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			Introduction

			The casual professional football fan, of which there are evidently hundreds of millions, has no idea what a hypocrite he is. Despite devoting virtually no thought at all to the inner workings, backroom deals, and contractual complexities that make his Sunday afternoon prostrate beer-guzzling a socially acceptable pastime, he fancies himself a total fanatic of the local team, and spends an inordinate amount of money every year on baubles expressing same.

			That may well be true of most of us. If it didn’t explicitly occur on the field, between our trips to the bathroom, it may as well not have happened. Unlike basketball, baseball, or hockey, whose devotees may rattle off at the drop of a hat a few obscure playoff conventions or the finer points of the CBA, many NFL fans would be hard-pressed to recite the current standard for a completed pass. Football may very well be number one in our hearts—for now at least—but we tend to keep much of the game itself, from rulebook to playbook, at a stiff arm’s length. I think I understand why.

			The game that used to exist only on Ivy League school quads and far-flung radio broadcasts is long dead. That game, like the one we know and love today, was random, cruel, and unapologetically violent. But, unlike the primetime ratings bonanza now foisted upon America three times a week, the football of the past was largely unloved. It was also unpolished, amateurish, dull, unoriginal, and nearly invisible to most of the country, which is not coincidental. 

			Within that context, turning on a contemporary edition of NBC’s Sunday Night Football, say, and bearing witness to the sparkling sheen of professionalism and focus-grouped marketing that’s been pasted over the pockmarked surface of the sport per se is, in a word, utterly discombobulating. To wit, in what sense should we understand the glamorous new arena, miles away from its two-decade-old “dilapidated” predecessor, in a sprawling “Coming Soon!” mixed-use suburban oasis, financed largely by the working-class fans who can no longer afford to attend events there, to have been “sold out”?

			Or at what point do we stop rooting for players based on which college received between two to six years of their unpaid, high-risk labor in exchange for a meal plan and exposure, and start rooting for players based on which modern-day robber baron’s father paid a nominal franchise fee in the county closest to where we were born? And if players are terminated midway through their contract for using drugs that help them maintain a competitive edge, heal more rapidly, or cope with the damage they do to their bodies every day, are we still their fans? 

			Maybe you have the time and mental bandwidth to consider these and more conundrums while you watch, dear reader, or perhaps not. But regardless, by an overwhelming margin, you are still watching despite it all, and the NFL knows it. Efforts to redress the important social issues plaguing the game, the league, and the general broadcast experience will therefore be token at best. More likely, these issues will be exacerbated. 

			But still, we watch. Why?

			Consider these words from John Heisman, widely considered to be one of football’s most influential architects:

			We all know that by collegians the game is esteemed the king of sports, and it deserves no less ranking, for it has the power to create and to arouse “college spirit” as does nothing else from one end of the campus to another. Now college spirit is a mighty fine thing. It teaches the meaning of the words loyalty, fidelity, love of country, patriotism.

			There you have it. Despite all the grifting, the commercialization, and the ground-up human capital, we never miss a game because, at the end of the day, we are insane. We’re completely, undeniably, swinging-a-dead-cat-around-in-a-parking-lot-and-hollering-level bonkers, with no intention to get better and no conceivable remedy. True nutjobs!

			Only the truly insane, after all, would see patriotism in a sport that is regularly compensated by the military to “salute the troops” before games, or loyalty in a league that forcibly drafts its talent. (Admittedly, the fidelity of the artificially piped-in crowd noise is decent, but whatever.) More to the point, these values reflect the undeniably ill-informed, genteel, and superstitious worldview shared by, wouldn’t you know it, basically every football coach and player ever. 

			Luckily for us, many of these influential men . . . these fearless trailblazers . . . these bigtime dummies if you will (and if you won’t, I will) had the foresight to codify their thoughts in an easily roasted and riffable format during the short window in history that would legally allow their inane goofball rants to be reprinted without permission. So without further ado, I am now going to do that. Please enjoy. 

			P.S. If you happen to find your work in the pages to come, I am deeply sorry. Tell your great grandchildren to roast this book when I am dead.
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			On Mechanics

			In making a forward pass, assume that an opponent is directly in the way and practice rising on your toes and starting the pass from the highest point you can reach. The ball should travel on a line horizontal to the ground.

			W. H. Lillard, Football Rudiments, 1911

			Or, hell, just grip it however you want and throw it wherever. We’re still kinda working the kinks out of this thing.
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			On Coach Interference

			Coaching from the side lines is prohibited in the rules because it is considered an unfair practice. The game is to be played by the players using their own muscle and their own brains. If an onlooker, having seen all the hands in a game of cards, undertook to tell one of the players what card to play, the other players would have just cause to object.

