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Football Comes West

When a group of  25 Princeton University students made the 
short trip north to New Brunswick, New Jersey on Novem-
ber 6, 1869 to meet a similar number of  men from Rutgers 

University in the first game of  intercollegiate football, the contest more 
resembled a cross between soccer and rugby. Teammates ran interference 
ahead of  the man who controlled the ball, and players were allowed to 
catch or swat the ball with their hands. The home team prevailed that 
day, putting six goals across while holding Princeton to four—including 
one inadvertently scored by a Rutgers player. The game was played on a 
meadow across the road from Westland Mansion, which would later serve 
as the retirement home of  President Grover Cleveland. A week later the 
teams met for a rematch on the Princeton campus. During that week 
the Princeton players convinced several of  their classmates to attend the 
game and let out with organized shouts in an attempt to unnerve the 
visitors—and so the first football cheers were born.

Princeton won the rematch and quickly took its place as one of  the 
Big Three of  football, along with Yale and Harvard. In the fall of  1873, 
Princeton, Rutgers, Yale, and Columbia met to codify the rules of  the 
soccer-like game. Harvard refused to join in, and looked elsewhere for 
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competition. In May 1874, a team from McGill University of  Montreal 
visited the Cambridge campus and introduced a game featuring Canadian 
rugby rules, which allowed players to pick up the ball and run with it until 
stopped. Harvard immediately took to this version of  football and in the 
next year converted Yale to the new style of  play. A kick that crossed the 
goal line was still the only means of  scoring, but advancement by running 
with the ball soon made the college forget about soccer. Versions of  the 
new game, with local adornments, soon popped up in various locales. In 
1883 a team from the University of  Michigan came east to take on the 
established schools. It lost badly to Yale, but suffered only narrow defeats 
to Harvard and Wesleyan, and won at Stevens Tech. A fifth game, against 
Cornell, was proposed for the neutral site of  Cleveland. It was nixed 
by the Cornell president, former Ann Arbor history professor Andrew 
White, with the unforgettable jibe, “I shall not permit thirty men to travel 
four hundred miles merely to agitate a bag of  wind.” But it was that bag 
of  wind that soon had scores of  colleges, and the people who supported 
them, in its thrall.

The most significant advancements in the first quarter-century of  in-
tercollegiate football sprang mostly from the inventive mind of  Walter 
Chauncey Camp. Born to a family of  educators in New Haven, Con-
necticut, Camp naturally matriculated at Yale, where he was a star run-
ning back for all or part of  seven seasons (1876-1882). He also earned a 
bachelor’s degree and advanced through medical school for three years. 
But it was the emerging game of  football that was his undying avocation. 
He remained a graduate advisor to Yale teams for decades in a role once 
described as “Yale’s unofficial, unpaid, unquestioned chief  mentor and 
arbiter.” His influence, though, would radiate far beyond the New Haven 
campus. 

American football in the 1870s resembled a form of  English rugby. 
After each scrum, a player was ruled downed and the ball would be placed 
between the two teams for the next scrimmage (which became scrum). 
Camp in 1880 proposed a change that gave possession of  the ball to one 
side, which would execute a succession of  planned movements. So was 
born the line of  scrimmage, and a set of  tries—or “downs”—in which 
the offensive team had to gain five yards to retain possession. That began 
a long line of  contributions to the development of  the game that earned 
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Camp the title of  “the father of  American football.” In the ensuing years, 
Camp’s influence on the game would continue unimpeded. He fashioned 
the modern scoring system, the center snap, the move to 11 players on a 
side (7 linemen and 4 backs), and a host of  other rules modifications. As 
great as all that were his contributions as a promoter of  the modern game, 
it was through his writing and selection of  All-American teams, which 
continued until his death in 1925 that kept him in the national limelight. 
His many magazine articles dissected the emerging game, and helped a 
curious public better understand the nuances of  the spectacle unfolding 
before them. As such, Camp played an essential role in football becoming 
a source of  mass entertainment.

