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Preface: 1941
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IT WASN’T SUPPOSED TO BE a date that would live in infamy. That December day was just supposed to be Tuffy Leemans Day. After six seasons, Alphonse Emil Leemans, the New York Giants’ burly halfback, was hanging up his spikes for good. Leemans was one of the toughest players in the National Football League—his nickname was not ironic—but he was also one of the most popular players, among teammates, fans, even opponents. He was self-effacing. He had a good sense of humor. After practice he liked to unwind by helping his wife make candlewick rugs.

Leemans had been discovered by Wellington Mara, the teenaged son of Giants owner Tim Mara. While visiting Washington, D.C., in the fall of 1935, the younger Mara saw Leemans lead George Washington College against mighty Alabama. GW got throttled, 39-0, but it wasn’t Leemans’ fault. But for him, the Washington Star reported, “the Buff and Blue might have yielded even more points.” Especially impressive were Leemans’ booming punts: twice he booted the ball more than 60 yards—from his own end zone. So taken was Wellington that, upon his return to New York, he practically begged his father to sign Leemans. Wisely, the old man took his son’s advice: the Giants made Leemans their second pick in the first NFL draft  the following spring. He proved to be more than just a great punter: He led the league in rushing his rookie season, carrying the ball for 830 yards. He also played excellent defense and returned kicks. He was an all-pro that season—and every season thereafter.

But now it was time for Leemans to move on to more lucrative pursuits—he had his eye on a duckpin bowling alley outside Washington—and the Giants wanted to give him a big sendoff before his final home game, at the Polo Grounds on December 7, 1941, against the Brooklyn Dodgers. (Professional football teams routinely “borrowed” the name of their local baseball franchise, much to posterity’s confusion. There were even two different pro football teams called the New York Yankees in the 1940s.)

It was a perfect day for football, clear and cool, not a cloud in the sky. The massive stadium was packed with more than 55,000 fans, the league’s biggest crowd of the season. Looking a little sheepish, Leemans accepted his parting gifts: a silver tray in the shape of a football and a small trophy, presented by Giants captain Mel Hein; a gold watch from his George Washington coach, Jim Pixlee; and $1,500 in defense bonds, presented by Jim Farley, New York State’s Democratic boss, former Postmaster General—and ardent Giants fan.

Smiling, Leemans stepped up to the big microphone.

“Fans, teammates, my former coach, George Washington alumni, and”—sotto voce—“the Brooklyn Dodgers.” The crowd roared with laughter. Leemans gave a brief, heartfelt speech in which, according to the New York Times, “he thanked every one for everything.”

The rest of the day was sure to be anticlimactic: With a record of eight wins and two losses, the Giants had already clinched the Eastern Division title for 1941. They would play the Western Division winner for the league championship in two weeks, so today they would play hard—but not too hard.

With six wins and four losses, the Dodgers were playing for nothing but New York City bragging rights.

The game down in Washington that Sunday was meaningless, too. The Redskins were hosting the Philadelphia Eagles. Both teams had long been eliminated from playoff contention. The Redskins were ending their worst season since moving from Boston in 1937. The Eagles were guaranteed to finish with more losses than wins, just as they had every year since joining the league in 1933.

But the weather was spectacular in Washington, too, and the capital, weary of all the war talk and eager for outdoor diversions before the dreary Potomac winter took hold, turned out in force. Griffith Stadium, a dilapidated old battleship of a ballpark on Georgia Avenue NW, was nearly sold out. More than 27,000 fans filled the place, enabling the Redskins to set a new single-season attendance record: 194,450. Among the crowd were hundreds of servicemen, dapper in their long, double-breasted dress coats (soldiers in beige, sailors in dark blue), chatting, laughing, flirting with the girls working the concession stands, sipping hot cocoa or coffee (or maybe a little contraband whiskey). One of the servicemen at the game was a young naval officer named John F. Kennedy.

Not to be outdone by the Giants, Redskins owner George Preston Marshall orchestrated two “days” at Griffith Stadium that Sunday. One was for Bob Hoffman, a Redskin who was stricken with tuberculosis midway through the season. Hoffman was recovering nicely but was “believed to be under heavy expense.” Collection boxes were placed throughout the stadium, the contents of which would be forwarded to the ailing player. It was also “Georgetown Day,” to honor the four Hoyas taking part in the game: Clem Stralka of the Redskins and Lou Ghecas, Joe Frank, and Jim Castiglia of the Eagles. In a pregame ceremony each was presented a brand new suitcase by Al Blozis, a Georgetown senior and star tackle on the school’s football team, who had the honor of representing the student body.

Of the three games that Sunday, the only one that really meant anything was at Comiskey Park in Chicago, where the  Cardinals were hosting their cross-town rivals, the Bears, before a crowd of 18,879. Usually the rivalry was phlegmatic—the Bears almost always won, and easily—but this game was different because there was a lot on the line. If the Bears won, they would tie the Green Bay Packers for first place in the Western Division, forcing the first divisional playoff game in league history. (The Packers had already finished their schedule, and many of them were in the stands to root the Cardinals on.) The Cardinals had something to play for as well. They were out to avenge a 53-7 whipping that the Bears had administered to them eight weeks earlier. There were no “days” at Comiskey that Sunday, only football.

The games in New York and Washington kicked off at 2:00 p.m., Eastern Time. The Chicago game began 30 minutes later.

At Griffith Stadium in D.C., the Eagles, who were 14-point underdogs, surprised everybody by quickly taking a 7-0 lead over the Redskins. Eagles halfback Jack Banta, who’d been cut by the Redskins earlier in the season, gained a measure of revenge on his old team by scoring the touchdown on a nice seven-yard run. Nick Basca, a rookie from Villanova, added the extra point. At the top of the stadium, in a rickety press box reeking of cigar smoke, the sportswriters, lined up behind their Underwoods and L.C. Smiths, kept one eye on the field and another on the Associated Press Teletype machine, which was spitting out reports from the other two games. In Chicago, the Cardinals were leading the Bears 7-0 in the first quarter. In New York, the Dodgers were beating the Giants by the same score early in the second quarter. It was shaping up to be a day of upsets.

Then, at around 2:45 p.m., the Teletype machine pounded out an enigmatic message: CUT FOOTBALL RUNNING.

Pat O’Brien, the AP man at the Eagles-Redskins game in D.C., turned to his friend from the Washington Post, Shirley Povich, and shrugged: Must be a problem with the wires.

But then came this: PEARL HARBOR BOMBED.

Then this: WAR ON.

The writers huddled close around the machine, silent and disbelieving. They were the only people in the stadium with any knowledge of the events unfolding, at that very moment, half a world away.

“For a few moments it was our exclusive secret,” Povich later wrote. “And hard to grapple with was the stupefying news.”

Jesse Jones—commerce secretary, presidential confidante, and one of the most powerful men in Washington—was enjoying the game from a box seat on the 50-yard line. An usher approached and handed him a note. Jones read it, got up, put on his coat and hat, and left the stadium in silence.

Another usher was dispatched to locate Edward A. Tamm, the assistant director of the FBI, and escort him to the stadium switchboard. Tamm was patched into a call with J. Edgar Hoover, who was in New York for the weekend, and Robert L. Shivers, the special agent in charge of the bureau’s Honolulu office. Shivers held the phone out his office window. Tamm and Hoover could hear the explosions emanating from Pearl Harbor.

Soon Griffith Stadium echoed with cryptic announcements.

“Admiral W.H.O. Bland”—the head of the Navy’s Bureau of Ordnance—“is asked to report to his office at once,” the public address announcer solemnly intoned, the words bouncing around the stadium like a wayward punt.

