players.


On every play I want all of you to remember one thing. Remember that it was the fathers and grandfathers of these Army players who fought your fathers and grandfathers in the Indian Wars. Remember it was their fathers and grandfathers who killed your fathers and grandfathers. Remember it was their fathers and grandfathers who destroyed your way of life. Remember Wounded Knee. Remember all of this on every play. Let’s go!


Nothing could cause the emotional temperature of the Indians to rise like the mention of the massacre at Wounded Knee, and after Warner’s speech was over the players stormed out of the locker room and into the cool November air, filled with primal rage. Outside, the maples, elms, and oak trees that towered throughout the sixteen-thousand-acre West Point campus were tinted red and gold—the colors of the northeastern autumn—and a breeze strummed the branches. Above the Indians as they jogged onto Cullum Field, the cold sky was heavy with an underbelly of clouds that threatened to flood the ground with sleet. It was the kind of football weather that Warner loved: raw and foreboding, perfect for the most important game of his career.

Located forty-five miles north of New York City, the field at West Point was laid out on the granite cliffs high above the Hudson River. Hundreds of feet below the grassy field, scores of boats that had ferried fans from Manhattan and other ports along the Hudson were docked on the rocky shoreline. Late-arriving fans streamed out of the tiny West Point train depot. Once they stepped off the coal-driven locomotive, they climbed the steep hill that led to the broad green plain of the United States Military Academy, anxious to see the battle between Carlisle, the most famous underdogs of the early twentieth century, and the Cadets of Army.

         

While the Carlisle players warmed up, halfback Jim Thorpe loped around the field in his easy, graceful gait. Every movement he made to prepare for the game looked effortless. He kicked forty-yard field goals that cleaved the uprights, he flung beautiful passes that spiraled sixty yards through the air, he sprinted up the field with the ball in his hands and faked out imaginary defenders with feet as light as a ballroom dancer’s. The twenty-four-year-old Thorpe had participated in the decathlon and pentathlon at the Fifth Olympic Games in Stockholm, Sweden, just four months earlier, and had generated more newspaper stories than any other athlete in the summer and fall of 1912—more than Ty Cobb of the Detroit Tigers, Shoeless Joe Jackson of the Chicago White Sox, or the Kentucky Derby winner, Worth. At this moment Thorpe was operating at the height of his athletic powers, and a stadium full of onlookers followed his every step, his every kick, his every snap of the wrist.

         

On the other side of the field a twenty-two-year-old Cadet player with blond hair and penetrating, icy blue eyes loosened up. Jogging in his gold leather helmet, black jersey, gold knickers, white socks, and black cleats, Dwight David Eisenhower didn’t look intimidating—he stood five feet, ten inches and weighed 180 pounds—and he wasn’t as fast as Thorpe nor as muscular. But Eisenhower possessed something that Army coach Ernest Graves couldn’t teach: determination as strong as the gray granite of the Cadet barracks. Ike charged around the field like no one else on Graves’s roster, and though he was only in his first year as a starter, Eisenhower had already established himself as Army’s hardest hitter and toughest runner. Like every other player warming up on the field, Eisenhower played full-time on both sides of the ball—halfback on offense, linebacker on defense. Now, as he stretched and prepared for the game, his mind was focused on two things: stampeding over Thorpe and the other Carlisle defenders when he had the ball in his hands on offense, and punishing Thorpe with vicious hits on defense.

Ever since Eisenhower and his Cadet teammates found out that Carlisle and Jim Thorpe would be coming to West Point, a day rarely passed at the Academy when the Army players didn’t talk about how they were going to “stop Thorpe.” A Cadet would become famous, the Army players believed, if he knocked Thorpe out of the game with a hit so powerful it kidnapped Thorpe from consciousness. Eisenhower especially had been looking forward to this game for months. Finally, he would come head-to-head with the great Jim Thorpe on the football field.

As Eisenhower continued to warm up on this chilly afternoon, he had nearly as many eyes locked on him as Thorpe did. Ike, as his friends called him, had been prominently featured in The New York Times a few weeks earlier. The paper ran a two-column photo of Eisenhower and called him “one of the most promising backs in Eastern football.” Ike was a bruising inside runner who had a knack for dragging tacklers along with him for five, ten, even fifteen yards. And on defense, from his linebacker position, the rough kid from Abilene, Kansas, fully expected to be the chosen one—the player who was going to deliver the knockout blow that would send Thorpe out of the game and into a hospital bed.

         

Minutes before kickoff, the bleachers on each side of Cullum Field were full. A cluster of sportswriters from New York City stood on the sidelines with pencils and notebooks in their hands. Walter Camp, the former Yale player and coach known as the “Father of American Football,” also was on the sideline. Wearing an overcoat and top hat, Camp wondered the same thing that every other fan did: Could Thorpe and the Carlisle Indians keep their national title hopes alive by beating Army, a team that Camp ranked as one of the best in the East?

Just then, the field shook and the air rumbled: A cannon on the north end of the field had fired a thunderous salute to the crowd. The fans erupted in applause. The team captains—Thorpe for Carlisle, Leland Devore for Army—met at midfield and shook hands. The coin spiked upward—Thorpe won the flip and elected to defend the north goal. Devore told the referee that Army would kick off. Thorpe walked back to the sideline, where Warner gave his players a few last-second instructions and then ordered them onto the field. Thorpe was the team’s deep return man, and he cantered onto the field with the cool of a confident Thoroughbred approaching the starting gate. With a bitter wind feathering his cheeks, Thorpe buckled his helmet strap tightly under his movie-star chin. He was ready to play.

Eisenhower lined up with the other defenders on the kicking team. Warner glowered and paced the sideline, another cig pinched between his lips. Standing on the opposite sideline, Omar Bradley, a reserve Army player, surveyed the field. The Army kicker, Devore, booted the ball high into the gray sky. It landed in Thorpe’s arms at the Carlisle fifteen-yard line. Warner yelled for Thorpe to run. Eisenhower sprinted as fast as he could toward Thorpe as the Indian slashed up the field.