American football began as a game to be played, not necessarily 
watched. Men at some of  the nation’s elite colleges viewed it as an in-
vigorating test of  manhood. But within a brief  ten-year span (1880-1890) 
football had become a great public spectacle with an immense following. 
It’s not surprising that football’s developmental years coincided with the 
golden age of  print, an era when newspapers and periodicals abounded, 
and reached a larger and more varied audience than ever before. Pre-Civil 
War census data showed just more than 2,000 newspapers in circulation; 
by 1890 the number had expanded to more than 11,000. General inter-
est weekly magazine readership also grew as Americans clamored for in-
formation. Harpers, Collier’s, Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Weekly, Century, the 
Saturday Evening Post, and The Atlantic boasted readership in the hundreds 
of  thousands; the Century topping all with a circulation of  175,000 by the 
1890s. And adjacent to articles on politics, culture, and art, the periodicals 
began to carry sporting news written by Walter Camp and Caspar Whit-
ney, who collaborated with Camp in choosing the annual All-America 
football team. 

Football’s formative years were read within the cultural context of  
an era reshaping America. Thus, the football narrative was defined in a 
multitude of  terms. Was it a mere pastime to be enjoyed as leisure time in-
creased? Was it a sport for gentlemen? Or was football the epic Darwinian 
struggle framed within a game of  rules and infringements? Was football a 
game of  brutality or a game of  manly virtues? Camp wanted it to be seen 
as a game of  discipline, obedience, pluck, and tactical genius, which he felt 
mirrored the American corporate culture rising to new prominence. He 
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held firmly to the belief  that building a strong body was needed to match 
mental toughness. He looked at the giants of  his day—James J. Hill, Cor-
nelius Vanderbilt, Marshall Field. They had become strong by working 
outdoors: Hill worked in railroad construction camps, Vanderbilt hoisted 
sails, and Field grew up on a farm. “The sons and grandsons of  men like 
these are now city born and bred. Body building toil has gone out of  their 
lives,” Camp said. He also believed a true sportsman was not a “good los-
er.” He claimed, “A true sportsman is a good winner; a man who disdains 
all small and crooked tricks, but who spares no pains to achieve victory by 
all honorable means, including, a thorough preparation.” 

In the earliest years, football contests were barely noted outside the 
campuses involved. For bigger events, such as the Yale-Princeton Thanks-
giving Day games, four or five paragraphs may appear in the New York 
dailies. But from these meager beginnings, the coverage of  football games 
expanded through the 1880s. Before long, the major newspapers included 
almost daily reports on the development of  the teams at the Big Four 
(Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and Penn). Slightly less attention was given 
to the second tier teams in the East (Cornell, Columbia, Brown, Lehigh, 
Lafayette, and Army).

No one was more aware of  how athletic activities were evolving into an 
American spectacle than Joseph Pulitzer, a Hungarian immigrant whose 
life reflected the so-called American dream. Pulitzer arrived penniless in 
1864 and by 1883 he towered over a newspaper empire with his purchase 
of  the New York World. In New York City, four out of  five residents were 
either foreign-born or children of  foreign-born parents. Pulitzer under-
stood the desire of  these new residents for information on political, so-
cial, and recreational activities. Pulitzer, who kept the daily price of  the 
World at two cents, doubled circulation in the first three months of  owner-
ship. Circulation stood at 250,000 in 1887, making it the nation’s largest 
paper. Pulitzer soon found himself  engaged in a newspaper war with Wil-
liam Randolph Hearst as they battle for readership in what was known as 
“golden age” of  journalism. 