“Mr. Joaquin Elizande”—the resident commissioner of the Philippines—“is asked to report to his office.” The announcements grew more frequent, and urgent. Newspaper reporters and photographers were asked to report to their offices as well. The press box rapidly depopulated. By halftime, just a single photographer was on the sidelines.

But the big news—the outbreak of war—was never officially announced at Griffith Stadium.

“We don’t want to contribute to any hysteria,” the Redskins’ general manager, Jack Espey, said at the time. Years later, though, Redskins owner George Preston Marshall gave a more prosaic explanation: “I didn’t want to divert the fans’ attention from the  game.” So, between the four-star pages, the PA announcer droned on with the usual announcements.

“Seymour hit off tackle and picked up about three yards.”

“That pass, Baugh to Aguirre, was good for about eight yards.”

But the crowd knew something was amiss.

“By the end of the half, there was a buzzing in the grandstands,” the Washington Post’s Shirley Povich wrote. “Inevitably, shreds of the story began to ripple beyond the vicinity of the press box.”

But those ripples never reached the players on the field.

“We didn’t know what the hell was going on,” Sammy Baugh, the Redskins’ star passer remembered. “I had never heard that many announcements, one right after the other. We felt something was up, but we just kept playing.”

Similar scenes unfolded in New York and Chicago: big shots were paged, the games went on, and the fans in the bleachers were oblivious. Perhaps it was just as well, considering the hard times ahead. For tens of thousands of Americans, a professional football game would be their last carefree diversion for many years. For some—including some on the field—it would be their last ever.

In the end, December 7, 1941, wasn’t a day of upsets. The Redskins came from behind to beat the Eagles, 20-14. The Bears came back too, beating the Cardinals to force a playoff with the Packers. Only the Dodgers held their early lead, beating the Giants 21-7 and ruining Tuffy Leemans Day. Fans streaming out of the stadiums were greeted by newsboys hawking extra editions that confirmed the dreadful rumors: “U.S. AND JAPS AT WAR.” More than 2,300 sailors, soldiers, and civilians at Pearl Harbor were dead.

The next day, President Roosevelt went before Congress and declared, “The American people in their righteous might will win through to absolute victory.” Both chambers passed a declaration of war, with only one lawmaker—Montana Representative Jeanette Rankin—dissenting. Across the country, shock gave way  to panic, and in San Francisco, air raid sirens wailed as dozens of “hostile planes” were sighted over the city. The planes weren’t real, but the fear was.

Football was rendered utterly inconsequential. The day after Pearl Harbor, reporters asked Giants head coach Steve Owen what he thought about the upcoming playoff game between the Bears and the Packers. Owen, a rotund and usually jovial Oklahoman, answered gravely in his slow Southern drawl: “I don’t know what is going to happen.” He seemed so serious. It sounded as if he were talking about the war, not a football game.

Professional football players contributed mightily and often heroically to the war effort. Those who could fight, fought. Bob Hoffman, the tubercular Redskin, recovered well enough to serve four years in the military, not returning to the NFL until 1946. Each of the four Georgetown alums honored before the Eagles-Redskins game on Pearl Harbor Day also went off to war, as did Al Blozis, the Hoya football star who presented them with luggage. Blozis, however, never returned. After Georgetown, he played two seasons with the Giants. Then he enlisted in the Army, only to be killed on a battlefield in France. Nick Basca, the Eagles’ rookie kicker that day, would meet a similar fate.

In all, 638 NFL players served in the military during World War II. It’s an impressive number, especially considering the league only had about 330 total roster spots when the U.S. entered the conflict. Three hundred fifty-five NFL players were commissioned officers. Sixty-nine were decorated. Nineteen (including Al Blozis and Nick Basca) died for their country. Two—Jack Lummus of the Giants and Maurice Britt of the Detroit Lions—were awarded the Medal of Honor.

By the spring of 1943, with the war still raging and no end in sight, the 23-year-old National Football League was facing a crisis unimaginable today: a shortage of players. The Pittsburgh Steelers had just six under contract. The Dodgers had none. Front offices suffered, too. The owners of the Dodgers, the Eagles, the Bears, and the Cleveland Rams were on active duty. But the league persevered. Aging stars were lured out of retirement, and  a few active servicemen managed to get leave for games—though not always through official channels.

But mostly the league subsisted on players who’d been deferred from the draft. Some had families to support. Others worked in essential war industries. The lion’s share, though, were physically unfit for military service. They had ailments that precluded military careers but not football careers: ulcers, flat feet, partial blindness or deafness, perforated eardrums. It was these men—known, sometimes derisively, as 4-Fs (for their draft classification) —who really kept the NFL alive.

One team in particular emblematized the lengths to which the NFL was forced to go during World War II: the Phil-Pitt Steagles. Created by merging the Steelers and the Eagles, the Steagles were a wartime anomaly, like ration books and air-raid drills. The team’s center was deaf in one ear, its top receiver was half-blind, and its best running back had ulcers. Yet, somehow, this woebegone group—including center Ray Graves, tackles Ted Doyle, Frank “Bucko” Kilroy, and Vic Sears, halfbacks Johnny Butler, Jack Hinkle, and Ernie Steele, and quarterbacks Allie Sherman and Roy Zimmerman—melded to form one of the finest pro football teams either Pittsburgh or Philadelphia had ever seen, and captured the hearts of sports fans nationwide. And they did it all while working full time in defense plants, and in spite of the fact that their two head coaches could not abide each other. Perhaps no team in NFL history has overcome more enormous and unusual obstacles and adversities than did the Steagles.

Professional football’s 4-Fs didn’t storm the beaches of Iwo Jima or Normandy. They couldn’t. But they were, in smaller ways, heroic. In America’s darkest hours, they gave the nation something to cheer about, and their accomplishments, often in the face of long odds, exemplified the spirit that won the war. They also saved professional football. Without them, today’s NFL, its 32 franchises now worth a combined $26 billion, might not exist. They didn’t know it, but they were pioneers. This is their story and the story of their times.
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A Bad Break

AL WISTERT NEVER EVEN WANTED TO CARRY THE BALL. He was a tackle, for crying out loud. Halfbacks carry the ball. Fullbacks. Even quarterbacks sometimes. But not tackles. Tackles hunker down on the line of scrimmage. On offense, they make blocks. They give the quarterback time to pass. They clear a path for the real ball carriers. If a tackle touches the ball, something’s gone horribly wrong: there’s been a fumble. But Wistert’s coach at the University of Michigan, the innovative and mercurial Herbert “Fritz” Crisler, thought, since nobody ever expects a tackle to run with the ball, why not have him run with the ball? It was the kind of contrarian brainstorm that Crisler loved. Wistert had his doubts, though. He’d never carried the ball in a real game. Ever. But who was he to question the legendary Coach Crisler?

So here he was now, lining up in his usual spot at left tackle, down in a three-point stance. It was October 18, 1941, a golden Saturday afternoon, and Michigan was in hostile territory, playing Northwestern at Dyche Stadium in Evanston, Illinois. It was a big game. Both teams were undefeated. The loser would be all but eliminated from the Big Ten Conference race. It was also the Wildcats’ homecoming game and the stands were filled with 47,000 screaming fans. Wistert could barely hear halfback Tom  Kuzma shout, “Hut!” Center Don Ingalls snapped the ball back to Kuzma.