The thrill of possibility now pumped in the hearts of everyone on the field. Just twenty-two years after the battle of Wounded Knee ended the Indian Wars, whites and Indians were at it again.
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The last death of the Plains Indian Wars occurred when Plenty Horses (under guard in center), a former student at the Carlisle Indian School, gunned down Edward Casey, a former West Point cadet, in January 1891. Twenty-one years later, Indians and soldiers would square off again—on the football field at West Point. (Courtesy Library of Congress)
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SHOT LIKE BUFFALO

The end came at dawn on December 29, 1890, in a remote valley in South Dakota next to a creek the Indians called Wounded Knee. As the first blush of sunlight spread across the endless Dakota sky, a bank of storm clouds grew larger on the western horizon. About 450 Sioux Indians had set up camp along the winding creek, and as the last whispers of smoke from the previous night’s campfire drifted through the frosty winter air, they shook off the heavy sluggishness of sleep. They could see that on the bluffs all around them stood four troops of the U.S. Seventh Cavalry, outfitted in long blue woolen coats and muskrat hats. Each soldier carried a Winchester rifle slung over his shoulder. Each troop had a small-caliber Hotchkiss cannon. These instruments of death were mounted on light carriages with two wooden wheels, and all the barrels were pointed directly at the camp.

The Indians had a few old rabbit guns and a handful of knives, bows and arrows, and hatchets. At around 8 A.M., five Indian men emerged from their teepees and sat down in a semicircle. The colonel of the cavalry troops, James W. Forsyth, cautiously approached and told an interpreter to shout an order to the Indian leaders: Return to your lodges immediately and bring me all of your weapons.

Reluctantly, the Indian men stood up and walked toward their teepees. In their limited English, they told Forsyth that they didn’t want to fight. The cavalry troops ignored them. Pointing their rifles at the Indians, they quickly moved within fifty feet of the camp. A few Indian women inside the teepees peeked through the slits of the entryway, and what they saw left them cold with fear: The bluecoats were so close the women could see the scuffs on their black boots and the brass buttons on their uniforms gleaming in the morning sun.

On the instructions of President Benjamin Harrison, the cavalry’s mission was to eradicate the Native American practice known as the “Ghost Dance.” The dance, which was performed over four or five days, combined singing and chanting with slow, shuffling movements that followed the sun’s course. Many Indians believed that if they danced the Ghost Dance, a new springtime of bountiful green grass and cool running water would come. The buffalo would reappear, and the white man would vanish. They thought they’d be lifted into the air and transported to a place as perfect as a garden full of fruits, plants, and flowers as far as the eye could see. Here their ancestors would greet them with bright smiles and open arms. The Ghost Dance would take the Indians back to a happier time, and its seduction was so powerful that in the early 1890s it was prevalent in Montana, Wyoming, Nebraska, the Dakotas, Texas, and Oklahoma. Hundreds or sometimes thousands of dancers shuffled around a pole staked in the earth, or “tree of life.” They wore Ghost Dance shirts, which were blue around the neck and adorned with brightly colored birds, suns, and moons. They believed that these shirts were magical and made them invulnerable to bullets—a belief similar to that of the Boxers in China’s 1900 rebellion.

Settlers had reacted with alarm. A federal agent on the reservation at Pine Ridge, South Dakota, in the southwestern corner of the state, panicked at the sight of these Ghost Dances and asked that troops be sent in for reinforcement. “Indians are dancing in the snow and are wild and crazy,” the agent wrote to his superiors. “We need protection and we need it now. The leaders should be arrested and confined at some military post until the matter is quieted, and this should be done now.” The agent’s request was ultimately granted, and within days the cavalry was galloping into Indian country.

General Nelson Miles, the head of the cavalry, suspected that the movement was fomented by the Sioux chief, Sitting Bull, and so he ordered his arrest. The fifty-six-year-old Sioux warrior and holy man was working as a farmer at the Grand River on the Standing Rock Reservation. The federal agent there, James McLaughlin, wasn’t as fearful of Indians as the agent in Pine Ridge who asked for reinforcements. McLaughlin regarded Sitting Bull as an obstructionist, but he would have preferred not to intervene. Hoping to avoid a clash, McLaughlin arranged for the arrest to be carried out by Indian police with the cavalry as backup. Before sunup on December 15, 1890, a group of forty-four Indian police rode on horseback to Sitting Bull’s log cabin. They were under the command of a former Sioux chief, Lieutenant Bull Head, who had been at Sitting Bull’s side in the fights against the cavalry at Rosebud and Little Bighorn.

Along with sergeants Red Tomahawk and Shave Head, Lieutenant Bull Head entered Sitting Bull’s cabin and roused the chief, who was still in his bed.

“What do you want here?” asked Sitting Bull as he pushed away the blur of sleep.

“You are my prisoner,” explained Bull Head. “You must go to the agency.”

After Sitting Bull put on his clothes, the three Indian police escorted him out the door and into the freezing darkness of the early morning. What they found outside amazed them all: A crowd of Ghost Dancers had gathered, demanding to know why the Indian police had stormed the chief’s cabin. As soon as Sitting Bull saw that he had the full support of his people, his demeanor changed. No longer willing to go peacefully to the agency, he stopped walking, forcing the Indian police to drag him toward his horse. The police officers didn’t let go of their firm grip on the chief, and tension escalated as quickly as a spark turns gas into a fire. One of Sitting Bull’s most faithful followers, Catch-the-Bear, called out, “Let us protect our Chief!”

Catch-the-Bear pulled a rifle from underneath a blanket that was wrapped around him. He aimed at Bull Head and pulled the trigger. The bullet hit Bull Head in his left side and spun him backward violently. As he fell to the ground, Bull Head drew his pistol and fired into the chest of Sitting Bull. The chief was dead, instantly. To make absolutely sure, Sergeant Red Tomahawk shot Sitting Bull in the back of the head.

A storm of chaos then rained down. As Sitting Bull’s followers scuffled with the Indian police, the chief’s horse started neighing and snorting and bucking. The chestnut-colored horse had been a gift from Buffalo Bill Cody. For a brief time Sitting Bull had been an actor in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show, a traveling outdoor spectacle that depicted life on the frontier. The interactive performance featured a ride on a look-alike Pony Express, gun battles between cowboys and Indians, and rodeo events such as calf roping and riding wild bucking broncos. Sitting Bull joined the show in 1885. Along with other Indians, he acted out make-believe scenes of wild and screaming Indians attacking stagecoaches and raiding the homes of white settlers. In every town where the show stopped, the image of Indians as heathens and savages was drilled into the minds of increasingly large audiences.

Buffalo Bill and Sitting Bull grew close. As a gesture of this friendship, Cody presented him with a horse that had been part of the show. While the angry Indian police officers outside of Sitting Bull’s cabin were ripping off the dead chief’s scalp, Sitting Bull’s horse began to perform his circus tricks just a few feet away.