Hearst, the son of  a wealthy U.S. Senator (George Hearst of  Cali-
fornia) and celebrated Washington socialite, stepped out of  his parents’ 
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shadow in 1895 with the purchase of  the New York Morning Journal. A 
youthful Hearst, who attended Harvard, witnessed the meteoric rise of  
Pulitzer and came prepared to take on Pulitzer and New York with a sen-
sationalized and self-promoted “yellow journalism” never before under-
taken. Pulitzer’s life was a complete contrast. He left Hamburg, Germany 
in 1864 as a contracted enlistee substitute for a Civil War draftee. Upon 
arrival in Boston, Pulitzer jumped ship and headed for New York City. 
He eventually worked his way to St. Louis where in 1878, at age 31, he 
emerged after several shrewd business dealings as the owner of  the St. 
Louis Post-Dispatch, and a rising figure on the journalistic scene. In 1883 he 
and his wife left for New York to board a ship on a doctor-ordered Eu-
ropean vacation. However, instead of  boarding the steamer, he met with 
financier Jay Gould and negotiated the purchase of  the New York World. 

As college football began to emerge from a college-campus-only ex-
perience to an event of  public interest, the two newspaper magnates real-
ized the potential readership gains to be made with increased reporting 
and features on athletic competition. Horse racing, prizefighting, baseball, 
and football went from paragraph-length coverage in the daily papers to 
multi-paged features drawing on the full range of  the papers’ person-
nel and resources. Before Pulitzer bought the New York World in 1893, 
illustration was an “occasional novelty” in newspapers. As soon as he 
assumed ownership of  the World, Pulitzer made illustrations a significant 
part of  daily journalism. He developed Sunday supplements that included 
separate sections for comics, women’s features, and a weekly “magazine.” 
By 1895, Pulitzer found himself  engaged with his nemesis in a battle to 
describe the football match of  the year.

The greatest rivalry in the new game of  American football matched 
Princeton and Yale in 1895, and interest had reached fever pitch by 
Thanksgiving Day as the two were scheduled to play at New York’s Man-
hattan Field. All the papers sent correspondents. Hearst sent something 
more—Richard Harding Davis, the most dashing figure in Victorian New 
York, who was rumored to be the model for the Gibson Boy, the debonair 
counterpart to the new American Girls in Charles Dana Gibson’s maga-
zine illustrations. By age 31, Davis had published fiction in Scribner’s, de-
veloped a popular newspaper column, and served as managing editor of  
Harper’s Weekly. Hearst hired him to cover Princeton-Yale at the princely 
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fee of  $500 for the single piece. Davis, an ardent sports fan, had covered 
prizefights and football. His name was a guaranteed draw, a sure way to 
distinguish the Journal’s report of  what would be a well-covered event. To 
get his money’s worth, Hearst paraded the story over two pages, including 
the whole of  a Sunday front, and ran the author’s byline almost an inch 
high in print. The text was accompanied by depictions of  the action, the 
crowd, the coaches, and a bird’s eye view of  Manhattan Field. Two highly 
detailed charts followed the ball through each half  of  the game. A former 
Yale coach offered a technical assessment of  the action, and the famous 
boxer James Corbett weighed in with his thoughts. Among Davis’ most 
striking prose was his reaction to the crowd of  40,000 packed into Man-
hattan Field. Mass audiences were clearly as new to sport as they were to 
newspapers:

It was like a great crater of  living people, and those who were 
on a level with the players saw the blue sky above them as a man 
sees it from the bottom of  a well. A circle a half  of  a mile in 
circumference, and composed of  people rising one above the 
other as high as a three-story house, is a very remarkable sight, 
and when half  of  these people leap suddenly to their feet and 
wave blue flags and yell, and then sink back as the many they 
have been cheering is tackled and thrown, and the other half  
jump in the their turn and wave orange and black flags, the effect 
is something which cannot be duplicated in this country.