			John R. Richards, Inside Dope on Football Coaching, 1917

			At all times during the game, the head coach must sit upon a horse facing south along the broad side of a swift river. At first whistle, the horse’s behind will be clapped, and he shall set off into the distance with his rider in tow. The coach’s arms and legs are to be bound with good twine, and his sense muffled by means of cloth and string. He is permitted one eye to guide the horse away from deadly crevasses. The coach is customarily retrieved by boat on the third day after a victory. This is due to fairness and things such as that.
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			On Timing

			I recall many, many occasions in the old days when it had been solemnly agreed between coaches and trainer that a time-limit should be set on the day’s practise and when the coaches would overrule the trainer’s call of time to put “just five more minutes” on some individual play which they wanted to perfect. These five minutes were nearly always costly, for it is a provable fact that men are hurt far more easily when they are tired than when they are fresh. Time after time these few extra scrimmages cost us the services of somebody we needed badly.

			William W. Roper, Winning Football, 1921

			Sounds like you’d be better off just never having the last five minutes of a practice. Some sports novices may assert that this is a logical paradox, and that in any session of greater than five total minutes, there will always be a final five-minute period, but if they’ve never sat behind a too-glossy table on a Sunday afternoon deep cable show with a graphics budget that looks like it came from the Pentagon, they can and should be safely ignored.
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			On Celebration

			Every team has a game during the first half of the season when the tackling is ragged. When the players reassemble on the following Monday, I usually indulge in a few remarks concerning individual and collective shortcomings, explaining that they attempted to reach runners with their arms, instead of driving with their shoulders. . . . I then designate a certain day in the near future as “Bloody Wednesday” . . . notifying the squad of the nature of the intended celebration.

			A portion of the afternoon in question is used to send unfortunate substitutes down the line with footballs also with full liberty and license to go at any speed possible and to use as much of the field as they may require. The varsity players should make four or five tackles apiece without shirking the test in any respect. The wild man in the open usually proves sufficiently elusive and determined to make the test entirely valid.

			Maj. Frank W. Cavanaugh, Inside Football, 1919

			This method is also a wonderful parenting strategy. Have two kids? One of them misbehaving? Let them hit the other one repeatedly. Problem solved, and you’ve earned yourself a glass of day wine.
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			On Friendly Gatherings

			When a snap-back is to be made they arrange themselves in this way: Center holds the ball, behind him stands quarterback; more to the rear is full-back, with left half-back and right half-back a little to the front. Flanking these and slightly in advance are the two ends.

			Each of these is ready to receive the ball, at a signal from quarter-back. . . .

			When the ball is put in play there is a grand rush. The runner with the ball is surrounded by friends who try to force their way through the opposing line.

			Alfred Rochefort, Healthful Sports for Boys, 1910

			And he breaks away! To the 30, to the 40, and he is surrounded by friends just past midfield! Oh my, he was very surrounded by friends on that play. What a thorough surrounding that was there, by his friends. And it looks like we have a flag for excessive friend-surrounding on the play. You hate to see that. 
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			On Mystery

			It is the spectator who needs the coaching nowadays, and it is in the hope of clearing away for his benefit and that of the uncoached schoolboy much of the mystery that has been deftly thrown around the game by those in close touch with the great football universities that this book is offered to a sometimes puzzled football public.

			Herbert Reed, Football For Public and Player, 1913

			If you’re a fan in this era, you are likely exposed to no more than a dozen or so plays, executed by the same three or four teams, at an excruciatingly slow pace. That could be overwhelming, though, so here’s what a bunch of junk coaches think about when they’re freezing on the muddy sidelines.
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			On Stretching

			First Exercise: (A) Raise arms to horizontal. Move the left foot twelve inches from the right. Slowly bend the fists and lower the arms downward from the elbows. Then curl the fists upward into the armpits bending the head backward meanwhile until you look upward at the ceiling. Take a deep breath as you bend the head back. 

			(B) Then, without resting, extend the arms straight forward from the shoulders, palms down; let the arms begin to fall and the body to bend forward from the waist, head up, eyes to the front, until the body has reached the limit of motion. . . .

			Walter Camp, Football Without a Coach, 1920

			Second Exercise: Bend at the waist. Grab the left ankle with the right hand, and repeat on the opposite side. Hop forward in an awkward, swirling motion. Howl for five hours. Blow up a balloon. Vigorously grind your teeth.
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