         

Many local newspapermen applauded Sitting Bull’s death. “With Sitting Bull’s fall, the nobility of the Redskin is exterminated, and what few are left are a pack of whining curs who lick the hand that smites them,” wrote L. Frank Baum, in the December 20, 1890, issue of the Aberdeen Saturday Pioneer. “The Whites, by law of conquest, by justice of civilization, are masters of the American continent, and the best safety of the frontier settlements will be secured by the total annihilation of the few remaining Indians. Why annihilation? Their glory has fled, their spirit broken, their manhood effaced; better they die than live the miserable wretches they are.”

News of Sitting Bull’s death blew like a cyclone across the plains. Many Indians fled their reservations in fear, believing that the cavalry was trying to exterminate their entire race. The biggest band was the 450 encamped at Wounded Knee Creek. Fifteen days after Sitting Bull had been murdered, they were surrounded by cavalry.

The troops were a part of the biggest military deployment since the Civil War. From the Dakota bluffs, they continued to advance, slowly. When they stood within twenty feet of the camp’s perimeter, the Indians still hadn’t emerged from their teepees with their weapons. Colonel Forsyth then issued an order to a handful of his men: Enter the teepees and conduct the search yourselves. Guns drawn, the soldiers cautiously stepped into the teepees. They overturned blankets, scattered bed clothing, and pawed through everything in sight. Women inside the lodges screamed; children wailed and clung to their mothers.

Outside the teepees, a medicine man named Yellow Bird blew an eagle-bone whistle, signaling his people to resist and fight. Yellow Bird began dancing the Ghost Dance around the fire pit and reminded his tribe that their sacred garments would make them safe from the white man’s bullets. Between praying and crying, he picked up some dirt from the ground and threw it in the air. “This is the way I want to go back,” Yellow Bird shouted, “to the dust!” Forsyth ordered more soldiers into the teepees. He told the troops to search the Indians from head to toe.

A light snow fell, dusting the trees. Soon a second wave of soldiers ran into the teepees, fingers firmly pressed up against the triggers of their carbines. One young Indian, Black Coyote, refused to turn over his rifle. The soldiers ripped off his blanket, yanking him around. Black Coyote then held his gun above his head and told the white cavalrymen that he had paid good money for it, and wanted to be compensated. Seconds later, as a brawl erupted, the gun discharged—perhaps an accident, perhaps not. The shot echoed across the frozen plain and scaled up the valley walls. A cavalryman collapsed. Before anyone really understood what had happened, the bluecoat was on the ground, dead, blood leaking out of him like water out of a cracked wooden bucket.

It took only a moment for the soldiers to retaliate. Lieutenant James Mann yelled, “Fire! Fire on them!” then several rifles blasted all at once. Nearly half the Indian warriors were instantly cut down. The ones who survived the initial volley drew concealed weapons—knives and hatchets mostly—and charged the soldiers. At close range, it was a murderous, blind rage. Screaming war chants, the Indians clubbed the soldiers, who frantically tried to hold the Indians at bay while they reloaded their Winchesters. A few Indians drove their hatchets into the flesh of the bluecoats, who howled in agony and fell to the ground. It all happened so fast—just minutes earlier, the Indian leaders had been sitting in a circle and talking quietly among themselves—but now order and any chance of a peaceful negotiation had slipped away. The hopeless shrieks of dying men pierced the icy winter air as both Indians and soldiers fought with all their strength to stay alive.

The fight didn’t last long. Seeing the Indians advance, the soldiers who were manning the Hotchkiss guns on the hilltop overlooking the camp opened fire, blasting nearly a shell a second at the men, women, and even the children who poured out of the teepees, hysterical with fear. Within seconds, many of the teepees were ablaze. A wave of thick black smoke rushed into the sky, rising like a devilish ghost to haunt the scene. The shells hammered the ground where the Indian fighters were frantically swinging their knives and hatchets at the cavalrymen, sending chunks of earth and chunks of man flying through the frigid air.

A stumbling mass of Indian women and children and a few surviving men escaped down into a ravine that led away from the encampment. The soldiers reloaded their Hotchkiss guns and began sweeping the ravine with fire, mowing down anything that moved. Within minutes, corpses dotted the snow-sprinkled plain.

“They had four troops dismounted and formed a square around the Indians, and they were so close they could touch the Indians with their guns,” wrote Private Eugene Caldwell in a letter to his father. “At the first volley we fired, there were about twenty or thirty Indians dropped, and we kept it up until we cleaned out the whole band.”

The firing finally stopped. For a moment, everything in the valley of Wounded Knee Creek was silent and absolutely still.

         

“Everyone was shouting and shooting, and there was no more order than in a bar-room scrimmage,” wrote one private in the Seventh Cavalry in a letter to his brother in Philadelphia. “I shot one buck [Indian] running, and when I examined him, he had neither gun nor cartridge belt.”

“We tried to run,” recalled Louise Weasel Bear, who was a child at the time of the Wounded Knee massacre, “but they shot us like we were buffalo.”

Some of the Indians managed to run as far as two miles from the camp before they died of their wounds. Others made it only a few feet. A total of twenty-five white men were killed—most had likely died as a result of friendly fire. Because the Indians were equipped only with knives, hatchets, and a few guns, more than 180 had lost their lives on this bloody winter morning. For three days, the dead were left to lie where they had fallen while a blizzard swept over them, freezing their skin solid.

A burial committee was sent to the scene on New Year’s Day, 1891. One by one the frozen bodies were dragged from under the snow and heaved into a single pit. One baby girl, about a year old, was discovered still alive, wrapped in her dead mother’s shawl. She was wearing a cap that bore an American flag made of beads. Almost all of the other children were dead. “It was a thing to melt the heart of a man if it was of stone,” said a member of the burial task force, “to see those little children, with their bodies shot to pieces, thrown naked into the pit.”

“Fully three miles from the scene of the massacre we found the body of a woman completely covered in a blanket of snow,” wrote Dr. Charles Eastman, a local physician who helped retrieve the bodies, “and from this point on we found them scattered along as they had been relentlessly hunted down and slaughtered while fleeing for their lives.”

