


WE REALLY PLAYED 
FOOTBALL IN THE 

GAY. NINETIES 
(c .... ,,"',(I<I fm ... I'ase 19} 

t railed along for a while. For a t ime 
we could draw back two big guards and 
add t hem to the backs to put a little 
lead into o ur line bucks. T hen w hen 
this also had become forb idden, we still 
could p ull back o ne tackle. B ut even 
when t hey bad caught. up wi th us and 
for bidden lhat., still t.he game wasn't. 
like today 's. 

T he difference came out of t he ab­
sence of t.he forward pass. There being 
no forward pass, a nd hence no fear of a 
forwa rd pass. t he team on t he defense 
lined. u p t.ight, its Line a sol.id wall, ita 
backs close u p. W hen you lowered your 
head and bucked l hal., you bucked n 
fortificn lion. You had help, t.hough. 
T he help was not 80 much ahead . in t.he 
form of blocking, IlS it is today; i t came 
£rom behind. As you bucked, your 
whole tea m muascd a t. your tail find 
enthusio.st.ically shoved YO'l t h rough. 
Through you went li ke a straw driven 
t hrough a fence by a M iddle West 
cyclone. 

Once t hrough, Lhe e t.hics of t.he period 
de rnfln ded that you cont.in ue. E ven 
flsprawl you went on, clawing t.he 
eart.h for a possible hall inch, while 
t.be feUows o n t.he other side piled u p 
on you one by one, and your own fe l­
lows, t ry ing to help. piled up on you 
one by one, until t he referee, a skep­
t ical fellow, at last becu me convinced 
Lhat your progress was truly halted 
lind blew h is wh isLle. 

Unde r there you lay very quiet, 
knowi ng that this was the only kind of 
rest you got in Lhia game, bold ing your 
breat.h because t.here was no brealb to 
brea t.he, tuc ki ng your hands under you 
to esca pe the prowlings of still ambi­
Lio us clea ls, a nd holding t.be bon t.ight. 
in your armpit, fo r nlwnys, at. t hat. 
(,ime, some sly s ucker would be trying 
to steal it from you. 

I n my last. game we had in our 
eq u ipment a. m? neuver that dc:>Crves 
special descrlpt.lon. We ca1led It. t.he 
Kangaroo and it. was built. about our 
fullback, a rnngy cUstornf;r naJned Pete, 
who was fast I;lnd springy. As the center 
snapped the ball to me, Pete would al­
ready be on h is way toward the l ine at 
a decep tively careless trot whose every 
ste p , as a matter o f fact , had boon cure­
fully ca1culated. I handed him t.he 
ball os he reached a cert.nin spot, also 
flccurntely predele rmined . and he 
t be n leaped up into t.be a ir. A t. the 
same moment, I grabbed t he scat 
of h is pants, and gave it mighty up­
wllrd heave while the two halfbacks 
grabbed each a t.high and gave a 
m ig hty upward heave. High (,hrough 
the sky Pete went. sailing, to aligbt 
wen behind tbe ':!lemy line. 

T he only inconven ience about this 
play was (.hat. landing on the other 
side, Pete landed ent.irely alone. Be­
fore our protective intentions could get 
to him, he usually ha d boon well worked 
over already by an irr itated foc who 
questioned t.he honesty of this sudden 
arrival out of the air . 

We were, as n matter of fact, honest. 
folk in t.hose days. Honest., d irect. peo­
ple. We used few trick p lays- we con­
sidered them un profitable in the long 
run. Our idea wna to hammer, hammer 
and hammer. You hammered a chosen 
spot o f the other side t ill it. was a bit 
pulpy, and t.hen you hammered. it 
some more. T he plays Clune fast one 
on l he other. T here were none of 
the delays that now follow im.'om­
pleted forward passes, since there 
were no forward passes. We took 
t ime out. but rnrely. One never asked 
for tirne out for hurt or d iscomfort, un­
less t he matter called for a shuLler or a 
door. Also, the officials were not. the 
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into t.he correct hole if it was a line 
p illy, led him lind blocked for him if 
he was setting sail for an e nd ' run. 