Davis’ account of  the Yale-Princeton football match during Hearst’s 
first month in New York sold out the edition. And it marked a significant 
moment in coverage of  the sport—the crowds themselves were now part 
of  the story. Readers who hadn’t attended the game could envision what 
happened as if  they had been there. It fueled interest in the sport as noth-
ing else could have. From coast to coast, colleges jumped on the growing 
phenomenon created by football. And Yale University, where so many of  
the game’s roots had taken hold, played a major role in spreading its popu-
larity. Yale men fanned out to college and schools far and near, teaching 
the game that Walter Camp codified. None of  Camp’s protégés had as 
large an impact as did Amos Alonzo Stagg.
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In the early 1890s, as the preparations for the World’s Columbian Exposi-
tion were being made, so too was the planning underway for an institution 
that would serve as a beacon to the city, region, and world—the Univer-
sity of  Chicago. The idea began in New York City, where John D. Rock-
efeller, one of  the nation’s wealthiest and most ambitious philanthropists, 
dreamed of  founding a new kind of  university: rigorous in academics, 
yet open to educate and serve the masses of  Americans who would soon 
be seeking higher education. Unlike Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and their 
like, Rockefeller’s university would not be tethered to generations from 
the same families, educated at the same eastern prep schools. He would 
seek to educate men and women in body, mind, and spirit, bringing to-
gether top minds in a diverse range of  fields to leads the various depart-
ments of  study. Rockefeller’s plans coalesced around his relationship with 
a prolific young educator and minister, William Rainey Harper. Born to 
a small-town Ohio grocer in 1856, Harper made such quick work of  his 
schoolwork that he entered the hometown Muskingum College at the age 
of  10. A linguistic prodigy, he gave a commencement address in Hebrew 
at the age of  14. Even after some time working in his father’s store, to 
allow his body to catch up with his mind, Harper was just 17 when he en-
tered graduate studies at Yale in 1873. He joined the faculty of  the Baptist 
Union Theological Seminary of  Chicago in 1878 as a Hebrew instructor. 
A dedicated academic, Harper disagreed with the established practice of  
essentially closing down for the summer, and he soon developed a system 
of  some 30 summer schools nationwide, focusing on Hebrew and other 
ancient languages.

Harper’s superlative work caught the attention of  Rockefeller, a lead-
ing trustee of  the Chicago seminary, who pleaded with Harper to stay 
when the young professor was offered a chair in Semitic languages cre-
ated specifically for him at Yale in 1886. At the same time he moved 
to Yale, Harper was hired as chief  of  education at the up and coming 
Chautauqua Assembly in upstate New York. The ultimate summer ses-
sion, Chautauqua lasted 60 days and featured 300 lectures by a faculty of  
100 educators and civic leaders to some 2,000 students. Harper’s charge 
included traveling the United States recruiting instructors. He was able 
to display his skills in identifying and attracting scholars and others ca-
pable of  delivering outstanding lectures. By the next year, Rockefeller and 
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Harper were envisioning together their major new university, and Harper 
was successful in shifting Rockefeller’s focus to Chicago. There, outside 
of  the long shadow of  the traditional Eastern prestige universities, was 
the opportunity to create something truly unique. Their initial teaching 
staff  in 1892 would include nine former college or seminary presidents, 
as well as prominent academicians such as Thorstein Veblen, a Norwegian 
immigrant and leading economist of  his day, and John Dewey, an Ameri-
can psychologist, philosopher, educator, and political activist.

There was another important hire for the founding of  the University 
of  Chicago: Amos Alonzo Stagg, who was named Associate Professor 
of  the Department of  Physical Culture and Athletics. Physical educa-
tion thus became part of  the academic mission of  the university, the first 
time in the history of  American higher education that such a tenured ap-
pointment was made. The physical education requirement was significant: 
three quarters of  work per year in a student’s first two years, then two 
quarters each of  the final two years. Classes met for four and a half  hours 
per week, and students received physical examinations to help determine 
their coursework in physical education. There was another component to 
Stagg’s hiring: overseeing intercollegiate athletics. And these responsibili-
ties, essentially as a tenured coach, would soon come to far outweigh his 
work as a professor of  “physical culture.”