The burial committee dug a pit sixty feet long and six feet deep. They threw more than 180 Lakota bodies into the mass grave, stripping jewelry, clothing, and ghost shirts from many of the bodies. A few weeks later eighteen Medals of Honor—awards the military gave for uncommon valor and bravery on the battlefield—were bestowed to officers and enlisted men for their actions at Wounded Knee. Corporal Paul H. Weinert, who fired two shells from his Hotchkiss gun that exploded on a group that included delirious women and children, was awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor, the highest military accolade in the United States.

         

A few days after all the bodies were buried, a twenty-two-year-old Lakota Indian named Plenty Horses crept up behind Edward Casey, a lieutenant in the cavalry. Tall with wide shoulders and his face colored with war paint, Plenty Horses looked like a classic Sioux warrior. His long dark hair was braided and he wore tan-colored buckskin and moccasins—the traditional Indian dress. He looked far different on this cold January day than he had just a year earlier, when he attended the Carlisle Indian School in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. For five years at the boarding school, he donned a military uniform and his black hair was only a few inches long. Now, as he approached the unsuspecting lieutenant, and with a Winchester rifle hidden under a blanket that he had wrapped around himself, his experience at Carlisle was fresh in his mind—and motivating him.

Lieutenant Casey, an 1873 graduate of West Point, was at the Pine Ridge agency with other soldiers trying to convince the Indians to lay down their arms. On the morning of January 7, 1891, he was riding on the back of his towering black horse alongside two Indian scouts—both of whom had enlisted in the cavalry six months earlier—when they encountered about forty Sioux Indians who were also galloping across the wide-open prairie. The two groups met and, while still on horseback, spoke peacefully in a circle for several minutes. Casey extended his hand to Plenty Horses, who had been at the Pine Ridge reservation on the morning of the Wounded Knee massacre.

“Hau, kola”—hello, friend—Casey said to Plenty Horses. The two shook hands. The two groups then talked in English for several minutes as they slowly rode their horses for a mile or two. Casey told Plenty Horses that he wanted to visit a nearby Lakota camp. The Indians halted. Plenty Horses warned Casey that he should not move a step closer to the camp. For a few minutes, the two groups continued their dialogue. Everyone appeared calm. But then, in the middle of the conversation, Plenty Horses leisurely withdrew from the circle, backing his horse away. He quietly positioned himself about four feet behind Casey.

The discussion ended. Casey agreed that he wouldn’t move any closer to the Lakota camp. As Casey was saying goodbye to the Indians, Plenty Horses raised the Winchester from his blanket, positioned it on his shoulder, and aimed it at Casey. Just as Casey started to ride off, Plenty Horses calmly pulled the trigger. The piece of hot lead sank into the back of Casey’s head and tore out just under his right eye. Casey’s horse reared and threw him onto the ground. The lieutenant was dead before he landed on the frozen ground. A Carlisle Indian had killed a West Point officer, and this death would be one of the last ones in the bloody Indian Wars that had raged for decades on the plains of America.

Plenty Horses was soon arrested. At his trial he explained his actions by pointing at one place: the Carlisle Indian School. “Five years I attended Carlisle and was educated in the ways of the white man,” Plenty Horses said. “When I returned to my people, I was an outcast among them. I was no longer an Indian. I was not a white man. I was lonely. I shot the lieutenant so I might make a place for myself among my people. I am now one of them. I shall be hung, and the Indians will bury me as a warrior.”

The murder of Edward Casey put Carlisle on the front pages of newspapers from New York to Los Angeles for the first time. It wouldn’t be the last.
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The massacre at Wounded Knee was the final major armed encounter between Indians and whites in North America, marking the end of the Plains Indian Wars. But profound distrust—and hostility—between whites and Indians would continue as the nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth. Most whites viewed Indians as savages who needed to be “civilized” if they were ever going to fit into proper society. Dime-store novels, Wild West shows, and silent movies all reinforced the “savage” image of Indian people.

It was in this racially charged environment that three young Indian boys—Jim Thorpe, Albert Exendine, and Gus Welch—were raised in the late 1800s. Almost every day of their youth they were reminded of their lowly status in society, from stories about how bounties were being offered for the scalps of Indian men and women to how Indians were being sequestered onto parcels of land the government called “reservations.” The families of Thorpe and Exendine, who both lived in the Oklahoma Territory, had little money and little hope for the future. It was the same for Welch, who grew up in the woods of northern Wisconsin. But soon all three of these boys would be lured to the first boarding school for Indian children in America that didn’t sit on Indian land. Located in the thick of Pennsylvania coal country, the Carlisle Indian School was founded in 1879 by Henry Pratt, a cavalryman who had fought in the Civil War and hoped to “kill the Indian and save the man” with his experimental school. At Carlisle, Thorpe, Exendine, and Welch would wear the clothes of whites, receive the education of whites, speak the language of whites, and play the games of whites—basketball, baseball, and football.

Soon, these three young boys—plus a coach with an imagination as wild as a child’s—would lead the Carlisle Indian School football team to national prominence. Many of the Indian players had the same blood pumping through their veins as the men, women, and children who fell at Wounded Knee, and the brutal massacre would stay vividly alive in all the players’ minds for years. But the Indians of Carlisle couldn’t exact revenge on the battlefield. They would seek it instead on the football field.
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Big-boned and jolly, Glenn Warner was viewed as an uncle-like figure by his teammates at Cornell, who started calling him “Pop” during the fall of 1892. Dressed in his familiar Carlisle sweater and football knickers, Warner (far right) enjoyed lining up and practicing with his Indian players. Warner had been a star lineman at Cornell from 1892 to 1894. Here Warner is pictured with (left to right) Captain Emil Wauseka, Jimmie Johnson, and Albert Exendine. (Courtesy Cumberland County Historical Society)
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POP LEARNS FROM MA

The chubby boy dressed in his thick winter coat waddled down a snow-covered sidewalk in Springville, New York, passing two-story houses and trying to avoid the other kids walking home from school. Ten-year-old Glenn Scobey Warner was big for his age and overweight, which made him a bull’s-eye for the playground bullies who ruled the middle school in that town of 2,500. The kids teased Warner by calling him “Butter,” a nickname that would stick for years. During recess they flung rocks at Glenn with their slingshots and during lunch period they blew beans through their straws at him as he ate. The boy quietly accepted his fate as the picked-on kid until one winter day, as he was walking home from school, when he decided he’d had enough.