Next thing he knew, Wistert was in the backfield, running toward Kuzma’s outstretched hand. Kuzma stuck the ball in his gut. Wistert wrapped his arms completely around it, almost hiding it—just as Crisler had told him to do. He put his head down and started running for his life. Northwestern tackle Alf Bauman saw him coming, but Bauman thought Wistert was going to block him. He stepped aside, not realizing Wistert was carrying the ball. Holy cow, Wistert thought, Coach Crisler was right! Another 40 yards or so and he’d score a touchdown. For an instant he imagined the sensation, crossing the goal line, casually placing the ball on the ground, being swarmed by gleeful teammates. He charged downfield toward the goalposts, a giant H rising tantalizingly from the back of the end zone.

Born to Lithuanian immigrants in Chicago on December 28, 1920, Wistert was the youngest of six children. His father, Kazimer Vistartius, was a mounted policeman in Chicago, and when Al was just five, Kazimer was shot while chasing a man suspected of holding up a taxicab. The bullet entered Kazimer’s neck and lodged in his hip, and he died 11 months later. The killer was never caught.

“He was a great role model,” Al said of his father. “He exercised every day. He never drank. He never smoked. And he was just a tremendous human being.” One of Al’s earliest memories is of hanging onto his father’s belt while he did chin-ups.

When he was 13, Al saw his first professional football game. His oldest brother, Whitey, took him to see the Bears play the Giants at Wrigley Field. (Back then, pro football teams typically played in baseball parks.) It made quite an impression.

“As I’m sitting there watching that game, I’m dreaming that, hey, maybe someday I could play pro football. That’s when I started dreaming about it.” But his mother wouldn’t let him play football in high school.

“Mother was a widow and she said, ‘What if you get hurt? I  can’t pay any doctor bills!’ So she said that she preferred that we didn’t play.”

Wistert finally got his chance to play at Michigan.

Whitey had been an all-American tackle for the Wolverines in the early 1930s, so Al figured he’d play tackle at Michigan too. He even wore his brother’s old number 11. (At the time, the NCAA wasn’t picky about uniform numbers. Today, linemen usually must wear a number between 50 and 79.) But Al didn’t have his brother’s all-American aptitude—at least not at first.

“I must confess I never thought he’d make a football player,” Fritz Crisler recalled. “When I first saw him Al was clumsy and didn’t seem to have enough speed.”

But he was big (six-two, 210 pounds), he was a quick study, he was tough, and he worked hard. He learned how to block and tackle. He learned how to cover punts and kickoffs. He became a starter his sophomore year, and he usually played all 60 minutes every game. He loved football, the contact, the “survival-of-thefittest aspect,” as he put it. For his bruising style his teammates nicknamed him “The Ox.”

Michigan went 7-1 in Wistert’s first year as a starter, losing only to eventual Big Ten champion Minnesota, 7-6. In his junior year, Wistert hoped to avenge that loss. But first the Wolverines had to beat Northwestern.

At the instant Wistert entertained visions of touchdown glory, Northwestern figured out what the hell was going on: The tackle had the ball! Before he knew it, a pack of purple-and-white-shirted defenders were breathing down Wistert’s neck. He gained about seven yards before a half-dozen Wildcats jumped on his back.

“Down I went,” Wistert remembered. “And I wanted to make sure I didn’t fumble the ball, so I had both hands on the ball. And pretty soon I was diggin’ a trough with my nose. And my left wrist somehow got caught underneath all that. And I broke the wrist. Broke the wrist and my nose.” It was the last time Al Wistert ever carried the ball in a football game.

Michigan ended up beating Northwestern 14-7 but lost to Minnesota a week later, 7-0. Despite the injuries he’d sustained in his ill-fated rushing attempt, Wistert didn’t miss a game in 1941. After the season ended, he was selected to play in the East-West Shrine Game, one of college football’s all-star games, on January 3, 1942, in San Francisco. It was a memorable trip for Wistert: The day after the game, he married Marguerite Eleanor “Ellie” Koenig, his childhood sweetheart.

A few weeks later, Wistert had an operation on his injured wrist. His doctors had told him that the bones weren’t fusing properly: they were misaligned, so surgery was necessary. But Wistert still played football the following fall, wearing a specially designed brace to protect his wrist. In 1942, his senior year, the Wolverines went 7-3 and Wistert’s teammates voted him Michigan’s most valuable player. He was also named an all-American—just like his brother Whitey.

But the spring of 1943 was a tumultuous time in Wistert’s life. His injured wrist still hadn’t healed and he had to have another operation. He graduated from Michigan and took a job at Ford’s massive Willow Run plant near Ann Arbor, where 40,000 workers were turning out eight B-24 bombers each day. He and Ellie were expecting their first child. And he was drafted twice: once by the Philadelphia Eagles, and once by Uncle Sam.

Getting drafted by the Eagles was probably worse, Wistert remembered with a laugh.

“When I got the letter, I wondered who the Eagles were. That’s how famous they were! They hadn’t had a winning season yet—and they started in 1933! So they’d gone through ten years of football and never had a winning team.”

In any event, the war took precedence. Wistert knew he’d be in a uniform come fall—and it wouldn’t come with shoulder pads.

In June, Wistert learned he’d been selected by the nation’s sportswriters to play in the Chicago Tribune’s college all-star game later that summer. The game annually pitted the country’s best recent graduates against the reigning NFL champions. It was the brainchild of Chicago sports entrepreneur and Tribune sports editor  Arch Ward, who also launched major league baseball’s all-star game. In the first Tribune all-star game, in 1934, the college players had held the Chicago Bears to a scoreless draw. The collegians won two of the next four games in the series, but by 1943 the professionals had clearly established their supremacy, winning four in a row. (In time the defending NFL champs would come to dominate the series so thoroughly that fan interest evaporated, and the series was canceled after the 1976 game. The pros ended up winning 31 games in the series and losing just nine.)

The 1943 game would pit the collegians against passer extraordinaire Sammy Baugh and his Washington Redskins, who’d beaten the Bears 14-6 to win the NFL title the previous December. The game, usually played in Chicago’s mammoth Soldier Field, was moved 16 miles north in 1943, to relatively cozy Dyche Stadium—the site of Wistert’s disastrous rushing attempt. The Office of Defense Transportation had ordered the game be relocated to the smaller stadium to reduce attendance, thereby reducing fuel consumption and, more importantly, wear and tear on tires, a major concern now that Japan controlled most of the world’s rubber plantations.

When practices for the all-star game began in early August, Wistert and Ellie moved into a tiny apartment above a garage in Chicago. A few days before the game, Ralph Brizzolara, the general manager of the Chicago Bears, stopped by out of the blue and asked Wistert if he’d like to play for the Bears in the fall. Wistert was interested but reminded Brizzolara that the Eagles had drafted him and still held his signing rights. Brizzolara said he’d work on that. In the meantime, he offered Wistert $3,000 to play for the Bears.

“And then you’d have the championship money,” Brizzolara added, “since we’re almost always in the championship game. So you’d go home with a nice tidy sum of money in your pocket.”

Wistert said he’d think about it.

The next night, Harry Thayer, the Eagles’ general manager, dropped in on the Wisterts. Thayer also offered a $3,000 contract—without any mention of championship bonuses.

“Three thousand dollars?” Wistert said in mock indignation. “That’s peanuts! I wouldn’t consider playing for that.”

“How much money do you want?”

“Forty-five hundred dollars.”

Thayer laughed. “Wistert, let me tell you something. You’re a tackle, not a halfback. We pay our best backfield men in this league that kind of money—not tackles.”

But Wistert wouldn’t budge. Thayer told him he’d run the offer by Greasy Neale, the Eagles’ head coach, and get back to him.

Thayer telephoned Coach Neale later that night. Neale took the call in his suite at the Hotel Philadelphian, where he was playing cards with several of his players. Training camp was almost under way and Neale was eager to get Wistert signed. He asked Thayer how much money Wistert wanted.