As mercurial as was Harper’s rise through academia, Stagg’s course 
was slowed by family hardship. Stagg was the fifth of  eight children born 
in West Orange, New Jersey; his father, a cobbler and general laborer, 
supported the family. Lonzo, as he was called, often found his formal 
education interrupted by stints working with his father, and doing a vari-
ety of  other jobs. He did not enter ninth grade until he was 18. An assis-
tant principal at Orange High School was a Yale graduate and suggested 
Stagg may be interested in college work. But upon graduation in 1883, 
Stagg found his high school preparation inadequate to matriculate in New 
Haven. However, he was able to follow a friend, George Gill, for a year 
of  post-graduate work at Phillips-Exeter Academy in New Hampshire. 
There, over a bitter winter, the 21-year-old Stagg slept in an unheated gar-
ret room, lived on 16 cents a day worth of  soda crackers, stale bread, and 
milk, while studying Latin, Greek, and mathematics. His work ethic was 
strained to the limit, but he survived and made it to spring, when he could 
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enjoy being outdoors, pitching for the Exeter baseball team.
Pitching was Stagg’s greatest joy and success. It soon attracted the 

attention of  colleges, and Dartmouth wrote all but assuring Stagg a spot 
on its varsity. But Dartmouth did not have a divinity school, so it was Yale 
where the 22-year-old Stagg arrived with $32 in hand in 1884. For the 
next six years, until a graduate student in 1890, he would pitch for the Yale 
varsity, compiling a 42-8 record against main rivals Harvard and Princeton 
alone. His pitching earned him wide praise, including this description in 
The Young Man’s Journal in 1890: “Of  America’s young men none perhaps 
are more widely known than A. Alonzo Stagg, the robust Christian athlete 
of  Yale College.” 

Stagg refused numerous offers to play professional baseball, instead 
professing a loyalty to his college, and a disdain for a game around which 
hangers-on would tempt athletes with gambling, alcohol and sinful ways; 
he would call “the whole tone of  the game was smelly.” While building his 
impressive resume on the pitching mound, Stagg had given scant atten-
tion to football during his undergraduate years. He failed to make Yale’s 
1884 team, and did not take up the sport again seriously until the fall of  
1888, as a graduate student. It was that fall that the first two great fig-
ures in American football—Lonzo Stagg and Walter Chauncey Camp—
first crossed paths in a significant way. Camp took over as Yale’s first 
officially recognized head coach in the fall of  1888. That first squad not 
only included Stagg but also William (Pudge) Heffelfinger, the 6-foot-3, 
206-pound lineman from Minneapolis who would become a three-time 
All-American—as chosen by Camp. The pair led a Bulldog squad that 
won all 13 games, outscoring its opposition by a combined 698 to 0. Yale 
faced Wesleyan three times (76-0, 46-0, and 105-0), Amherst twice (39-0 
and 70-0), and Pennsylvania twice (34-0 and 58-0). 

In 1889 Stagg spent his only year in Yale’s divinity school, and it 
was his final year as a Yale athlete. This time Camp arranged a 17-game 
schedule, again meeting Wesleyan three times and playing two games each 
against Amherst, Williams, Cornell, and the Crescent Athletic Club. The 
competition provided some greater drama than 1888. A mid-season battle 
at Penn resulted in a 20-10 Yale win; a trip to Brooklyn to play Crescent 
was just a 5-0 triumph; and Yale came away from a pitched battle with 
Harvard, winning 6-0. Yale took a 16-0 record into the finale, against 
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Princeton in the city, but fell to the Tigers, 10-0—Yale’s first loss since 
dropping a 6-5 decision to Princeton in 1885. Stagg’s two-year record as 
a Yale player thus ended 29-1. Camp would coach Yale just three more 
seasons; he finished with a five-year record of  68-2. Along the way he 
sent some of  the biggest names out across America to guide the newly 
standardized game. Included in 1900 was Dr. Henry L. Williams, who led 
the University of  Minnesota for 22 years, producing some of  that school’s 
strongest teams. The list also comprised George Woodruff, who would 
guide Penn to its greatest period of  success. And to the new University of  
Chicago, Amos Alonzo Stagg.