A classmate approached Warner on the sidewalk. He taunted Glenn with a few words, then plucked the youngster’s stocking cap off his head and tossed it into an icy mud puddle. To up the humiliation ante, he stomped on the cap like he was trying to put out a fire. The other boys laughed while the schoolyard bully jumped up and down on the cap, expecting Butter to melt in the face of the challenge and slink away like he always did. But as suddenly as a shift in the wind, Warner’s comportment stiffened. For the first time in his life, he raised his fists and charged forward like a Yankee after a Confederate.

Warner’s father, William, had been a captain for the Union in the Civil War. On many occasions William would sit in the Warners’ parlor and have a heart-to-heart with his boy. While stroking his long dark beard, William would tell his son that he should fear no one, just as he himself hadn’t, even when the guns were firing in battle. It was William’s tough-guy demeanor that had helped him survive the terrors and the hardships of the Civil War, and he tried to pass on this same attitude to his boy, who already possessed his father’s menacing dark eyes, iron jaw, and steely gaze.

Now, facing his tormentor, Glenn fought back just like his father had taught him. With a crowd of boys watching, Warner balled his fists and swung wildly at the classmate who had tossed his hat into the puddle. Butter was only ten years old, but years later he would recall this moment as a significant one in his life, as the day he learned that he could assert his will on others. After bloodying the schoolyard bully on this winter afternoon in 1881 and winning his first fistfight, Warner gained more confidence and self-assuredness. He began to shed his cocoon of shyness, and he never backed down from another bare-knuckled brawl. By the time he was sixteen, the big-boned Warner had slugged his way to elite status: one of the toughest kids in school.

When he wasn’t in the classroom, Warner was usually out in the fields of his family’s wheat farm, which was located just outside of town. Every September, Warner and his younger brothers, Fred and Bill, helped their father plant the wheat seeds, and every June the Warners harvested the plants with a horse-drawn combine. The work was strenuous, and as Warner gained inches in height, all the hours he spent in the fields transformed his flabby, pear-shaped body. At age sixteen he had developed a thick, sturdy build, and when he played games with his classmates, Butter was the one kid everyone wanted on their team.

One of the most popular games that Warner played with his friends in the mid-1880s was a crude mix of soccer and baseball. On a field that measured about one hundred yards long, with two cross streets serving as the goal lines, two teams of boys pushed and shoved each other around as they tried to get an oblong-shaped ball—actually, a blown-up cow’s bladder—across the goal line. Throwing and kicking the ball to their teammates, each squad tried to maintain possession and keep the cow’s bladder away from the opposition, which gave the game a faint resemblance to a new sport that had been created only a decade earlier and only a few of the kids were familiar with: football. But Warner’s favorite game in high school was baseball. At six feet tall and 190 pounds as an eighteen-year-old, Warner was an oversized right-handed pitcher blessed with a blistering fastball. And when he gripped a bat with his big hands and strode to the plate, he had a knack for crushing balls over the head of the left fielder.

When Warner graduated in 1889 from Springville’s Griffith Institute, a combined elementary and secondary school, a teacher persuaded him to take the entrance exam for the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, 350 miles to the southeast of Springville. Warner wanted to follow in the footsteps of his father and become a soldier. In addition, he could play baseball at West Point, which made the school even more appealing.

On the day of the entrance test Warner brimmed with optimism. But then he looked around the exam room and did the rough math. There were forty other young men sitting down for the test, which meant that the odds were stacked against him to win one of the handful of appointments that were going to be awarded to this group of applicants. In the end, four of the students won appointments—but not Warner.

This disappointment would stay lodged in Warner’s mind for years to come. He would always be fascinated by the military and he sometimes wondered how his life would have been different if he had earned his way into West Point. But one day Warner would finally walk onto the tree-covered campus that sat on the granite cliffs along the Hudson River. He had failed to impress the military men of West Point once; he didn’t plan on letting that happen twice.

         

His options limited after graduating from Griffith, Warner moved with his mother, father, and younger brothers to the tiny town of Wichita Falls, Texas, northwest of Fort Worth near the Texas-Oklahoma border. There the family purchased a cattle and wheat ranch spread over hundreds of acres.

Shortly after arriving in Wichita Falls, the men in the family mounted horses and spent ten hours inspecting their vast swath of land, riding over pastures and streams that wound through their property. Warner had never seen so much wildlife—quail and antelope drank from the Red River, fat-bellied wild turkeys scooted across the dusty terrain, prairie chickens scurried through the brown tallgrass. Warner was excited to become a cowboy, which was what he did. He planted wheat, built and fixed windmills that pumped water, cleared large areas for grazing, and herded cattle. For ten months he rarely stopped working other than to sleep and eat.

Then, in the summer of 1890, he was offered a job he couldn’t refuse: For fifteen dollars a week, he became an assistant to a local tinsmith. Even as a boy, he had been fascinated by art and using his hands to create things. In his free time he liked to sit in front of an easel and, with a brush in his right hand and a palette of watercolors in his left, paint landscapes. This was his escape, and it revealed a softness of character that was hard for others to fathom when he was wearing his cowboy hat and herding cattle under the brutal Texas sun.

Warner also enjoyed using shears, hammers, punches, and stakes to build objects out of tin. Working at the tin shop, he used his tools to fashion cups, baking pans, milk pails, teapots, and lanterns, which were used by the local night watchmen. The handcrafting also fired his creativity, and years later he would apply all that he learned at the tin shop to football, developing gadgets such as shoulder pads, thigh pads, cleats, blocking sleds, tackling dummies, and even lightweight uniforms.

A few days after receiving one of his first paychecks from his boss at the tin shop, Warner tried to make some easy money. He owned a little cow pony that he believed was one of the fastest four-legged creatures in all of the Lone Star State. One of his friends owned a much larger mustang, and Warner bragged that he thought his cow pony could beat the mustang in a race. To make matters interesting, he backed up his belief by wagering twenty dollars. His friend gladly accepted the bet. Warner, even though he weighed about two hundred pounds, decided that he would ride his own horse. His friend would also play jockey—only he tipped the scale at 140 pounds.

At the appointed hour, the two horses stood at the starting line. A signal was given, the horses flared their nostrils, and then stamped their feet into the Texas afternoon. The race wasn’t even close: The cow pony struggled to gain speed because of all the weight on its back, while the mustang and its jockey blazed effortlessly across the finish line. Warner lost his twenty dollars—not to mention a sizable chunk of pride.