“Forty-five hundred dollars,” Thayer said.

“Forty-five hundred!” repeated Neale, incredulous. He let out a long whistle.

“Well just get him in here,” he instructed Thayer. “Get him signed and get him in here.”

The players around the card table exchanged knowing glances. Forty-five hundred dollars would make Wistert the highest-paid player on the team. He was a rookie. Not only that: He was a tackle. Who did he think he was?

Wistert ended up signing with the Eagles for $3,800, though his teammates were under the impression he was getting $4,500.

In reality, the negotiations were probably pointless. As the Bears and the Eagles knew, Wistert was scheduled to report to his draft board in Chicago for his physical examination shortly after the all-star game.

The Tribune all-star game took place on the night of Wednesday, August 25. The attendance was 48,000, about half of what it would have been at Soldier Field, but there was no reduction in fanfare. War or no war, Tribune sports editor Arch Ward always pulled out all the stops. The pregame ceremonies featured a military drill team, marching bands, and a “pageant” of WACS, WAVES, and SPARS (the last being the Coast Guard’s  female reserve). At 8:30 p.m., the stadium lights were extinguished and each player was introduced under the dramatic glare of a single spotlight. Wistert, the all-star team’s co-captain, got a special introduction.

The collegians not only upset the NFL champions, they buried them, 27-7. Sammy Baugh threw for 273 yards, but the all-stars completely shut down the Redskins’ running game. The  Tribune heaped praise on Wistert, “whose mighty line play had a lot to do with bottling up the Redskins’ attack.”

Wistert’s play particularly impressed Tony Hinkle, one of the all-star team’s assistant coaches. In peacetime Hinkle was the head football (and basketball and baseball) coach at Butler University in Indianapolis. For the time being, though, he was in the Navy, coaching the football team at the Great Lakes Naval Station near Chicago. Great Lakes was one of the country’s most powerful service teams, with a schedule that included college titans like Michigan and Notre Dame. It was an all-star team in its own right, its roster dotted with all-Americans and NFL veterans, ostensibly sent to the base for naval training. Hinkle knew Wistert was due to be inducted and asked him if he wanted to play for Great Lakes. Wistert thought it sounded like a good idea, especially since his contract with the Eagles would be nullified if Uncle Sam did indeed come calling.

About a week after the all-star game, Wistert reported to a building in Chicago’s Loop for his physical.

“I zoomed through it,” Wistert remembered. “They hardly looked at me.” But after the exam, Wistert was asked several questions about his medical history. One of them was: Have you ever had surgery?

“I told them about an appendectomy and the wrist being operated on. And they wanted to take some more x-rays of the wrist. And pretty soon they had half-a-dozen different doctors come in and look at those x-rays and everything and discuss whether they were gonna take me in the service or not.”

The doctors told Wistert that his draft board would be in touch with him shortly.

While he waited, Wistert and Ellie packed up and moved again, this time to Philadelphia. On Sunday, September 5, 1943, Wistert reported to his first NFL training camp.

“I was there for a day or two before somebody told me that some of these guys are from Pittsburgh.”

Wistert was floored. He had no idea that the Eagles and the Steelers had merged.

“I had heard nothing about it and I didn’t know that we were combined with the Pittsburgh Steelers at all—this was something that was unknown to me.”

Al Wistert had just found out that he was a Steagle.
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NEARLY THREE YEARS EARLIER, on October 29, 1940, on a stage in a crowded auditorium in Washington, Secretary of War Henry Stimson was blindfolded with a piece of cloth taken from a chair in Independence Hall. On a simple wooden table in front of Stimson sat an enormous glass bowl filled with 9,000 inch-long, cobalt-blue capsules. Inside each capsule was a tiny piece of paper with a number from one to 9,000 written on it. Stimson sunk his hand into the bowl, slowly withdrew a single capsule, and handed it to President Franklin Roosevelt.

The president, standing behind a large podium, broke open the capsule and removed the piece of paper. He leaned into the forest of microphones carrying the ceremony into anxious living rooms across the country and solemnly intoned, “1-5-8.”

America’s first peacetime draft was under way.

The historian George Q. Flynn writes, “The idea that all able-bodied men owe an obligation of military defense can be traced to the dark caves of prehistory.” But it wasn’t until the French Revolution that conscription was formally codified, the French National Assembly declaring, “Every citizen must be a soldier and every soldier a citizen or we shall never have a constitution.” After  Napoléon I employed draftees to great effect, Britain and Germany adopted conscription as well.

The United States, though, had always viewed conscription with suspicion. Not until the Civil War did Congress authorize a nationwide draft, compelling males aged 20 to 45 to serve in the Union Army. The results were less than spectacular. The law permitted draftees to pay for substitutes, enabling the wealthy simply to buy their way out of service. The draft was so unpopular that in 1863 it triggered riots in New York City that claimed at least 20 lives. (The Confederacy implemented a national draft that was nearly as unpopular, if only because it utterly disregarded the principle of states’ rights.) A draft put in place for World War I lasted less than two years and was abolished immediately after the armistice.

But with another global conflict looming, Franklin Roosevelt urged a return to compulsory military service. Not only was the army too small—it comprised fewer than 188,000 soldiers when Hitler invaded Poland on September 1, 1939—it was also woefully out of shape. After reviewing troops at Ogdensburg, New York, in August 1940, Roosevelt confided to a friend, “The men themselves were soft—fifteen miles a day was about all they could stand and many dropped out. Anybody who knows anything about the German methods of warfare would know that the army would have been licked by thoroughly trained and organized forces of a similar size within a day or two.” As envisaged by Roosevelt, a draft would not only make the army bigger; by instituting stringent physical requirements for draftees, it would also make it healthier.

In the speech accepting his party’s nomination to run for an unprecedented third term in 1940, Roosevelt said most Americans “are agreed that some form of selection by draft is necessary and fair today as it was in 1917 and 1918.” However, many Americans were not agreed. Conscription was opposed by a diverse coalition, including organized labor, isolationists, pacifists, religious leaders, youth groups, African-American organizations,  and, perhaps most poignantly, gold-star mothers who had lost their sons in the last war.

Their arguments were equally varied: the draft was unconstitutional and unfair, it would encourage war, it would stymie economic growth. So fervent were the opponents that Senator James F. Byrnes, a Democrat from South Carolina, declared that a draft bill didn’t stand a “Chinaman’s chance” of passing. But after France surrendered to Germany on June 21, 1940, the opposition began to wane. It all but vanished after Wendell Willkie, FDR’s Republican opponent in the 1940 election, came out in favor of the draft on August 17.

On September 16, 1940, the draft became law. All men between the ages of 21 and 35 were required to serve one year in the armed forces. The draft was administered by the Selective Service System, so named because the draft was discriminate: Not every draftee was automatically inducted. Deferments could be granted if a draftee had dependents, was “necessary in his civilian activity,” or was “physically, mentally, or morally unfit” to serve. The draft was discriminate in another way: African-Americans were banned from the Marine Corps and the Army Air Corps (later known as the Army Air Forces), while the Army and the Navy maintained segregated units.

A hallmark of Selective Service was decentralization. More than 6,000 local draft boards were established across the country, each composed of three “reputable, responsible men, familiar with local conditions.” (Women were barred from serving on draft boards because members were occasionally required “to check registrants for physical defects.” The ban was lifted in 1967.) Each draft board was more or less autonomous, free to determine, without interference from Washington, which draftees were to be deferred and which were to be inducted. Inevitably this decentralization led to idiosyncrasies: A draft board in Wisconsin, for instance, was far more likely than one in New York City to consider a cheese maker “necessary in his civilian activity.”

