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The Construction, Negotiation, and
Transformation of Racial Identity in
American Football: A Study of Native
and African Americans

GERALD R. GEMS

|

INTRODUCTION

This study assumes that its subjects have multiple identities: as
men, football players, members of distinct racial and socio-
economic groups, Americans, sons, fathers, and husbands. It
attempts to analyze only some of these roles in relation to the sub-
jects' sporting experiences, which generated meanings that were
interpreted by themselves and others. Furthermore, such mean-
ings changed over time, and proved negotiable through human
agency. Racial identity, a problematic construct, assumed physio-
logical differences during the period of this study, which extends
from 1890 to the 1960s. The practices of the dominant white cul-
ture defined the boundaries of racial interaction, and attempted
to define the meanings of a collective racial identity. To that
extent, non-white groups such as Native Americans and African
Americans underwent similar experiences in their exclusion,
then limited inclusion in the dominant society and in white con-
struction of alternative groups’ identity.'

Gerald R. Gems currently serves as the chairperson of the Health and Physical
Education Department at North Central College in Naperville, Illinois. He is
the coeditor of book reviews for the Journal of Sport History, and has authored
two books and numerous articles.
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CONSTRUCTION OF IDENTITY

For the Native Americans, even the term Indian proved a
descriptive misnomer. Ascribed by whites, they also assigned
roles such as savage, child of nature, earthly steward, and ulti-
mate victim. Blacks, too, fell victim to slavery, the loss of their
African cultures, and white characterizations of them as brutes,
inept children, and even subhumans. Social Darwinists stereo-
typed non-whites as inferior and subordinate groups and ratio-
nalized white dominance as a benevolent practice of decultur-
ation and assimilation to white norms. That process included
the humiliating experiences of plantation or reservation life,
the imposition of sedentary agricultural lifestyles, white dress
and housing styles, and shorn braids for Indians or facial hair
for blacks. Both slavery and boarding school experiences
sought to segregate non-whites from white society, break down
clan and kinship ties, and produce white generalizations of
racial identity that had, in fact, differed greatly by tribe affilia-
tion. Thus unable to define their own identities, both blacks
and Indians struggled to overcome whites’ stereotypes and the
self-doubts that such characterizations as “others” produced.?

Such training or schooling brought inevitable cultural
change as it brought non-whites into contact with whites’ lan-
guage, education, economy, and religious, political, and social
practices. For many Indians and blacks it eventually meant a
transition from a rural lifestyle to an urban, industrial exis-
tence. Part of that commercial world included sporting enter-
prises as an expression of power relations, and football, in par-
ticular, enjoyed a late nineteenth century boom, as elite white
institutions contested with each other for prestige and national
recognition. That process began with the first Princeton-
Rutgers game in 1869, and reached nationwide proportions by
the 1890s. For non-whites the football field proved an arena of
contested terrain, where they might mediate and transform the
white construction of their identities. For non-white football
players that meant a measure of assimilation, but not full
enculturation in the white world.?