Warner went back to work in the tin shop, and soon became so proficient at the art form that he was placed in charge of the entire store. Wearing an apron and using an anvil made of a block of steel, Warner could lose himself for hours as he hammered out different objects. His one reprieve from his tinwork came on the weekends, when he’d camp out with his brothers on the ranch under a sky speckled with stars. Over the next two years Warner was so content that time could have frozen and he wouldn’t have cared.

In June 1892, Warner rode the train to Springville to spend the summer there with his childhood friends. While in his hometown he pursued his two loves: he played amateur baseball for the local team and he wagered on the horses. In the middle of summer Warner pitched and hit in a bitterly contested five-game amateur series against the nearby town of Gowanda. Afterward, he took a train thirty miles north to Buffalo. He’d heard that the Grand Circuit harness races were coming to the eastern shore of Lake Erie, and he wanted to see if he could turn some of the cash he had earned back in the tin shop into big money with some calculated bets.

Warner considered himself an astute judge of equines and, after spending one week at the track, he was up fifty dollars. Pressing his luck, he followed the circuit to its next stop—Rochester, New York—where he thought he could double his money. Then, he’d be able to proudly walk onto his dad’s ranch at the end of the summer, pockets bulging with bills. It all seemed effortless, as easy as stealing second on a wild pitch.

But then the odds caught up with Warner and his luck stole out the back door. He went on a long cold streak, and within days he’d lost not only all of the money he’d made at the track in Buffalo, but also all the cash he’d earned at the tin shop except for the few dollars he would need for his train ticket back to Texas.

With his wallet empty, he traveled by rail from Rochester to Springville. As he gazed out the window at the lush hills of upstate New York, his mind raced to find a way out of his financial pit. He considered coming clean with his father and telling him about how he’d blown all his money at the harness races, but that would send the old man into the kind of rage that Warner didn’t want to face. He also tried to think of ways he could make money fast, but nothing came to him.

This was another key moment in Warner’s life: He had to come up with a plan to make up for his lapse in judgment at the races. During the past few years, his father had urged him to go to law school, but Warner had demurred, saying he liked working in the tin shop and camping out in the moonlight on the Texas range. But now, as the locomotive clanked and sputtered to a halt in the Springville station, his situation had changed. He was penniless and desperate. He decided to write his father a letter explaining that he had changed his mind and that he now wanted to attend Cornell Law School, which at the time didn’t require an undergraduate degree for admission. To prove he was serious, Warner included with the letter the law school’s catalog, which listed all the classes at the Ithaca, New York, school. He also mentioned that he didn’t have money to cover the tuition and the costs for room and board. He needed financial help.

A few weeks later, while Warner was still staying with friends in Springville, he received a reply from his father. When he opened the letter, he saw exactly what he was hoping for: a check for one hundred dollars. His father also wrote that he was as proud as he’d ever been that his son was becoming a lawyer and would make a difference in the world. But the father wasn’t as happy as Warner himself. Now he could keep his secret from his parents. As penance for his sin of gambling he would have to go to law school, but at least he had been spared the embarrassment of telling his father the truth.

Shortly after receiving the check, Warner applied to Cornell Law and was promptly accepted. Near the end of the summer of 1892 he packed his suitcase and boarded a train in Springville. Lugging his bag on board, he took a seat. As the steam engine cranked up and the wheels churned forward, Warner looked around at the other passengers. He spotted a boyhood friend who also was traveling to Ithaca for school. The two chatted. The buddy mentioned that there was someone else on board that he wanted Warner to meet. His name was Carl Johanson, and he was the captain and coach of the Cornell football team.

After the introduction was made and the two shook hands, they struck up a conversation. Johanson told Warner all about the relatively new game of football. As the miles ticked off, Johanson detailed the rules and strategies of football. Warner leaned in close, rapt. This new game sounded incredibly intriguing.

Warner didn’t know that twenty-three years earlier, on November 6, 1869, the first official intercollegiate football game was played in New Brunswick, New Jersey, between Rutgers and Princeton. The sport was slow to catch on, but gradually football gained popularity at several East Coast colleges, especially Yale, Harvard, and Princeton—schools that came to be referred to as the “Big Three.” In the early days of college football, opposing teams rarely even scored on the Big Three, but one team that routinely gave them a good fight was Williams College, a small school in Williamstown, Massachusetts. Johanson told Warner that he had played at Williams for several seasons, and now he was the head coach of Cornell, which had begun playing the sport two years earlier, in 1887.

As the train swayed and lurched closer to Ithaca, Johanson took a hard look at Warner. The young man appeared to be about six feet tall, two hundred pounds. He had bushy dark hair that stuck up from his forehead in unruly waves, as if he had just come in from a long run, and thick, expressive eyebrows. His arms had the rounded, muscular shape of a lumberjack’s. He had a thick chest and a torso as stout and solid as a fire hydrant. And there was something about the look on his face, about the intense way his eyes zeroed in on whatever was in front of him, that seemed to indicate he was about to discover a secret that would save the world. This Warner guy, Johanson concluded, might just have what it takes to become a heck of a football player, the kind who could rip open holes on the offensive line, and on defense be able to flatten ballcarriers like bugs.

Before the train reached Ithaca, Johanson asked Warner if he’d ever played any organized sports; Warner said sure, that he’d swung a lot of bats and caught plenty of baseballs growing up. Johanson kept pressing. He needed bodies to fill out his roster, so he asked Warner if he’d be interested in coming out to the football field the next afternoon to join the team for a practice. There might be a spot for you, Johanson said. As the train slowed on its approach into the station, Warner accepted the invitation.

The next day Warner wandered out to Percy Field, where the team practiced on a patchy expanse next to splintering wooden grandstands. “Get on your stuff right away,” Johanson told Warner. “We need a left guard.”

“Wait a minute,” replied Warner. “I don’t know anything about the game at all.”

“Never mind,” insisted Johanson. “All you’ve got to do is to keep ’em from going through you and spoiling the play when we’ve got the ball, and when they’ve got the ball, knock the tar out of your man and tackle the runner. Perfectly simple.”