The qua rterback was the general, the 
brain trust. He sha ped strategy, and or­
dered every play, screaming out caba­
listic signals, face to t.be sky like a coy­
ole. Above everything, be was t.he 
driver, the whip, t.he adrenalin. He 
WIlS always a bit suspicious of Lhe big 
stolid fellows of the line. He suspected 
them of play ing along comfort.ably al. 
99 per cent of t heir ca pacity , whereas 
h is idea was 135 per cent. Manya time 
ha ve I reached that 135 per cent by 
dancing up and down behind my line , 
vigorously pinching a na t.omical por­
tions, of center, guards, tnckles ond 
ends olTered 1.0 me as tbey crouched. 

On the defense t he quarterback stood 
back, gathered in t he punts, rau them 
back, lind thus filched further publ ic 
acclaim. 1 was not t.hat kind of q uar­
t.e rbllck, l am sorry to say. I was used 
o t herwise beca use I was built li.ke a 
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go ri ght th ruug h Ih e ceili e r o f (U"'I. !" 

nllrrow puritans of today. Unless you 
twea.ked your Opponent-'s nose clear 
oIT, or walked away with his leg. 110 

whistle was blown. Frugal wh istlers 
they were. 

But , above all. there were none of 
t hose painfu l legisilitive meet.ings ill 
which h uddled gentlemen t ry to decide 
nUer every play what they had better 
be doing next. I n our t ime this would 
be settled sharply and without debate 
by the fl aming little tyrant that ra n 
us- our qunrterback ... Eight- four­
nineteen !" he shrilled , with no hud­
d ling; and eight, fou r . nineteen we d id . 

He had enormous prestige, the quar­
terback, and was unlike the amorphous 
creature- dull blocker usually - who 
holds h is t itle today. H '3 was nea rly 
always a I..i ttle fe llow beca use he had lo 
be active 8S a squirrel a nd because he 
had to th ink fast, and 8.. little fe llow 
thinks faster than a b ig one. (I weighed 
a hundred and forty-two pounds.) He 
was at the starL of every play, passed 
the ball to t he right man, pivoted him 

fire hydr:m t. Have you ever brought 
up suddenly ogainst It fire hydrnnt as 
you coursed abscnt-mi ndedly along t.he 
sidewalk? I was such a fire hydrant, 
but u mobi le o ne, posseS/led o f an in­
stinct that was apt to place me always 
a t t he spot where it would h urt most.. 
T herefore was I p layed right. bebind 
the line on defense, with orders to fill 
up t he holes. 

Every time t.be e nemy opened up a 
hole in our line, J stepped into the 
hole and met t he nose of the mass play 
a.imed through it.. You have no idea 
whut a sensual pleasure it is to be 0 
hyd rant a nd to meet people abruptly 
who don't know you 're t.here. 

\ Ve had none of the singular par­
a phernaH!l you see o n !.he training 
fields o f loday. We didn 't strengthen 
our backs by shoving agricultural 
machines around. We d.id.n ' t leam 
to dodge by hopscotching a long a 
field strewn wilh discarded a utomo­
bile t.ires. We strengthened our backs 
by shoving t he ot.her fellow around. 

We learned to dodge by dodging the 
other guy. I n short, we thought that 
foot.baJl was best Jeanled by playing 
football. 

And so, we played rootball. Every 
aflernoon we played it- one hour, two 
hours, three hours- the squad split 
into teams t.h.-It were hurled at each 
otber. It was dog eat dog. too, for out 
of J.his daily melee grlldually evolved 
the final choice. The way to make the 
Team. the big one. was by consistently 
discouraging rivals in your own par­
ticula r specialty. and t he best way to 
discourage t.hem. of COUfliC, was to kill 
them 01T. 

T he coaches stuck their noses only 
moderately inlo t his grinding process. 
They were t.he children of an uncompli­
cated em, and d isd a ined dela ils and in­
t r icacies. The tendency WfiS lo rely on 
pure emotional exa lta t ion. Without 
ceasc, they prodded us towa rd t.he de­
s ired stllte of illumined ferocit.y. 

Mostly . through the long a ft.e.rnoons 
of scrimmage, t.hey stood behind our 
struggling I.ines and yelled. .. Ha.rd! 
Ha rd! I-Ia-a-ard!" lhey yelled ... Low! 
Low! Lo-o-ow!" they yelled. 