NEGOTIATION OF IDENTITY

Football, a game that had started among and for the northeast-
ern elites, could not remain so, once it spread westward and
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southward. Students at land grant colleges, the burgeoning
public high schools, and even boys’ sandlot teams adopted the
game by the 1880s, bringing greater democratization to the
sport. Although Social Darwinists of the time assumed white,
Anglo, upper-class superiority, they did not fully intend to test it
on the football field. Walter Camp claimed that “it is a gentle-
man’s game—that, as the ‘Dandy’ gentlemen regiments in the
Civil War outmarched, out fought, and out plucked the ‘bloody
rebs,” so gentlemen teams and gentlemen players will always
hold the football field. Brutes haven’t the pluck....”* The elites’
own insistence on winning dismantled the amateur code and its
pretensions of gentlemanly posture. Victories required talent,
regardless of lineage, and the spread of football induced an
inevitable leveling effect. As early as 1894, a proponent of the
game claimed that it “dissapated [sic] bigotry and intolerance.”
Among the first to dispel the myths of Social Darwinism
were African Americans. Systematically excluded from the
upper echelons of professional baseball after 1877, boxing, for
a time, offered blacks the opportunity to challenge the belief in
white superiority. When George Dixon, the black featherweight
champ, bloodied and knocked out Jack Skelly in an 1892 New
Orleans title fight, however, a racist backlash ensued in a move
to ban interracial bouts. Heavyweights refused to give the
black Peter Jackson a deserved chance at the crown. Thus,
when Jack Johnson finally wrested it from Tommy Burns in
Australia in 1908, it engendered the search for the “Great White
Hope,” Johnson’s flight from federal prosecution, race riots,
and his eventual imprisonment.* It remained for the more
docile Joe Louis to rekindle African American hopes in the
1930s. Until that time football provided the only continuous,
highly visible athletic enterprise for African American athletes.
Moreover, whereas boxing pitted black against white in an
individual and hostile encounter, football incorporated black
players within the cooperative framework of the team, sym-
bolically portraying their inclusion in the greater polity.
Within that framework blacks seemed less threatening than
in the singular encounters of the boxing ring, yet stellar play
might be recognized by all. Given the game’s similarity to mil-
itary combat, football may have served a surrogate function for
African American players, allowing them to attain a measure of
hero status denied them in other arenas, even though they
served with distinction in the Civil War as so-called Buffalo
Soldiers, and in the Spanish-American War. Such disregard for
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black contributions to war efforts continued throughout World
Wars [ and 117 :

On the football field, however, African American players
literally fought for and earned respect. George Jewett, star of
the Ann Arbor High School team in 1889, entered the
University of Michigan the next year. As a halfback and kicker,
Jewett scored six touchdowns in one game against the Detroit
Athletic Club, but his play in a 56-10 win over Albion resulted
in a riot as opponents and fans tried to “ kill the nigger.” Police
restored order and Jewett remained in the game. A teammate
admitted that Jewett was “very fast.... He undoubtedly was the
best player on the Michigan team of 1890.” When an
Indianapolis hotel manager refused him a room, white team-
mates caused him to retract his decision. Nevertheless, Jewett
left Michigan the following year and reappeared in 1893 on the
Northwestern team, whose fans apparently appreciated his
play. In a game against Michigan that year a “special student
train with all kinds of money to bet on their team” from
Northwestern traveled to Ann Arbor. When Jewett scored the
first touchdown they doubled their bets, only to be humiliated
when Michigan beat Northwestern 72-6.°

While Jewett’s fame proved transitory, he led the way for
others. The year after his appearance two African Americans
played for the Amherst team. William Tecumseh Sherman
Jackson starred at halfback, and William Henry Lewis cap-
tained the team at center. Lewis, the son of former slaves,
entered Harvard Law School and earned All-America honors
at center in 1892 and 1893, the first black to gain such distinc-
tion. Lewis coached Harvard teams in later years and won elec-
tion to the Cambridge city council and state legislature. He
then served as assistant United States attorney general for
Boston and held that national office during the Taft adminis-
tration.’

Lewis earned respect beyond the football field, but it was
due at least initially and in no small part to his prowess on it.
When a local barber refused service to Lewis, fellow students
boycotted his shop. Yet they took no action when Monroe
Trotter, Harvard’s first black Phi Beta Kappa, suffered a similar
fate. W.E.B. DuBois, who obtained his bachelor’s, master’s, and
doctoral degrees at the institution during the same period, stat-
ed that he did not feel a part of the school. Within a few short
years, DuBois penned the scholarly treatise on the black expe-
rience in America, and in 1903 The Souls of Black Folk, which
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illuminated the “double-consciousness” of African American
identity and his opposition to the accommodationist philoso-
phy of Booker T. Washington, who accepted the policy of racial
exclusion."

In the South, segregation laws forced African Americans to
play each other, and they did so by 1890 when Biddle began
intramural football. Two years later it engaged in the first black
intercollegiate game with Livingstone at Salisbury, North
Carolina. The Lincoln-Howard series, initiated in 1894, became
a Thanksgiving spectacular in Washington, D.C., which paral-
leled white festivities in New York as black identity blossomed.
The Tuskegee-Atlanta series opened in 1897 and black sandlot
teams competed in the South by the mid-1890s. Where exclud-
ed, African Americans thus constructed a parallel sporting cul-
ture and thereby gained some sense of inclusion in the main-
stream sporting activities."