On October 16, 1940, “R-Day,” more than 16 million men registered with Selective Service. At courthouses and libraries, in church basements and elementary school gymnasiums, they completed forms that required them to disclose all sorts of intimate information. Each registrant was asked about his education, occupation, family, health, and criminal record. He was asked whether he conscientiously objected to war, whether he was an ordained minister (or studying to be one), or whether he was in the armed forces or a state legislature (all grounds for deferral). The boards then classified each registrant into categories ranging from 1-A (fit for general military service) to 4-F (unfit), and assigned each a serial number. A lottery would be held to determine the order in which registrants would be called.

Each draft board was limited to no more than 8,500 registrants. To be on the safe side, 9,000 capsules were put into the glass bowl from which Henry Stimson selected number 158. According to the New York Times, 6,175 men had been assigned that serial number by local draft boards nationwide. They would be the very first men inducted. In New York City alone, the Times  reported, the 158s included “a Cody, a Chan, a Re and a Weisblum.”

After the ceremonious first draw, the rest of the capsules in the glass bowl were randomly selected and opened by more ordinary bureaucrats. The next four numbers drawn were 192; 8,239; 6,620; and 6,685. The process lasted into the next morning.
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Keystoners

IN 1794, WHEN GEORGE WASHINGTON WAS PRESIDENT, the Pennsylvania Assembly passed “an Act for the prevention of vice and immorality.” Among other things, the act banned “disorderly sports” on Sundays. Pennsylvania was just one of many states with such “blue laws,” so named either for the color of the paper on which they were originally printed or because “blue” was then a disparaging term for the puritanical.

In the early twentieth century, many states relaxed their blue laws to permit Sunday baseball. By 1920, teams in Chicago, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Detroit, New York, St. Louis, and Washington were all allowed to play on the Sabbath, but teams in Philadelphia and Pittsburgh were not. Connie Mack, the venerable owner and manager of the Philadelphia Athletics baseball team, bitterly opposed Pennsylvania’s antediluvian blue laws, albeit on fiscal, not philosophical, grounds: “We cannot meet our payrolls playing on 77 weekdays at home,” he complained.

In defiance of the blue laws, Mack scheduled a home game for Sunday, August 22, 1926. An “unusually subdued” crowd of 12,000 watched the A’s play the Chicago White Sox at Shibe Park that afternoon. Mack’s team won the game but he lost the ensuing court battle. In September 1927, the Pennsylvania Supreme Court upheld the state’s blue laws by a vote of 7-2. The court  ruled that Sunday baseball was an “unholy” form of “worldly employment.”

The blue laws applied to professional football as well, which necessarily made it difficult for the National Football League to do business in Pennsylvania. Nonetheless, two teams tried. The Frankford Yellow Jackets, based in a neighborhood in Northeast Philadelphia, joined the league in 1924 and played their home games on Saturdays. The Pottsville Maroons joined the league in 1925. They often did play on Sundays, but there wasn’t a cop or prosecutor in Schuylkill County with the temerity to tell the lager-fueled coal miners who filled Minersville Park that they couldn’t watch football on their only day off.

The Yellow Jackets would go on to win the NFL championship in 1926, and Pottsville nearly won it the year before (but was suspended by the league for playing an exhibition game at Shibe Park, in violation of Frankford’s territorial rights). Neither club was strong enough to whip the Great Depression, though, and by 1931 Pennsylvania was without an NFL franchise.

Connie Mack, meanwhile, took his campaign against the blue laws from the courtroom to the state capitol in Harrisburg. In 1931, he led a lobbying effort that resulted in the Pennsylvania House passing a bill legalizing Sunday sports. But the Senate soundly defeated the measure, prompting Mack to threaten to move his team across the Delaware River to Camden, New Jersey. Finally, in April 1933, both chambers passed a bill authorizing each community in the commonwealth to hold a referendum on the blue laws. The legislature was passing the buck: Each town could decide the matter for itself. Governor Gifford Pinchot gladly signed the measure into law; the local voting was scheduled for November 7. (A simultaneous effort to legalize the sale of beer at sporting events was less successful. Ballparks statewide would remain dry until the 1960s.)

Gambling that Pennsylvania’s two largest communities would vote to lift the ban on Sabbath sports, the NFL immediately installed teams in Pittsburgh and Philadelphia. Not surprisingly, both franchises went to prominent local citizens with deep football  roots. Art Rooney was awarded the Pittsburgh franchise, which he named the Pirates (an uninspired choice, he later conceded). The Philadelphia franchise went to Bert Bell, who dubbed the team the Eagles, after the symbol of FDR’s newly created National Recovery Administration. Both Rooney and Bell paid a league entrance fee of $2,500.

 

ART ROONEY HAD GROWN UP in a poor Irish-Catholic neighborhood on Pittsburgh’s north side. He made his money playing the horses in the days before pari-mutuel machines, when the odds were set by bookmakers at the track and savvy gamblers could make a killing. It’s said Rooney once turned a $20 bet at Saratoga into a $380,000 payday. (“Racing’s not the same now,” Rooney said wistfully years later. “The romance is gone.”)

Rooney was a minor league baseball player, an amateur boxer, a ward politician, and a shrewd investor. He was a football entrepreneur, too. In the early 1920s he organized a semipro team on the north side called Hope-Harvey. (Hope was the name of a fire station that the team used as a dressing room; Harvey was a doctor who cared for injured players without charge.) Rooney was the team’s owner, coach, and halfback.

Rooney recruited several players from Hope-Harvey for the Pirates.

“I bought the franchise in ’33,” he said, “because I figured that it would be good to have a league schedule and that eventually professional football would be good.”

Bert Bell played a little football, too, but not in an Irish ghetto. Bell was an Ivy Leaguer. Christened de Benneville Bell in honor of a French grandmother (“If I can lick the name de Benneville,” he’d say, “I can handle anything”), Bell was a true-blue blueblood, the scion of a wealthy family from Philadelphia’s moneyed Main Line. His father, John Cromwell Bell, was a prominent Philadelphia lawyer who served as Pennsylvania’s attorney general from 1911 to 1915. The elder Bell had gone to the University of Pennsylvania and was determined to see his son go there as well.

“Bert will go to Penn or he’ll go to hell,” he liked to say.

Bert chose Penn. He played football for the Quakers from 1915 to 1919, with a year off for service in France during World War I. He was the team’s starting quarterback in the 1917 Rose Bowl. After graduation, he coached at Penn and Temple. His family’s fortune was nearly wiped out by the stock market crash of 1929, but when the NFL offered him the Philadelphia franchise four years later, Bell couldn’t pass up the opportunity. He borrowed part of the franchise fee from the family of his wife, a former showgirl named Frances Upton. As part of the deal, he also agreed to pay off some of the debts of the now-defunct Frankford Yellow Jackets.

 

ON TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 7, 1933, voters in Philadelphia and Pittsburgh overwhelmingly approved measures legalizing professional sports in their cities on Sundays between 2:00 p.m. and 6:00 p.m. (Pending the votes, the Eagles and Pirates had played their home games on Wednesday nights.) On November 9, election officials in Philadelphia certified the results, and Bert Bell was issued Permit No. 1 for a game between his Eagles and the Chicago Bears the following Sunday, November 12, at Philadelphia’s Baker Bowl. Nearly 18,000 fans filled the rickety old wooden ballpark that day, lured, as the Philadelphia Inquirer put it, “by the novelty of a Sabbath game.” What they witnessed was indeed novel: The newborn Eagles held the reigning NFL champions to a 3-3 tie. It would be many years before the Eagles would come that close to beating the Bears again.