As football “missionaries,” Williams and Stagg took the game as 
played by the “holy trinity” of  Yale, Princeton, and Harvard and spread 
it westward. For Stagg, it was a natural extension of  his actual missionary 
work. Upon graduation in 1888, Harper hired Stagg to be the director of  
the athletic program at the Chautauqua Assembly in upstate New York. 
From there, he gained a wider influence, ministering to evangelical youth 
for Dwight L. Moody’s summer conferences, first in Massachusetts, then 
in Wisconsin. 

At the newly opened International YMCA Training School in Spring-
field, Massachusetts, Stagg studied and taught alongside another young 
Christian, this one a Canadian from McGill University—James Naismith, 
who had invented an unusual new game involving a peach basket to keep 
athletes occupied indoors during the harsh New England winters. Stagg 
was sent out with a suitcase of  “lantern slides” to promote the new school 
and speak to groups of  young Christian athletes. The new college also 
fielded a football team—the Christians—and Stagg was put in charge. 
For two seasons (1890-1891) Stagg guided the team, gaining consider-
able praise for his ability to train young men in this relatively new pur-
suit. His also hinted at his future as a showman, guiding his team in a 
midnight game at Madison Square Garden—considered America’s first 
indoor football game. Before he joined Harper in Chicago, Stagg made it 
known that he had been approached by both Yale and Penn to guide their 
football fortunes and had at least a conversation with Harvard about the 
same. Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore was also said to desire his 
services as director of  physical culture. Stagg’s letters to Harper quickly 
turned to the matter of  salary, and the president promised to make the 
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move worthwhile for the young athletic director.
It soon became apparent that the goals and motivations of  William 

Rainey Harper and Amos Alonzo Stagg were in significant alignment—
especially in regard to football. Harper would earn the moniker of  “the 
P.T. Barnum of  education,” operating the University of  Chicago, “The 
Greatest Show on Earth.” This “born propagandist” would talk of  pro-
moting “physical culture” for the student body, but what set his juices 
flowing was the possibility of  creating a big-time football program, in an 
era where there were precious few models to emulate. “The University of  
Chicago believes in football,” Harper said. “We shall encourage it here.” 
Stagg poured himself  into intercollegiate athletics. He saw building suc-
cessful teams as a way to encourage “strong college spirit” while adding 
that the men on such teams could act as Christian role models.  

University of  Chicago football began on the school’s initial day of  
classes—October 1, 1892—when Stagg met with 300 students to select 
a “varsity yell.” In his role as player-coach, he attracted enough eager stu-
dents to form a team. They played an ad hoc schedule, with games against 
high school and other teams often set up just days in advance. They were 
able to schedule two games each against Illinois and Northwestern, go-
ing 1-2-1, but the highlight without a doubt was a trip to Toledo, Ohio to 
face Michigan, already the primary Western power. Chicago performed 
admirably, losing just 18-10, and in the process gained publicity for the 
new institution. The 1893 season brought the Maroons a home field when 
prosperous Chicago store owner Marshall Field donated land at the uni-
versity’s northern edge. The team thus began what became one of  its 
hallmarks under Stagg: playing the vast majority of  its games at home. 
The 1893 Chicago team made just one trip, and that only as far as Ev-
anston for a 6-6 tie with Northwestern. It also began the cornerstone of  
Chicago’s annual schedule, a home game against Michigan on Thanksgiv-
ing Day. Newspapers in Chicago hailed the game as an important break-
through, a signature football event that could be the West’s equivalent 
of  the Yale-Harvard or Yale-Princeton affairs. Michigan fans arrived via 
special excursion trains, and President Harper sent invitations to many of  
Chicago’s most prominent residents. Without an alumni base to rely on 
for support, the university created an almost overnight bond with the lo-
cal citizens, especially those of  the professional and business elite, many 
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of  whom had graduated from college themselves. Since no stands had yet 
been erected at Marshall Field, the well-heeled arrived in fine carriages to 
watch the action—and each other. Each team had as its mascot a huge 
turkey in school colors, strutting about and letting out “gobbles almost as 
loud and effective as the yells of  the rival universities.” The transforma-
tion of  Chicago football from a vigorous, healthful activity for its stu-
dents to a prime slice of  entertainment and publicity for the college had 
been achieved within the space of  two football seasons.