Somewhat more fluid social conditions allowed greater
opportunities for African Americans in the North. In 1902
Minnesota featured a multiracial front line with an Indian, an
African American, a German, two Englishmen, and two
Irishmen, all led by a Jewish quarterback. Such cosmopoli-
tanism appeared throughout urban areas where the children of
ethnic immigrants and African American migrants increasing-
ly attended the public schools after the turn of the century. In
Chicago the Pollard brothers began earning athletic laurels in
the 1890s. By 1902 Chicago newspapers regularly praised Sam
Ransom, a multi-sport star and teammate of Walter Eckersall at
Hyde Park High School. Hyde Park arranged a post-season
game in Louisville with Manual Training School in November
of 1902; however, the Southerners refused to let Ransom play.
He later showcased his brilliance in a national championship
game against a Brooklyn team in which he scored seven touch-
downs. Despite the presence of future All-Americans who also
played in the game, the Chicago Tribune asserted that “Ransom
was the particular star of the game. It was Sammy who was
always in evidence, running now around one end and now the
other, gaining twenty, thirty, forty yards with ease, always on
hand when a fumble was made ready to fall on the ball.
Ransom it was who made touchdown after touchdown,
Ransom the irresistible.”’? Despite such prowess, white power
brokers limited his future options.

Relatively few African Americans were able to showcase
their talents at the collegiate level. Coaches Amos Alonzo Stagg
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of Chicago and Fielding Yost of Michigan fought over
Eckersall, Ransom’s white teammate, but neither apparently
tried to recruit Ransom, who ended up at tiny Beloit College.
Yost paid no heed in 1904 when a Michigan supporter wrote
about Abner Powell, a black schoolboy sensation in Salt Lake
City. At 180 pounds Powell allegedly ran one hundred yards in
ten seconds. “This young man is a human whirlwind ... the equal
of Heston ... a thorough gentleman, always knows his place ...
fine punter.” Such attributes proved to no avail, as white coach-
es determined the extent of black participation and exposure.”

Likewise, Stagg bypassed the numerous black stars on local
high school teams. Southern schools adhered to strict segrega-
tion of the races, so when Dan McGugin, the Vanderbilt coach,
requested a game with Chicago he wanted assurances that
Chicago had no blacks on its team. Stagg replied, “No, we have
no Negroes on the University of Chicago football team, and
there is no chance of there being any candidates for the team
next fall. Up to date there has never been a Negro on a
University of Chicago team. In twenty-four years only three
Negroes have competed ... in track athletics.”” Such coaches
thus negated the promise of education and equal opportunity
by limiting the complexion of the squads. African Americans
might compete in individual sports, like track, but could not be
part of the team on or off the field.

The athletes who got a chance made the most of it. Bob-
Marshall earned All-America recognition at Minnesota in 1905
and 1906, as did Edward Gray at Amherst in the latter year.
Archie Alexander gained All-Missouri Valley honors for Iowa
in 1910, even though opponents in Missouri refused to let him
play. Alexander worked as hard in the classroom, earning a
degree in civil engineering. Two years later, Roy Young
coached linemen at Northwestern, one of the few blacks
accorded a leadership role. Fritz Pollard, in 1916, and Paul
Robeson, in 1917 and 1918, became the first African Americans
to make the All-American first team, thereby becoming nation-
al heroes in the black community.”

The Chicago Defender, perhaps the most prominent of all
African American newspapers, charged that football had become
an “obsession” in black colleges as early as 1910. The craze
included the trustees, alumni, faculty, and women. The paper
claimed that players experienced tremendous pressure to bring
glory to their schools and their female fans, for whom they risked
injury and death. Failure to win brought disgrace. In football
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blacks had found a means to challenge Social Darwinism, and
when excluded they mobilized their own resources.