In Pittsburgh the wheels of bureaucracy turned more slowly. The election results still weren’t certified when the Pirates hosted the Brooklyn Dodgers at Forbes Field the Sunday after the vote. A group of local ministers went looking for the superintendent of police, Franklin T. McQuade, to demand he put a stop to the technically illegal game, but they never found him—Art Rooney had invited McQuade to sit with him in the stands, in order to forestall such interference. With the city’s top cop so disposed, the game went off without incident. The Pirates got hammered 32-0,  but the attendance (12,000) was good and as the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette  reported, “no sense of desecrating the Sabbath was experienced.” Two days later, the Pittsburgh vote was finally certified. The National Football League was now permanently established in Pennsylvania.

Despite their vastly different backgrounds, Art Rooney and Bert Bell hit it off immediately. Maybe it was because they were the two new kids on the block. Maybe it was because they were both devout Catholics (as well as devout Republicans). In any case they became devoted friends, and along with George Halas and George Preston Marshall, they would exert a powerful influence on the NFL. But unlike Halas and Marshall, their teams were lousy. After seven seasons, Pittsburgh’s record was 22-55-4, Philadelphia’s 18-55-3. Both teams were losing money—lots of it. Rooney’s losses totaled about $100,000, which must have acutely embarrassed a man renowned for his business acumen. Bell was not much better off. At one point he borrowed $5,000 from Rooney to keep the Eagles afloat.

Before the 1940 season, Rooney tried to improve his team’s fortunes by renaming it the Steelers, in honor of Pittsburgh’s principal industry. Around the same time, a sportswriter introduced Rooney to a young New York playboy named Alexis Thompson, triggering a convoluted sequence of events that football historians have dubbed the Pennsylvania Polka.

Lex Thompson’s late father had made a fortune in steel. In 1930, when he was just 16, Lex inherited that fortune—an estimated $3.5 million. After graduating from Yale, Lex and three classmates started a successful drug company that sold a popular brand of eye drops called Eye-Gene, but Lex was interested in more pleasurable pursuits. Tall, handsome, and dashing, with wavy brown hair and a dimpled chin, he enjoyed gin martinis, beautiful women, and carousing. He even dated screen legend Lana Turner for a time. His drinking buddies included Clark Gable and William Holden.

Lex Thompson was also a passionate sportsman. At Yale he lettered in soccer and lacrosse. He bobsledded in St. Moritz,  played jai alai in Florida, water-skied in Monte Carlo, and was a member of the U.S. field hockey team that competed in the 1936 Berlin Olympics. So, in the autumn of 1940, when he was 26 and had a little “spare time” on his hands, it was only natural that Thompson, in his words, “decided to look around for a sports hobby.” He first considered buying a professional hockey team, but was dissuaded by the small crowd attending a game at Madison Square Garden one Saturday night. So he turned to football.

Throughout the 1940 season, Thompson tried to persuade Rooney to sell him the Steelers. Rooney was sorely tempted, but he resisted Thompson’s generous offers, mainly because Thompson intended to move the team to Boston, which was much closer than Pittsburgh to Thompson’s New York home. Rooney did not want to leave his hometown bereft of professional football.

Then, in early December, just before the league championship game, Rooney and Thompson held a series of secret meetings with Eagles owner Bert Bell in Philadelphia. On December 9—the day after the Bears destroyed the Redskins 73-0 for the title—the results of those meetings were announced to an indifferent world: Rooney was selling the Steelers to Thompson and buying a fifty-percent stake in the Eagles, becoming a co-owner with Bell.

“I certainly hated to give up the franchise in the old home town,” Rooney said, “but it would have been poor business to refuse the proposition for a second-division ball club at the terms which were offered”—reportedly $160,000.

To further complicate matters, the two teams also pulled off a massive trade, with more than a dozen players changing hands. Rooney took many of his favorites from Pittsburgh to Philadelphia. Thompson picked up several Eagles in return.

What was not formally announced was Thompson’s plan to relocate the Steelers to Boston after the 1941 season. But Pittsburgh would not be left without pro football. After the Steelers moved, Rooney and Bell intended to operate the Eagles as a statewide franchise that would split its home games between Philadelphia and Pittsburgh and be known as the Keystoners (taking its name from Pennsylvania, the Keystone State). Rooney and  Bell even considered asking the league for permission to play all the team’s games as home games—half in one city, half in the other.

“Rooney and I have been working on a deal for some months,” Bell revealed to a reporter. “We have agreed to the merger but don’t know whether the league will okay the deal. Both of us feel, however, that consolidation is the real solution of our mutual problems, financial and otherwise.”

But the plan was doomed from the start. When Washington Redskins owner George Preston Marshall caught wind of it he was furious. Marshall had moved his franchise out of Boston just three years before, claiming a lack of fan support. He saw no reason why the city should get another one.

“He can sell if he wants to,” Marshall said of Rooney, “but I’ll certainly vote to block any move to shift the Pittsburgh franchise to Boston or any other city. Nor will I stand idly by and permit a merger that would hurt pro football’s standing in either Philadelphia or Pittsburgh.”

Lex Thompson, just four years removed from Yale and new to the National Football League, was not inclined to antagonize the irascible Marshall. Neither, for that matter, were Rooney and Bell.

So, through the winter of 1940-41, Thompson owned the Steelers and Rooney and Bell owned the Eagles. Thompson announced he was renaming his team the Iron Men, and he hired a new head coach, Greasy Neale, a Yale assistant coach whom Thompson was familiar with from his college days. After that, though, Thompson did nothing. By the spring, he still hadn’t even opened an office in Pittsburgh. Rooney called him to find out why. Thompson told Rooney he wasn’t happy owning a team so far from home. Rooney told Thompson he wasn’t crazy about running a team in Philadelphia.

“Then I got an idea,” Rooney later explained. “I asked him how he’d like to make a switch and let me stay in Pittsburgh and take over the Philadelphia territory himself. That suited him because Philadelphia is so much closer to his New York headquarters, and that’s how it was worked out.”

On April 8, 1941, Rooney announced that he and Bell were the new owners of the Steelers and Thompson was the new owner of the Eagles. Basically the three men had traded franchises.

“I know we’ve gone around in circles,” Rooney said, “but I guess we’re settled now.”

In the end, everybody was happy. Lex Thompson owned an NFL franchise close to New York, Rooney got to keep the Steelers (who never played a game as the Iron Men), and Rooney and Bell both got a much-needed cash infusion. Fans were bemused, though in 1941 the result of all the maneuvering was made clear: both teams still stank. The Eagles and Steelers won just three games between them—the same number they’d won the year before. Bell began the season as the Steelers’ head coach. After losing the first two games, he asked Rooney, “What do you think we should do?”

“Bert,” Rooney answered, “did you ever think about changing coaches?” Bell never coached another game.
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New Priorities

ELMER LAYDEN HAD BEEN THE COMMISSIONER of the National Football League for less than a year when America went to war in 1941. In his younger days, Layden was one of Notre Dame’s fabled Four Horseman, the backfield immortalized by the hyperbolic sportswriter Grantland Rice: “In dramatic lore they are known as famine, pestilence, destruction, and death. These are only aliases. Their real names are: Stuhldreher, Miller, Crowley, and Layden.”

Layden was 37 and the head coach at Notre Dame when, in early 1941, the NFL hired him on the recommendation of the ubiquitous sports entrepreneur Arch Ward. The move from the Golden Dome to the pros must have been quite a shock to Layden. While college football in general—and Notre Dame in particular—was wildly popular, the professional game was held in considerably lower esteem. In those days, football was considered a pastime for college boys, not a respectable occupation. College coaches denigrated the pros relentlessly (conveniently ignoring their own financial interests in the game). Amos Alonzo Stagg, the legendary University of Chicago coach, called “Sunday professional football” a “serious menace.” He pleaded with college players to eschew the NFL, telling them “a real man would never turn to professionalism.”