 The turkey day extravaganza did not, however, mark the end of  Chi-
cago’s season. Stagg reprised his earlier foray into Madison Square Gar-
den by staging a pair of  postseason games at the nearby indoor Tattersalls 
Arena on a field measuring a skimpy 65 by 30 yards. A December 16 
match with Northwestern ended when a punted ball smashed an electric 
lamp, littering the field with glass fragments. More successful as an athletic 
exhibition was the game played on New Year’s Day, 1894, against the team 
from the University of  Notre Dame, resulting in an 8-0 Chicago victory. 
It was just the 12th game played in Notre Dame’s football history, which 
had operated sporadically since its inaugural game in November 1887.
Stagg had by this time developed a fellow instructor, Joseph A. Raycroft, 
as his replacement at quarterback, but after an injury to Raycroft, Stagg 
inserted himself  back into the lineup for the Notre Dame game.

 The establishment of  the University of  Chicago was the fulfillment 
of  the dreams envisioned at the World’s Fair in 1893; the cultural and edu-
cational foundations for a new city were established. By 1894 the city and 
the university became the shining light of  the West. And on the athletic 
fields, Stagg planned a most ambitious campaign. After three preseason 
games against Chicago high schools, the Maroons went 9-5-1 through a 
15-game regular season from September 12 through November 29, the 
Thanksgiving battle with Michigan. It was what followed the 1894 season 
that made the year most notable. Stagg had arranged for his team to make 
a splash unprecedented in American football: a 6,200-mile tour to the 
Pacific Coast and back to play a series of  postseason games. There was 
no question as to its purposes: the opportunity to draw large crowds and 
profitable gates and advertise the University of  Chicago far beyond its 
Midwestern home. Stagg arranged a pair of  games against another rela-
tively new institution, Leland Stanford Jr. University of  Palo Alto, Califor-
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nia. Negotiating for Leland Stanford was none other than Stagg’s mentor 
at Yale, Walter Camp, who had left New Haven to become Stanford’s first 
coach in 1892, and after a year’s absence, was again coaching the new 
school. Also representing Stanford was the treasurer of  its athletic asso-
ciation, student Herbert Hoover.

The Maroons experienced adventure before ever arriving in Califor-
nia. They had been given the use of  a benefactor’s private rail car. Their 
first look at it came upon their departure from Chicago, and Stagg lat-
er called it a condemned Pullman that “looked as though Sherman had 
marched through it.” Sure enough, while crossing the Rockies, the coal 
stove ignited the woodwork, and the coach and his players fought the fire 
with axes and water, and then abandoned the wreck at Sacramento. The 
first game against Stanford was played Christmas Day at San Francisco. 
Like the train trip, it didn’t go entirely smoothly. 

As the players were leaving the field at halftime, a scuffle erupted be-
tween the referee and Chicago quarterback Frank Hering, with conflicting 
reports of  who struck whom first. The game had to be finished with a 
substitute referee, and Chicago prevailed, 24-4. The teams met again four 
days later in Los Angeles in what might be called the first true college 
bowl game—two teams playing away from their respective campuses well 
after the regular season, primarily to attract a healthy profit and promote 
the institutions. The tour continued with a match against the Reliance 
Athletic Club on January 1, 1885, and the return trip included a 52-0 Chi-
cago victory against the Salt Lake YMCA. 

Camp, already a prolific football writer, was collecting a series of  
statements supporting football’s role on college campuses, and received 
this one from Stagg: “Football has done a great deal toward arousing col-
lege spirit where little or none existed, so we feel it has been of  special 
value in our university life.” Inside of  three years, Rockefeller’s university 
had constructed a form of  intercollegiate athletics that expanded on the 
form of  its Eastern forbears and blazed a path that set up college football 
as a major source of  entertainment, revenue, and school spirit.