Protect my man on offense, tackle the runner on defense. Warner wasn’t sure about this strange game, but there were few things in life he liked more than being thrown into competition, and so he bounded onto the field for a team scrimmage, ready for a rumble. Like a stranger in a foreign country, it didn’t take long for Warner’s naïveté to surface. When his team punted, Warner sprinted down the field, hoping to make a crushing tackle—and a positive first impression on Coach Johanson. But the deep safety, instead of catching the punt, let it hit the ground. The ball thumped on the grass and bounced high into the air. Warner, not knowing any better, leapt after it and swatted the ball into the end zone. He had broken two rules—he wasn’t allowed to touch the ball during the play (this was the rule at the time) and he wasn’t allowed to push it forward. But he succeeded in drawing the attention of Johanson. In his first moments on the gridiron, Warner played with passion and intensity, as if the game really meant something to him, and that was precisely the kind of player Johanson wanted on his roster. After the scrimmage Johanson told his team to jog around the track. Johanson informed Warner that he didn’t have to run because it was his first day and he didn’t want him to overdo it, but Warner insisted. He joined the other players on the track for four laps, completing a mile.

The next day, Cornell played the opening game of their 1892 season, hosting the Syracuse Athletic Club. Playing the entire game at left guard, Warner helped Cornell—called the Red Men—to a 16–0 win. He’d been playing football for only two days, but he was already obsessed. The face-to-face fighting within the game, the athletic tests it presented, the endless chess game of strategies, the camaraderie that came with being on a team—Warner couldn’t get enough of it.

         

They called him “Pop.”

The nickname was tattooed on Warner soon after he made the Cornell football team in the fall of 1892. He had spent most of the previous three years of his life out in the wide-open spaces of Texas, which meant he was older than most of his teammates. The younger players considered Warner, who was big-boned and jolly, to be a father-like figure, and on one of the first days of practice Johanson at one point called out, “Good work, Pop!” Immediately, the sobriquet stuck to Warner as if it were sewn onto his shirt. Soon, everywhere he went—to class, to practice, to the dining hall—everyone called him Pop. Warner didn’t mind the nickname; it neatly portrayed a few of his most endearing qualities—his friendliness, his maturity, and his leadership, which was rapidly developing on the football field.

Cornell rolled to a 6-0 record to begin their 1892 season, outscoring their six opponents 286 to 12. In early November the team rode the train to Cambridge, Massachusetts, to take on Harvard, one of the top teams in the early dawn of the sport. The interest in the matchup was so great that about ten thousand fans paid one dollar apiece to sit in the bleachers on the sidelines of the field. It wasn’t just men who were fascinated by the game; many well-heeled women in large, billowing hats rode onto the Harvard campus in horse-drawn carriages.

As soon as the ball was kicked off to start the game, the fans were treated to a festival of violence. At the time, the forward pass was outlawed and most plays featured a rugby-style scrum as the offensive and defensive lines tried to push each other back. When Harvard had the ball, they often employed the flying wedge formation, in which the center was the only player on the line of scrimmage. The other ten offensive players leaned forward in a gaggle about ten yards behind the line of scrimmage. After the captain gave a signal, nine of the ten players then took off for the line, grunting and running as fast as they could. Just before they crossed the line, the center snapped the ball back to the lone remaining player in the backfield.

From the bleachers, the collision of offensive and defensive players looked like two rival clans engaged in hand-to-hand combat. After the initial push, the ballcarrier put his head down and barreled ahead. As the play unfolded, punches were thrown and, in the tangled pile of arms and legs, it wasn’t unusual for players to bite each other. Harvard won the game 20–14, but Warner learned two important lessons: To play with the elite teams, you had to be as tough as a back-alley street fighter; and, to win, you needed a detailed plan of attack in which all eleven men operate in perfect synchronization.

Cornell finished the 1892 season with a 10-1 record. Warner, a starting lineman, was having more fun playing football by the day.

         

Dressed in his football knickers and a thick red-and-white sweater, Warner played again in the ’93 season. The team was so popular that Campbell’s, a relatively new company that sold soup, was inspired by the Cornell football uniforms to make its labels red and white. And Warner improved with each game. From his position on the line, he could usually push around the opponent because of his superior size and strength. But his blossoming talent didn’t prevent the Red Men from struggling to a 3-6-1 record. After the season, Warner prepared to enter the nine-to-five world as an attorney.

In the spring of 1894 Warner finished his two years of law school, but before he left campus the football manager asked him to return to the team for the ’94 season. He told Warner that, to maintain his eligibility, all he needed to do was sign up for a few postgraduate courses. After pondering his two options—football or work—Warner agreed to play one more season for the Red Men. In his spare time, when he wasn’t on the field or in class, he’d make some money by waiting tables at a local restaurant. He’d also try to sell his watercolors, which he painted whenever he could—although after games he was often so sore he barely could lift his brush.

When the team gathered at Percy Field for the first fall practice, the players elected Warner as their captain. The coach was Marshall Newell, who had been an All-American tackle at Harvard. When he played for the Crimson his teammates called him “Ma,” for two reasons: It was a shortened form of his first name, and he enjoyed taking younger players under his wing and teaching them the game. Ma was the perfect mentor for Pop. Newell constantly drilled his players in the fundamentals of the game—blocking and tackling—and taught them proper techniques. He put his players on a no-dessert diet. On Sunday afternoons, to bring his boys closer together, he led the team on hikes through the Redbud Woods, located on a wooded slope near campus. As the team walked through the thicket of yellow oaks, hackberry trees, and the dense stands of redbuds, Newell pointed out different flowers and talked to his boys about sportsmanship and the need to trust your teammates like they were your blood brothers. Out there in the quiet of nature, as the team trampled over sticks and shrubs, Newell had his players visualize playing football and what each of them needed to do to win games. These Sunday walks sometimes lasted over an hour. Like Thoreau at nearby Walden Pond, Newell used Redbud Woods to inspire his players and make them as mentally strong as any team in the nation.

Warner soaked it all in, absorbing every word that came out of Newell’s mouth as if it came directly from the Gospels. Late in the season Newell was summoned back to Harvard for two weeks to help the Crimson prepare for their upcoming game against Yale—the biggest game of the 1894 college football season. There was only one player who Newell thought was up to the task of taking over while he was away. That player was Warner.

The night before his first practice as substitute head coach, Warner excitedly sketched out a trick play. This was his first dabble in coaching, and it charged his imagination in the same way that painting did. Warner thought he could bamboozle Cornell’s next opponent with his new play. So the next day, after he walked onto the practice field in charge for the first time, he told his players to gather around. He had an idea he wanted to share with them—and he hoped it would be a doozy.

On a small chalkboard, Warner diagrammed play “Number 39,” as he called it. The play was based on an aspect of football strategy that intrigued Warner the most—deception. Earlier in the season he had sat in the stands of the Yale-Princeton game and closely watched both teams use the “flying interference” offense, in which the offensive players charged straight ahead at the opposing defense with as much force as possible. This got Warner thinking: What if you faked running straight ahead but then bolted to the outside?