Many listened, opting instead for more reputable (not to mention lucrative) careers. In 1936, the first player chosen in the first NFL draft, Heisman Trophy winner Jay Berwanger, passed up a chance to play for the Bears to become a foam rubber salesman. (Berwanger eventually started his own foam rubber business and became a millionaire.)

This lack of respect translated into a lack of coverage in the press. NFL scores were almost impossible to find in newspapers outside the cities with franchises. Even within those cities the coverage was spotty. As late as 1948, the Eagles’ general manager at the time, Al Ennis, lamented that Philadelphia’s two evening papers, the Evening Bulletin and the Daily News, sent no reporters to training camp but instead “picked up their stories on our activities from the press service releases, and by rewriting the story which appears in the Inquirer every morning.”

As commissioner, Layden set about remaking the NFL’s image. The league had been founded on September 17, 1920, when the representatives of ten Midwestern football clubs gathered in a Canton, Ohio, automobile showroom to organize the American Professional Football Association, which two years later was renamed the National Football League. At that meeting the attendees sat on the running boards and fenders of Hupmobiles, drinking beer.

Layden wanted to move the NFL to what he called a “high, dignified plane.” He barred players and coaches from “lending their name to advertisements for liquor, cigaret[te]s and laxatives.” He banned commercials over stadium PA systems whenever possible. Fed up with sloppy uniforms, he ordered players to wear knee-high socks, a curious preoccupation with hosiery that persists in the league to this day. (College players are permitted to wear their socks at their ankles if they choose.) Another of Layden’s sartorial innovations: He ordered game officials to wear color-coded striped shirts. Referees wore black and white, umpires red and white, linesmen orange and white, and field judges green and white. One official ridiculed the dress code as a “circus on parade.”

But the bombing of Pearl Harbor rearranged Layden’s priorities overnight. He stopped worrying about stockings. On December 8, he was asked to assess the league’s future.

“Material will be scarce because the colleges will be hit and that of course hits us,” he answered. “We will do what is asked and make elastic rules as situations arise.” Elastic? Layden had no idea how far the league would be stretched.

The 1941 NFL season limped to a listless conclusion. On December 14, a week after Pearl Harbor, the Bears beat the Packers in the Western Division playoff, 33-14. In the championship game at Wrigley Field a week later, the Bears defeated the Giants, 37-9. The weather was mild, yet just 13,341 fans bothered to show up, the lowest attendance for a title game in league history. And that was in football-crazy Chicago. It was a bad sign.

The next month, President Roosevelt wrote a letter to Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis, the rigid and humorless baseball commissioner. In what came to be known as the Green Light Letter, the president urged Landis to keep baseball going for the duration of the war:There will be fewer people unemployed and everyone will work longer hours and harder than ever before. And that means that they ought to have a chance for recreation and for taking their minds off their work even more than before. . . . As to the players themselves, I know you agree with me that individual players who are of active military or naval age should go, without question, into the services. Even if the actual quality of the teams is lowered by the greater use of older players, this will not dampen the popularity of the sport. . . . Here is another way of looking at it—if 300 teams use 5,000 or 6,000 players, these players are a definite recreational asset to at least 20,000,000 of their fellow citizens—and that in my judgment is thoroughly worthwhile.





Roosevelt was a football fan, too. He had been captain of the freshman team at Harvard, and while he was too small to make  varsity, as editor of the Harvard Crimson, he ceaselessly extolled the team in editorials. Yet it’s no surprise that he made no mention of football in the Green Light Letter. Baseball was the only professional sport that mattered then. Lesser sports were on their own. If pro football survived the war, it would have to do so without the president’s imprimatur.

Still, Elmer Layden and the team owners assumed Roosevelt’s widely publicized letter to Judge Landis as their own green light, and in the spring of 1942 Layden decreed that the National Football League would continue to operate in the fall, with all ten teams participating. The usual schedule of 55 games would be played.

“But,” Layden cautioned, “everything we decide today may have to be abandoned tomorrow. While we believe professional football has a definite place in the recreational program of a nation at war, nothing connected with it should or will be permitted to hinder the war effort.”

On average, each NFL team had lost fewer than five players to the draft in 1941. After Pearl Harbor, though, the floodgates opened. By May 1942, 112 of the 346 players under contract to the league’s teams—nearly one-third—were in the service. Even more players were sure to be gone before the fall.

Finding replacements was problematic. Many colleges were abandoning their football programs, and Uncle Sam’s appetite for able-bodied young men was insatiable. More than three million were conscripted in 1942, a 200-percent increase over the previous year. As they left the workforce for an armed force, the unemployment rate plummeted (from 9.9 percent in 1941 to 4.7 percent in 1942). Defense industries were already reporting manpower shortages. If General Motors couldn’t find enough workers, what hope was there for the National Football League?

By the time the 1942 season kicked off on September 13, some teams were virtually unrecognizable from the preceding year. The Eagles had lost 28 players from their 1941 roster, including their leading rusher (Jim Castiglia) and top receiver (Dick Humbert). The Giants had lost 27 players, the Dodgers 25. Not  surprisingly, fan loyalty was tested. The constantly changing lineups—not to mention more pressing concerns—caused attendance to plummet 20 percent, from an average of 20,157 per game in 1941 to 16,144 in 1942—the lowest average since 1936. When the final gun sounded on the championship game in Washington (Redskins 14, Bears 6) some owners were beginning to wonder if they shouldn’t just put the league out of its misery for the duration.
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WHEN HE GRADUATED with honors from the University of Nebraska in the spring of 1938 with a degree in animal husbandry, Ted Doyle had two options: take a job with the Hormel Company, where he would have a low starting salary but could work his way up the corporate ladder to a lucrative executive position; or play professional football for $200 a game. He’d just gone into hock buying a new suit and shoes for graduation. He’d just gotten married, too. He needed money fast—and so he chose football.

“I thought that was the right decision, to get the money [right away],” Doyle explained. “I don’t know if it was or not—I guess it was the wrong one. Nevertheless it was the one I made, so I lived with it. I suppose I would have been in better shape down the road if I’d’ve went with the Hormels.”

The eldest of ten boys, Doyle was born in Maywood, Nebraska, on January 12, 1914. Growing up, he worked on his family’s farm, “stacking hay and so forth.” He made his high school football team but was so small he didn’t play much. During his senior year, though, his weight jumped from 113 pounds to 185—all muscle, thanks to stacking hay. He went to the University of Nebraska because “it was the only school I knew.”

“In those days,” he said, “they didn’t do much recruiting and they definitely didn’t have any scholarships or anything like that. You just went to school and went out for football. Whatever happened, happened.”

Doyle made the team and played tackle. In the summers he worked sorting fruit. By the time he graduated, Doyle was a beefy six-two, 224 pounds. He was a great tackle, too, a fact he attributed less to his physique than to his mind-set. Doyle said his greatest asset was his ability to psych himself up before a game. It was a slow, steady buildup, timed to peak at kickoff.

“If I could put enough pressure on myself, I could get some adrenaline flowing, and if I got that a-flowin’ I could actually run over the guy opposite me.”

On December 12, 1937, the New York Giants selected Doyle in the eighth round of the third NFL draft ever held. The Giants then sold his rights to the Pittsburgh Pirates (as the Steelers were then known), probably because Pirates owner Art Rooney had a penchant for players with Irish-sounding names. The following summer, Doyle and his wife, Harriet, loaded the car and drove the 970 miles from Lincoln to Pittsburgh.