The black media began choosing its own All-American
team in 1911. In 1912 Lincoln University of Pennsylvania joined
three southern schools to form the Colored Intercollegiate
Athletic Conference. The Pittsburgh Courier began naming a
black national champion in 1920. In 1922 black promoters
staged a black versus white football game in Chicago, which
the black team won. By 1933 Florida A&M hosted the Orange
Blossom Classic in Jacksonville, an African American bowl
game that served as the unofficial national championship for
black colleges. Still laboring under the Jim Crow laws that
forced segregation, African Americans adopted the game as
their own within their own administrative framework and
commercialized structure. By that time dozens of black players
had competed with and against whites on northern teams,
slowly dismantling the precepts of Social Darwinism and pro-
viding the African American community with continued hope
in the promise of democracy. Blacks demonstrated that trust by
donating the proceeds of the 1942 Tuskegee-Wilberforce game,
held in Chicago’s Soldier Field, to the army emergency relief
fund. The game itself, between two black schools, and the sym-
bolic contribution signified an ongoing dilemma of dual iden-
tity for African Americans.”

Ironically, it was often in the small towns and among the
less educated working class that black players won begrudging
respect for their prowess on the burgeoning professional cir-
cuit. Professionalism spread from western Pennsylvania to
eastern Ohio after the turn of the century. In 1904, Shelby, Ohio
signed Charles Follis, previously a star black running back for
the Wooster Athletic Association, to a contract for a full season
and provided him with a job in the local hardware store. Such
moves secured the loyalty of Follis through the 1906 season, for
it was common practice for players to switch teams weekly, fol-
lowing the highest bidder for their services.®

Community pride and enormous bets required securing the
best talent as professionalism spread to the East and westward,
and African American players benefited. Akron signed Charles
“Doc” Baker in 1906, and Henry McDonald began a long career
among various New York teams in 1911. Gideon “Charlie”
Smith played for Canton in 1915, and Bobby Marshall, the
Minnesota All-American, was still playing professionally in
1927 at the age of forty-seven with the Duluth, Minnesota
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Eskimos in the National Football League. The emergence of Fritz
Pollard on the professional scene in 1919 signaled the heyday of
early black pros in the 1920s. Pollard enjoyed one of the highest
salaries in the new professional league and a measure of prestige
as the first African American to serve as a head coach. As play-
er-coach Pollard led his team to the championship, and All-
American Paul Robeson of Rutgers and Duke Slater of Iowa
soon joined him in the pro games. More than a dozen black play-
ers appeared on six different teams before white owners fol-
lowed the lead of baseball and banned them after 1933.”

For more than fifty years, while major league baseball
excluded African Americans, football provided hope, opportu-
nity, and a measure of recognition and esteem for black ath-
letes. After Fritz Pollard helped a Pennsylvania coal town team
defeat their rivals in 1923, the townspeople provided a Pullman
berth for his train ride back to Chicago and threatened the crew
lest they tried to invoke the color line restrictions. Pollard
claimed that he was able to serve as the coach of the
Hammond, Indiana Pros in 1923 to 1924 because “several of the
players wanted me as coach,” despite the presence of the Ku
Klux Klan in the area.” Though more democratic, at least until
1934, black pioneers still faced racism from opponents, team-
mates, and fans. Racial slurs and intentional injuries were con-
stant threats, but as African Americans prevailed they further
damaged the restrictive barriers of Jim Crow and Social
Darwinism. Black players demonstrated their power on the
field, and both white owners and fans proved willing to pay for
such prowess, allowing for greater inclusion in white popular
culture. No longer could whites doubt black masculinity, as
African American players won greater respect both on and off
the field. Duke Slater became a municipal court judge in
Chicago and Paul Robeson enjoyed national stardom in a the-
atrical career. Both had become “American” success stories
before Robeson’s social activism diminished white support.
Whites gained greater appreciation and knowledge of black
urban life as they flocked to black and tan cabarets throughout
the 1920s, and by the 1930s scientists admitted to no proof of
biological or mental differences between the races.”