This "low" rates an explanation. I t 
was II. religion with us o f the 9O's to 
piny the game low. Watching from 
a grandstand today, 1 a m 8tupefied 
when I see a b urly fullback go into the 
line standing up- to bounce back de­
servedly the next momen t. and find 
himself sitting down. When we bucked 
a line we flashed aJong never more Umn 
about , if: inches aboveground. Picture 
an imuginary pla ne spread over the 
fi eld about two feet above the gruM . 
It was under this imaginary plane t hat 
lhe real work went on- both the glory 
and Lhe murder. 

We tackled l ha t way too. Lo-o-ow! 
Hitt.ing the runner hard with the 
shou lder, und simultaneously s nappin(:: 
his knees t.ogether. joint to- joint.. B ind 
your k nees toget.her tight ruld then t ry 
to run ; you'll understand what I mean . 
We dropped them us if shot, and t.hen 
piled u p o n them to make sure. This 
wus very Ilecessnry, because in t.hose 
days a team hRd to make only five 
yards in three downs to hold the ball . 

ArId we used the flying tackle, which 
is now barred. We left our feet when we 
tackled a nd flew through the air . We 
were £reel We weren't like the poor 
over-regimented tacklers of today, 
tied down by the rule as if by ball and 
chain. And tbe sta.nds were spared t he 
sad spectacle SO often olTered them to­
day, when a run ner streaks to a touch­
down past the sad noses of cleven stal­
warts wbo vaguely wave Iittle-old-lady 
gest.ures at him, aimed at his topknot.. 
h is car or his wrist. 

During the d aily toil of tmin ing, we 
wore little armor . None of those hard­
leather shields that Lhe present grid­
iron k nights wear inside their silken 
pants; our pan ts were of canvas or 
10 ..... ly moleskin. We did carry a bit of 
stuffing at the knees, a bit of stuffing at. 
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the shoulders, but we ripped all this 
out before tl big game, 8pceU:tcularly 
and melodrama tically. Helmets weN! 
stills novelt.y; (or the protect.ion of our 
precious heads we relied on OUl" hair. 
We wore it very long. 8 bit. in the style 
of the defunct C leo de Mcrodc. I hove 
a picture of my last eleven beJore me 
at this very moment. It looks like a 
picture o f eleven Paderewskis- except 
t.ha t it. a lso looks like a picture of eleven 
timbcrwolves, ga unt, desperate and 
baleful-eyed . 

Quf.8ide of the daily mS888cre on the 
fie ld , we lived ra t.her monastic lives. 
We dwel t. together at training quarters 
and a te together at. t he tra ining table. 
The t raining-table djet was based o n a 
simple idea , which was to ma ke tigers 
out of us. A tiger, it was argued. if he 
played football , would ma ke an excel­
lent footbal l player. Therefore were we 
fed raw meat in the form oC raw beef­
steak. 

I fail to remember ever seeing at 
the t-raining table any of that green 
stulT that vitllmin fanatics a re 80 wild 
about these dAYS. Sweets, of course. 
were taboo- pies. puddings. fruit. Wa­
ter was viewed with suspicion; we were 
a l.lowed it only in the form of a thin and 
particularly loathsome gruel called oat­
meal water. Except that, secretly 
every evening a fter practice, standing 
under our showers, we opened our 
mouths wide and let good old H20 
pour m. 

Now and t.hem, the (''OlIchcs m ight 
decide thllt we were going stille; we'd 
then get each a bottle of a le at Lhe eve­
ning tIlble. It hlld to be ale ; it could n't 
be beer. There were alwaYH men in the 
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squad who had brought sad prejudices 
from a rustic home , they'd turn away 
from their pints, a nd we'd seize them, 
and for an hour or two the somber 
training quarters would brighten with 
raucous laughter and loud shouts. 
There wasanot.her custom, a.lso founded 
upon rock. If the head Collch decided 
that his pet slar had gone stale. he 
took him to tbe Pa lace Hotel, and 
dined him on oys lers, lobster, par­
t ridge, guinea hen, crepes suzette and 
champagne. This was supposed to Ex 
h im up for the rest of the season. 