The 1938 Pittsburgh Pirates were a memorable football team, though not a very good one. Since joining the NFL in 1933, the Pirates had not had a winning season (though they managed to finish 6-6 in 1936). Fed up with losing, owner Art Rooney went after the most coveted prize in the 1938 draft: Byron “Whizzer” White, the University of Colorado’s flashy all-American tailback. Convinced White would boost his team’s fortunes at the turnstiles as well as on the field, Rooney offered him a one-year contract for $15,800—more than any other player in the history of the league. White had planned to forgo professional football; he’d been offered a Rhodes Scholarship to study at Oxford. But Rooney’s offer was too good to pass up, and he deferred the scholarship until the end of the season.

The team’s coach (and backup halfback) was John Victor McNally, better known as Johnny Blood. In his prime, Blood had been an outstanding runner and pass receiver. He had logged time with some of the league’s most colorful and storied franchises—the Milwaukee Badgers, the Duluth Eskimos, the Pottsville Maroons, the Green Bay Packers—earning him the nickname the  Vagabond Halfback. He was also known as the Magnificent Screwball, due to his generally erratic behavior.

Blood took his pseudonym in 1924, when he and a friend named Ralph Hanson tried out for the East 26th Street Liberties, a semipro team in Minneapolis. To preserve their college eligibility, they decided to adopt assumed names. Riding McNally’s motorcycle to the tryout, they passed a theater that was showing the Rudolph Valentino movie, Blood and Sand. McNally shouted back to Hanson, “I’ll be Blood and you be Sand.”

Blood enjoyed reading Shakespeare, Chaucer, and dime novels. He was known to sign his autograph in blood by cutting his wrist. He frequented prostitutes merely for platonic companionship. “He liked an unusual conversation,” remembered Clarke Hinkle, one of Blood’s teammates in Green Bay.

On the train home from a game one time, he so antagonized LaVern “Lavvie” Dilweg, another Green Bay teammate, that Dilweg chased Blood all the way through the train to the rear platform. To escape, Blood climbed to the roof and ran back up the length of the moving train, leaping the gaps between cars along the way. He climbed down into the cab, surprising the engineer and the fireman.

“I’ve always had this thing for trains,” Blood explained. “They bring something out in me.”

“He was a little wild,” Ted Doyle remembered. “[Blood] was a character. One time we were playing a game and he wasn’t there. He was someplace else. He was playing a game in Buffalo.”

The Pirates opened the 1938 season with three straight losses. On October 3, Doyle broke his arm in a game against the Giants and was sidelined for more than a month. Whizzer White ended up leading the league in rushing but the Pirates were still awful: they finished 2-9 and attendance was little improved. As expected, White left the team to study at Oxford, though Doyle claimed he quit because he felt the linemen weren’t blocking for him. If that’s the case, Doyle can claim some credit for White’s second career, which culminated with a seat on the United States Supreme Court. (White’s Rhodes Scholarship would  be interrupted by the war, and he returned to the States to play for the Detroit Lions in 1940 and 1941.)

Blood returned to coach the Pirates in 1939, with the usual results. After the team lost its first three games, Blood abruptly quit on October 3—the first anniversary of the Pirates’ last win. He was sick of losing.

“I would not say that my temperament was designed for coaching,” Blood later conceded.

In 1940, owner Art Rooney gave the Pirates a new name, the one they carry today: the Steelers. But they remained, in Rooney’s words, the “same old Pirates,” finishing 2-7-2 in 1940 and 1-9-1 in 1941. (In later years frustrated fans would modify the phrase, derisively referring to the team as the “same old Steelers.”) In 1942 the Steelers finally had a winning season, finishing 7-4, and Ted Doyle had his best season ever.

After the 1942 season, Doyle, who, like most players, worked a second job in the off-season, was hired at a Westinghouse factory in East Pittsburgh. He told his family and friends he was building parts for navy boats, but he was really working on the Manhattan Project. Westinghouse manufactured equipment for Y-12, the government’s nuclear weapons plant in Oak Ridge, Tennessee.

“Frankly I don’t think we knew what we were doing. We were making some parts. I assume that it was something that transferred uranium-235 to -238. That’s what we figured out later anyhow.”

It’s likely that Doyle was building components for the equipment used to enrich the uranium that was put in atomic bombs.

Doyle, always ambivalent about his football career, was even more so now that he was an important part of the war effort. In June 1943, shortly before the Steelers and the Eagles merged, he wrote a letter to Bert Bell, who had become a co-owner of the Steelers two years earlier.

“Dear Bert,” he wrote,I would probably play football this fall if the proper arrangements could be made. At the present time I am working from  7:30 a.m. to 4:15 p.m., and will have to continue to do so. I also would have to work six days per week most of the time. You see, we are building equipment which is wanted as fast as we can put it out. Last week we worked from 7:30 a.m. to 7:30 p.m. six days, and then worked eight hours on Sunday.

I asked for my vacation early in September, but don’t know whether I will get it then or not. In fact it looks like that may be one of our busiest periods. . . .

I think it will be possible to carry on with football if we practice evenings and if we allow the boys to work as I do now. Much as I like football, we must do our part for the war effort first and furnish football recreation afterward.





Doyle’s proposal would not fall on deaf ears. For more than a year, Bert Bell had advocated requiring players to work full time in defense plants during the football season. But neither man had any idea just how directly professional football—and the Steagles in particular—would contribute to the war effort.
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Position Number Height Weight Age
Jack HB 43 60 215 25
Draft status: 4-F (ulcers)

Kilroy, Frank “Bucko” T 7% 62 210 2
Draft status: 1-A (Merchant Marine)

Kish, Ben B 4 60 200 2
Draft status: 4-F (head injury) **

Michacls, Ed G 60 20 o8
Draft status: 4-F (hearing)

Miller, Tom E 89 62 18 %5
Draft status: 4-F (head injury) **

Paschka, Gordon G 61 60 25 23
Draft status: 3-A (father)

Schultz, Eberle “Elbie™ G 7 64
Draft status: 3-A (father)

Sears, Vie T 79 68

Draft status: 4.F (ulcers)

Sherman, Allie QB 10 160 20
Draft status: 4-F (perforated eardrum)

Steele, Ernic HB 37 60 187 2
Draft status: 3:A (father)

Steward, Dean* HB 60 20 2
Draft status: 1A (drafied in 1944)

Thurbon, Bob* HB 49 510 176
Draft status: 4-F (reason unknown)

Wistert, Al T 70 62 210 22
Draft status: 4-F (osteomyelitis)

Wukits, Al c 50 63 190 2
Draft status: 4-F (hernia)

Zimmerman, Roy QB 7 62 20 92

Draft status: 3-C (father, farmer)

* Property of the Piusburgh Steclers. (All others property of the
Philadelphia Eagles.)

** Honorably discharged from

itary service for physical reasons,
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Bova, Tony* E 61 190 2

Draft status: 41 (eyesight)

Butler, Johnny* HB 7 510 185 924

Draft status: 4-F (cyesight, knees)

Cabrelli, Larry E 81 500194 %
F (knee)

Draft status:

le, Roceo,
Draft status: 1-A. (ac

i, Ed 511 30
Draft status: 3-A (father)

Doyle, Ted* T 72 62 o
Draft status: 3-A (father)

Gaver, Charlie Boos2 62 25 2
Draft status: 4 (ulcers, knce)

Graves, Ray c 52 61 205 2
Drat status: 4F (hearing)

Hewit, Bill 3 82 59 10 83

Draft status: 4-F (perforated eardrum)
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