Edward Henderson, a prominent black educator, stated
that “athletics has done more to bring Negroes into the main
stream of our American society than possibly any other medi-
um.”? Apparent harmony dissipated, however, as blacks
achieved greater racial and class consciousness. Robeson ques-
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tioned the capitalist system, and Joe Lillard, the last black pro
player of the 1930s, questioned white leadership. Despite acco-
lades from the white press, which acclaimed him as the team’s
star, the Chicago Cardinals suspended Lillard after a disagree-
ment with his coach and fighting with white opponents. Like
Jack Johnson, he had become the “bad nigger” who resisted
white authority. Relegated to minor league play, blacks again
forged their own destiny. Fritz Pollard coached the Brown
Bombers which defeated white all-star teams during the 1930s.2

A formidable black press and burgeoning black labor
movement clamored for greater inclusion, and once again foot-
ball provided an opportunity. A year before Jackie Robinson'’s
debut in major league baseball, the Los Angeles Rams signed
Kenny Washington and Woody Strode, and the Cleveland
Browns of the All-America Football Conference hired Bill Willis
and Marion Motley. Their success presaged the civil rights
movement of the 1950s and the integration of southern col-
leges. By the 1970s even southern football had to integrate in
the quest to maintain its regional pride.* :

Football also highlighted the limited inclusion of Native
Americans in white society. In 1879 the Carlisle Industrial
School for Indians opened its doors in abandoned army bar-
racks in Pennsylvania with the purpose of converting the
Indians to white notions of civilization. The program of assim-
ilation taught English, vocational skills, and the dominant
white cultural values, but the football team represented its
most visible success. Although beginning play in 1890, injuries
resulted in a two-year hiatus. Superintendent Richard Henry
Pratt acceded to student requests to resurrect the game in 1893
because he perceived it as a means to instill teamwork, order,
discipline, and obedience. Within two years the school
embarked on a national schedule by challenging the eastern
powers at their own game, as messianic movements and the
Ghost Dance alarmed whites in the West through more tradi-
tional Indian rituals. At their first appearance in New York,
patrons expected warpaint, tomahawks, and screeching and
were disappointed to find that “They don’t look any different
than our boys.” As Indians lost their traditional lifestyles, foot-
ball may have served a surrogate function as a means to assert
the skills and bravery previously displayed in war and the buf-
falo hunt. James Robertson has asserted that as a territorial
game which required gaining ground or resisting such incur-
sions, football replicated the frontier experience, and newspa-
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per accounts of the era characterized it as such. As early as 1898
Dennis Wheelock, an Oneida Indian at Carlisle, stated that “the
only way I see how he [the Indian] may reoccupy the lands that
once were his, is through football, and as football takes brains,
takes energy, proves whether civilization can be understood by
the Indian or not, we are willing to perpetuate it.”*

In 1898 quarterback Frank Hudson became the first of
many Indian players to win All-American recognition, but
Walter Camp, the selector, attributed his skills to coaching by a
former Yale player. A]. Standing, assistant superintendent at
Carlisle, also acknowledged the team’s success, but claimed the
need for white coaching and management. Bemus Pierce, team
captain, offered a rebuttal to that charge at the team banquet in
1898.%

Carlisle housed individuals from seventy different tribes,
and the 1901 football team even included an Inuit, Nikifer
Shouchuk. The school, and the team in particular, represented
a showcase of government assimilation efforts masking Indian
values in the process. With no home field the team traveled the
length of the country, including West Coast tours in 1899 and
1903 to play against universities, middle-class athletic clubs,
and other Indian schools. Such a nomadic existence may have
replicated tribal life for some. In 1912 Carlisle even went to
Canada to play a combined rugby-football game against
Toronto University, in which Carlisle prevailed 49-1. Such
exposure, and victories, garnered acclaim and power. Carlisle
nearly defeated Harvard and Yale in the 1896 season, and beat
Penn in 1899. Sportswriters ranked Carlisle among the best
teams in the nation between 1904 and 1914. Its 1912 team, rep-
resenting ten tribal groups, led the nation in scoring with 504
points. Jim Thorpe accounted for twenty-five of the team'’s
sixty-six touchdowns. Combined with his feats as Olympic
champion in both the 1912 pentathlon and decathlon, such per-
formances shattered notions of white physical superiority, but
white media inevitably characterized such victories as brawn
over brain.”