We had no doctor. Physicians were 
feared . They might overcodd.le us or 
turn us into hypochondriacs. Our 
physical welfare was in t.he care of the 
trlliner. He WIIS usually an ex-pro 
wresUer who had turned mafl8Cur. He 
usually treasured ideas all his own on 
physiology and hygiene. I remember 
one well. and, strange as it may 800m, 
with affect.ion. H is name was AI. He 
was the idol of the campus and of the 
grandstands because be cou1d t.urn 
back flips. 

At. t he daily scrimmage, at big gllmes, 
sooner or later t.he rooters- now cal.led 
the cheering aection, I believe- would 
start a chant.. " Turn a flip, AI ; turn 
a flip," they chanted, insistent.ly. t.ill 
finally in front of t.he grandstand. 
AI turned a back flip to thunderous 
applaU8C. 

He Liked me, did AI. Every now and 
t hen. instead of t.he conventional witch· 
hllzel rubdown, be gave me an oil rub, 
which was his subtle way of expressing 
esteem of the athlete stretched on bis 
table. But he had moments of regret­
ta ble inspiration. One a fternoon after 
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practice, contemplating my right knee, 
which was swollen with what, in those 
days. we airily called water-on-thc­
knoo. he said suddenly a nd resolutely: 
" I know! \Ve'llroast t.he water out! .. 

He picked up a handage, doused it. 
with something out of a bottle. and 
wrapped it Light a round the knee 
whose water was to be roasted out. I 
went. away, and after a while the knee 
began to burn. I t burned more and 
more as I stood it. stoically, because 
stoics we were supposed to be. By 
nighttime. I managed to get to sleep, 
but. during the night l woke up crying 
"fire." 

Itwflsn't,fls I had been dreaming, the 
t ra ining bouse t.hat was on fire; it was 
my knee. Gri tting my teet.b, I man­
aged to last an bour longer, then, 
utterly unmanned, tore off t.he band­
age, watching curiously t.he skin peel 
off wit.h it. 

When I saw Al in the morning, a nd 
showed him the knee, jeering a bit be­
cause t.he water was still in it, still un­
roasted, I asked him curio usly what. it 
WIIS that. he had put on it. He pa88Cd 
me the bottle 110 that. I might see for 
myself. What I saw was t ha t he had 
used turpentine . .. Pure and unad uHer­
a ted ," the label assured me. He gave 
me au oil rub. 

I remembered how I protected that 
roasted knee in the game that came a 
few days later. J did it wit h an elastic 
bandage. But. the bandage wasn't on 
the k nee t hat you t.hink - oh, no! It 
was Oil the good knee. And it. was 110 
placed t.hat., while it. pretended to try to 
hide itself, it stuck out. a few inches, a 
ba it. for hostile eyes. 

No ... :onloer,191:> 

It is extraordinary how often that 
dishonestly ba ndaged knee was hit in 
t.hat game. There wllsn' t a pilly when 
some hostile shoulder didn't come 
crashing into it. While the other, the 
really vulnerable one, remained un­
molested as I chuckled secretly. Ab, 
t hose were great old days! 

And thus, through such li ttle adven­
tures, but mostly through a sea of 
somber toil and moil and trouble, we 
came to the climax or t.he season, the 
Big Game, aga i-lst our specialest and 
legendary E , cmy. 

We came to it.. a team that would 
be considered today shockingly over­
trained. Well, we had lost a good deal 
of our sprightliness along the way. 
but- gee- we could last forever! S pir­
itually we were loaded up to t.he hilt. 
And finally. t.here we were in the d.ess· 
ing rooms beneath the grandstands 
which creaked a nd gro!lned wit.h the 
weight above us of the multitudes 
come to watcb us, and we were listen­
ing to our coach's last IIOlemn harangue. 

r still remember t.he best part of it. 
It was that passage in which he begged 
us not to let his mother down. It 
seems t.hat. t he little old lady was sit­
ting in a rocking chair, many miles 
away, waiting for news of our victory. 
and t.hat she wouldn' t be able to bear 
it if we got licked. . 

We didn't let. her down. O nto the 
field we surged , hands clenched, teeth 
grinding. eyelashes headed wit.h man1y 
tears, determined to shred t.he foe. 

Yes, we were pretty good boys in 
t h08C days. Perhaps a bit naive, but 
certainly consecrate. And they now 
call it the Gay Nineties! 
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