Warner outlined the basics of “Number 39” to his players: After the ball was hiked to the quarterback, all the backs and linemen would run to the left. This would look like a sweep, and the quarterback would take a few steps to his left and fake a toss to one of the backs, who would also run left. At that precise moment, the left guard would curl back and receive a sleight-of-hand pitch from the quarterback. The guard would then run around the right end without any blockers. The defense, Warner told his players, would believe that the back had received the toss from the quarterback and that he still had the ball. Meanwhile, the guard would have nothing but open field in front of him once he received the pitch. It was a revolutionary concept—teams ran only straight-ahead plays; none ran this kind of reverse—and Warner believed it would shock Williams College, the next team on their schedule.

A few days later Williams traveled to Ithaca for Warner’s head-coaching debut. In the closing minutes of the fourth quarter, with the score tied 0–0, Warner decided the time was right for his trick play. Cornell had the ball around midfield and Warner, who was playing left guard, grabbed his quarterback and whispered into his ear, “Number 39.” The quarterback relayed the play call to everyone else in the huddle, and then the Cornell offense walked to the line of scrimmage.

The ball was hiked to the quarterback. The line and backs surged to the left. The quarterback took a few steps to his left, then faked a pitch to the back. Warner, from his position of left guard, took a step back, pivoted, then ran to his right as fast as he could. The quarterback, barely moving his arms, handed him the ball. Warner sprinted around the right end and looked up the field. There were no defenders in sight.

Warner ran hard. Five yards, ten yards—still no one on the Williams team even seemed to know that he had the ball. Warner lumbered on. He had always been one of the slowest players on the team, but now he was exerting all his energy, huffing with every step. He went twenty yards and could see the goal line. For a moment, he thought his trick play was going to win the game.

Warner had never carried the ball before. Wanting desperately not to drop it, he bear-hugged it to his chest, tightly wrapping both arms around the ball like it was the only thing in the world that mattered to him. The crowd was on its feet.

Seconds later, seemingly out of nowhere, a Williams tackler lunged at him. The speedy defender caught Warner from behind and wrapped his arms around his waist. As Warner’s knees buckled underneath him, he tried to use the football to cushion his fall. But as soon as the ball smacked the ground, it squirted out of his grasp as if it were slathered with grease. The ball was eventually recovered by a Williams player and, a few minutes later, the game ended 0–0. But after the game Warner felt energized, as if he had uncovered a secret. His trick play had worked. What if, he thought, I called all the plays?


[image: image]


Shortly after the final whistle blew on the 1894 football season, Warner reluctantly accepted a job at a law firm in Buffalo. The time for games was over, he supposed. Now he needed to earn some money and make his father proud. Yet his early days in the legal profession were lean. Warner struggled to find casework. As he sat behind his desk with his clean shave and dressed in a coat and tie, Warner wondered how he could earn extra cash. The answer came to him in the form of a letter. The business manager of the Cornell football team wanted to know if he could recommend Warner to be the new head coach at Iowa Agricultural College (now known as Iowa State University) in Ames, Iowa. The school had contacted Cornell, an established eastern power, for help in their job search, and the team’s business manager thought Warner would be the ideal hire.

After Warner scanned the letter, he fired off his own missive to the graduate football manager at Iowa expressing his interest in the job. He soon learned that the salary was twenty-five dollars a week, which was more than he was making as a practicing attorney. Warner wrote the manager back and accepted the job. But Warner knew a thing or two about negotiating contracts, so before he traveled to Iowa he sent letters to about a dozen schools in the East and South inquiring if they were in need of a football coach. One school official at Georgia responded, offering Warner thirty-five dollars a week to coach in Athens. Warner told Iowa about the new offer and then cut a deal: He would coach at Iowa from August through the first week of September and be paid $150, then he would take the job in Georgia. It was a win-win situation for Warner, who never thought he could earn so much money in one season of coaching. But cash wasn’t the only thing that lured Warner back to football. He was still obsessed with the game, and he wanted more fuel for his hungry fire.

         

Warner eyed the farm boys and preachers’ sons closely, looking at their muscular arms and tree-trunk legs. On the first day of practice in Ames, Warner liked what stood in front of him. Though the thirty or so players who showed up for the first day of practice had virtually no background in football—the popularity of the sport was slowly spreading westward in the summer of 1895—the corn-fed boys were strapping and fit. The majority had worked on farms all of their lives, and their bodies had been sculpted by years of toiling in the cornfields.

After a few days on the job, Warner received an invitation to play the Butte Athletic Club football team in Butte, Montana. The exhibition game would be played in mid-September, which would be Warner’s last week on the job. The letter from the Butte coach, whose roster was filled mostly with adults who played simply for the love of the sport, went on to state that the game would be played on a Sunday in order to attract a large crowd—and a large gate. The Butte coach promised Warner a “financial guarantee sufficient to cover the team’s expenses” for traveling to Montana. Warner knew that Iowa school officials would never allow his team to play a game on a Sunday—the holy day—so he did what lawyers sometimes must do: He tweaked the truth. He told the school’s faculty that he believed the game was scheduled on a Saturday; the faculty, to the delight of Warner and his players, approved the trip.

Mimicking his former Cornell coach, Marshall Newell, Warner schooled his players in the basics of the game—blocking and tackling. He also taught Bert German, a graduate of the Ames, Iowa, school who would take over the head coaching responsibilities when Warner left for Georgia. For about a month, Warner had his boys scrimmage frequently in the blazing midwestern heat, trying to prepare them for the hard-hitting chaos that awaited them in Montana. When they boarded a tourist passenger train destined for Butte after four weeks of intense practice, Warner was confident that his boys were ready to win.

The Iowa team traveled in luxury on a steam-engine train that had a dining car and sleeping cars. Dining cars had recently been added to trains throughout America, and the Iowa team brought along its own chef to prepare eggs in the morning, sandwiches in the afternoon, and steaks at night for the players. The sleeping cars were likely in an open-air section of the train that consisted of a pair of seats—one faced forward, the other backward—on each side of the aisle. The seats could be manipulated to create upper and lower berths, which looked like bunk beds stacked on top of each other. For privacy, the passenger could pull a screen across to separate himself from the aisle.

At night, using the electric lights that had first been wired into trains in 1882, many of the players and other passengers read books to kill
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