Such a visible symbol of democracy and acculturation at
work proved a commercial bonanza for opponents and pro-
vided a measure of power for the institution. As early as 1900,
Coach Stagg at Chicago acknowledged the possibility of “a
great financial success,” but ultimately decided not to play the
Indians because a loss might “jeopardize chances fgr (the)
western championship.”® Carlisle got a two-thousand-dollar
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guarantee from Michigan for a 1901 game in Detroit, and
Chicago gave up seventeen thousand dollars for a 1907 contest,
which Carlisle won 18-4.” Such enterprises drew the Indians
into the mainstream urban, commercial culture, but did not
ensure their full incorporation.

Winning at the box office and on the field may have gone a
long way in resurrecting the image of Native Americans,
except that “Pop” Warner, Carlisle’s coach from 1899-1903 and
again from 1907-1914, got most of the credit. The innovative
formations and trick plays which the Indians featured were
attributed to Warner’s genius and only reinforced the Social
Darwinian perception of the necessity for white leadership.
When Carlisle hid the ball under a player’s jersey and nearly
defeated mighty Harvard in 1903, Warner reinforced the pre-
vailing stereotypes by asserting, “The public expects the
Indians to employ trickery and we try to oblige.”* Warner like-
wise capitalized on the nativist sentiment that all Indians
looked alike and that”’Redskins’ are hard to distinguish” by
refusing to number players’ jerseys.”

The white press continued to represent Indians as primi-
tives or, at best, noble savages, despite the fact that the Indians’
sportsmanship exceeded that of their white opponents. When
kneed by an antagonist, Pete Hauser, a 1907 standout, retaliat-
ed with a simple question, “Who’s the savage now?”* Often
characterized as tricksters who won by deviousness or “mas-
sacre” if they scored a lot of points, such media descriptions
reinforced white notions of Anglo moral superiority. One
newspaper story stated:

[T]rue to his Indian origin, Thorpe had his occasional out-
bursts. After a 1912 scoreless tie ... he went on a rampage....
Warner found him in a cafe ... saturated in fire water ... and
beat his head up and down on the floor. This incident made
Warner the only man whom Thorpe ever held in awe.”

Football taught Indians rules, discipline, and civilization, but
ultimately they served as “good losers,” as they had in the
Anglo land quest for Manifest Destiny.

The game meant much more to the Indians, however, and
provided them with a means to exhibit racial pride and a mea-
sure of vengeance. “Pop” Warner admitted approaching games
as a frontier conflict and inciting his players in a continuation
of the Indian wars. The Indians knew that such battles had
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been fought on unequal terms and proved anxious to show
“what they could do when the odds were even.” The impor-
tance of winning for the Indians can be deduced from Warner’s
remark that if the team lost more than one game in a season,
“they felt like painting their faces black and throwing ashes
over their head.” When Dickinson’s pre-game festivities
included a cowboy scalping an Indian in 1905, Carlisle retaliat-
ed with a Dickinson dummy and proceeded to shoot arrows
into its chest with each score in a 36-0 rout. In 1911 when
Syracuse players smashed the nose of a Carlisle guard, they
were amazed to witness his second-half return under a mask of
tape. Only after the game did they realize that Carlisle’s assis-
tant coach, Emil Hauser (also known as Wauseka), had posed
as an impostor to gain a measure of revenge.*

The Indians took particular pride in defeating Army more
so than any other team, winning two of three games against the
symbol of U.S. military might. A Carlisle historian noted that
against the Army, “Redskins play football as if they were pos-
sessed.”” Before the 1912 contest Warner allegedly told the
Indians, “These are the long knives. You are Indians. Tonight
we will know whether or not you are warriors.”* When Jim
Thorpe was ruled out of bounds on a kickoff that he presum-
ably had returned for a touchdown, he avenged the decision by
scoring another on the ensuing play. Carlisle won 27-6. Other
Indians shared such sentiments. A player at the Haskell Indian
Institute in Kansas wrote home in 1914, stating that he was at
“hard practice for war ... mobilizing our troops ... trained and
equipped for the coming campaign.””

Catlisle players also found particular joy in outsmarting the
elite institutions with trick plays. The 1907 rules disallowed a
pass completion out of bounds, so Albert Exendine ran around
the Chicago bench before returning to the field to catch a touch-
down pass in an 18-4 win. Trick plays were commonplace
against Harvard, but unnecessary in 1911 when Thorpe scored
a touchdown and four field goals in an 18-15 Carlisle win. After
such games, players “had a lot of fun parodying the
Cambridge accent, even those with very little English attempt-
ing the broad A.” The pastime exemplified both the oral tradi-
tions of the Indians as well as their use of humor as a resistive
device. After a win over Penn, one Carlisle player concluded,
“Maybe white men better with cannon and guns, but Indian
just as good in brains to think with,” thus negating white
claims and promoting racial pride and self-esteem.®
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Football served the Native American players as a means
both to resist and adapt the dominant culture that was imposed
on them. Their entrance into the outlaw world of professional
football continued that evolution into a gradual and limited
adoption of commercialism that is still incomplete. As early as
1896, Green Bay reportedly paid Tom Skenandore, an Oneida
Indian at Carlisle, and two players as well as coaches Warner
and Pierce played in a New York tournament in 1902. John
Mathews, a former Carlisle player, got paid by the Franklin,
Pennsylvania team that same year. Carlisle players gained
greater exposure to the renegade brand of football when it
scheduled a Wednesday game against the Massillon, Ohio
team in Cleveland in 1904. Despite the game being on a week
day, they drew 3,600 patrons and thousands of dollars in bets,
won by the Massillon pros 8-4.

Forced to return his 1912 Olympic medals for violating the
amateur ideal by playing professional baseball, Jim Thorpe
openly adopted professional football in 1915, earning as much
as 250 dollars a game from the Pine Village, Indiana and
Canton, Ohio teams. Others soon found employment in the
professional ranks after their college days. Joe Guyon, a mem-
ber of the Chippewa tribe, starred at Carlisle before helping
Georgia Tech to the national championship in 1917.
Segregation policies proved less restrictive for Indians than
blacks in the South. As an All-American, Guyon soon enjoyed
a lucrative salary as a professional. Thorpe served, nominally,
as the first president of the new professional league upon its
founding in 1919. Both Thorpe and Guyon played for the all-
Indian Oorang team on the professional circuit in 1922 and
1923, with Thorpe as player-manager of the twelve different
tribes represented on the roster. The Oorang team served as a
promotional gimmick for its white owner, but its composition
also reflected a racial cohesiveness, a bond apparently lacking
on mixed teams.”

Other Indians earned a measure of fame and status as foot-
ball coaches and thereby gained greater inclusion in the domi-
nant culture. Bemus Pierce, a Seneca Indian and a Carlisle star
from 1894 to 1898, became Warner'’s assistant thereafter before
assuming head coaching responsibilities at several schools.
Albert Exendine, a member of the Delaware tribe, won All-
America recognition in 1906 and 1907 before starting a long
coaching career in 1908 that took him to both coasts and
Oklahoma, where he retired to serve as a lawyer with the
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Bureau of Indian Affairs. Lone Star Dietz, a teammate of
Thorpe’s from 1907 to 1911, enjoyed an equally prestigious
career as a coach, leading Washington state to an undefeated
season and a 1916 Rose Bowl win. Dietz coached several colle-
giate squads before accepting the position of head coach of the
professional Boston Braves in 1933 (later Washington
Redskins). Dietz returned to the collegiate ranks in 1935 and a
career as an artist. Indians thus proved to themselves and oth-
ers that they could succeed both on and off the athletic field.”

The athletic tradition spawned by Carlisle ended in scandal
when whites’ financial mismanagement caused the school’s
closure in 1918. Indian players continued to earn acclaim and
money in the National Football League for another decade, and
Mayes McLain, of the Haskell Indian Institute, led the country
in scoring with 253 points in 1926. Haskell garnered a 12-0-1
record that year, but the white media and NCAA record books
subsequently diminished both team and individual achieve-
ments. Haskell had attempted to “attain a position among the
foot ball teams of the west similar to that occupied by the
Carlisle team among those of the east ...” as early as 1900. The
most prominent teams, however, declined to schedule Haskell,
thus limiting the Indian presence in the more elite circles.
Despite Carlisle’s success, the white media continued to rein-
force old stereotypes a quarter of a century later. In the 1926
battle of unbeatens, Haskell and Boston College tied 21-21 in
Boston. The Boston Globe declared the Indians “more power-
ful,” but the Bostonians “smarter.” When Haskell then defeat-
ed an unbeaten Xavier squad, the Cincinnati Enquirer called it
“the modernized version of warfare of the Indian empire of the
past.” Perhaps it was such designation as “others,” or perhaps
the prowess of its players, that caused the Missouri Valley
Conference to shun Haskell when scheduling, ensuring that
there would be no more Carlisles.”

By 1932 even Jim Thorpe had to borrow a pass to get into
the Los Angeles Olympics, a circumstance bemoaned by Vice
President Charles Curtis, also of Indian descent. At a football
banquet Thorpe had “received the greatest ovation ever given
a football player on the coast,” but went unrecognized as a man
at the Olympics. Reduced to day labor and bit movie parts by
1933, Thorpe retained his pride, forcing movie executives to
hire other Indians for Native American roles, but even he
admitted that they would not be starring figures.*
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TRANSFORMATION OF IDENTITY

The perception of integration and assimilation fostered by the
Carlisle teams masked the reality of limited inclusion in
American society. Football allowed diverse tribes to obtain a
sense of collective racial identity, combat Social Darwinian
stereotypes, and develop pride in Indian athletic heroes. A
select few gained socioeconomic status exemplifying the
American dream. Whites, however, chose to arrest the devel-
opment of full incorporation in American society by maintain-
ing the separate and unequal reservation system that continues
to plague Indian populations with poverty and the mixed
blessing of limited autonomy.

Football enabled many blacks and Indians to redefine their
own psychological identity. It brought a measure of self-
respect, greater racial consciousness, and racial pride. Gus
Welch, a Chippewa who had played for Warner at Carlisle,
realized that he was morally superior to a white man that had
“no principle.” The coach, who swore at, kicked, and beat his
players; gambled on games; and pocketed the receipts could
hardly teach the virtuous life.* The minorities’ athletic feats
and successes destabilized norms, expectations, and stereo-
types ascribed by whites, but socially they remained members
of alternative cultures, marginalized with dual identities and
limited inclusion, particularly off the field. But by the 1960s
they had become part of several countercultures that changed
the whole. Jim Brown personified the new assertive, proud
black athlete with a greater sense of self. For African
Americans, control of their own media had allowed for the pro-
motion of inclusion and racial equality that served as a source
of mobilization in the civil rights movement.*

Though race remained a social construct, both blacks and
Indians redefined their self-conceptions. With the Indian
Reorganization Act of 1934, more than one hundred tribes
opted for their own constitutions, and a National Congress of
American Indians appeared during the next decade, but a pan-
Indian movement (the American Indian Movement) did not
gain prominence until the 1970s. By that time both blacks and
Indians had given new meaning to the separate-but-equal doc-
trine and reveled in their differences. Neither group needed
nor wanted to become white, as they moved toward self-suffi-
ciency. Football players such as Jim Brown, Gale Sayers, and
others used their association with the game to combat racism.
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Brown certainly understood the historical importance of his
predecessors in that process when he said, “I wonder if black
stars ever study history.... Blacks who came before them paved
the way.”¥ Football helped many blacks and Indians lay the
foundations for such identity formation by providing a collec-
tive memory of self-validation and the creation of kindred
heroes as they successfully tested themselves against the
beliefs of Social Darwinism and dispelled notions of white
dominance. As Cornel West has more recently declared, the
exposure and rejection of such white ideals was the first step in
overcoming an imposed construction of racial identity and the
affirmation of self-worth.® In that sense football proved to be
not only an assimilative experience, but a resistive and liberat-
ing one as well.
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