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INTRODUCTION

"The struggle on the gridiron keeps the spectators in a high emotional intensity,
for anything may happen at any time in a football game. A long run, a successful forward
pass, a fumble--and a sure loser may be converted into a winner.”' The remarks of New
York Times writer George Copeland on September 27, 1931, seemed an unfitting
discussion in the overwhelming hardship of the early 1930s, a period that stood witness
to the sudden and dramatic degeneration of the American economic structure, the
suspension of almost 3,000 banks, and the unemployment of over 4 million Americans.
The nation found itself immersed in the depths of what would become known as the
Great Depression. It has been called by historians “the saddest proletarian episode in
American history,” characterized by a “panoply of disruption with the erosion of families,
loss of homes, transience, apathy.”” For many, such a sporting event as college football
was the least of their interests or concerns. Yet Copeland’s remarks about the collegiate
sport, and similarly those of many other sport journalists and commentators of the period,
remained printed in the widely read newspaper. There was no mistake about it—a
growing faction of the American populace wanted to hear the latest news from the
gridiron, and newspaper reporters and college writers responded accordingly.
Unbeknownst to the writers, their words foreshadowed a phenomenon that was about to
occur in the arena of spectator sports.

Though attendance at college football games, Iand for that matter most spectator
sports, fell in the first years of the Depression, with a few colleges even proceeding to

! George Copeland, “Crowds That Rock the Sports Arenas,” New York Times, September 27, 1931.

2 Catherine Covert and John Stevens, ed., Mass Media Between the Wars: Perceptions of Cultural Tension,
1918-1941 (Syracuse University Press, 1984), 162.
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drop the sport, estimates in 1937 placed total fandom at 20 million, a figure twice as high
as that of 1930.” College football was not only able to withstand the difficulties of the
Depression, but was actually able to increase its appeal and overall spectator attendance
from pre-Depression years. Was this the sjmple result of what sport historian Benjamin
Rader concluded was the college game’s ability to attract higher income groups who
withstood the rigors of the Depression more successfully than did baseball’s fans,’ or was
there something more driving this surge of interest? How did the unique circumstances of
the Great Depression, including mass unemployment and nation-wide economic
anxieties, influence the economic and social makeup of college football’s spectators?
What was it about the grueling gridiron that appealed to the vulnerable national
mentality?

While the field of sport history is a fairly recent arrival to scholarly historical
study, in the past few decades sport historians have managed to perform extensive
research on what spectators value, both in the game of college football and in the wider
arena of sports and leisure. As displayed in our modern popular culture, from
extravagant costumes and tailgating rituals to the loyal road-game caravans that follow
their alma maters to the farthest venue possible, college football fandom is in itself a
unique way of life. In one explanation provided by sport historians, college football’s
appeal is largely due to the game’s ability to evoke community pride and preserve
vulnerable local identities among lesser-known communities of spectators. They note its
ability to promote kinship among the student body, to bind together local college

communities who faced unprecedented threats to local identity in the early 20" century, a

4 Benjamin Rader, American Sports: From the Age of Folk Games to the Age of Televised Sports (Upper
Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 2004), 188.
4 ...

Ibid.
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critical juncture in the centuries-long transformation of this country from a rural, frontier,
decentralized, producerist, farm and village society—the older America—into the
modern commercialized, consumerist, and mechanized mass society of the metropolis.’
Other studies instead depict the wide-ranging impact of educational institutions on the
rise of college football, as certain college presidents openly sought to build their
institutions through a successful football team’s publicity.® Colleges used the sport’s
exposure in the national media to build their universities’ reputation and attempt to secure
a profitable following of boosters and alumni. In the 1920s, for example, colleges across
the country built colossal stadiums of steel and concrete for their institutions’ football
programs, which ultimately resulted in a doubling of attendance at college games and a
remarkable tripling of gate receipts.” These endeavors of elite universities and local
colleges have thus been cited among the multiple sources contributing to the expansion of
the swelling fan base in the early 20" century.

In examining the meaning of college football to spectators, researchers have also
unsurprisingly provided a fair amount of analysis on the spectators’ opportunity to have a
shared American experieﬁce in the stadiums, and most especially, how men have found
the means to assert their recurrently threatened sense of masculinity through watching the
gridiron. Historians note that from its very birth in the late 19" century, college football
readily appealed to young men. A “manly game played by gentlemen” and representing
the highest ideals of Theodore Roosevelt's Strenuous Life philosophy, the gridiron was

often used by eager boys to recover and reassert their own manhood. Sport historians

5 Michael Oriard, King Football (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2001), 67.
® Ibid. 82.
’ Rader, American Sports, 188.
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have performed in-depth examinations and frequently revisited the complex origins of
college football’s allure; however, this research is far from comprehensive, as existing
studies explaining the sport’s overall evolution in early 20" century America do not
completely account for the sharp rise in attendance that occurred within the distinctive
circumstances of the Depression.

From 1933 to 1937, in the heart of the country’s efforts to recover from the
sudden onset of the Great Depression, college football did more for Americans than act
solely as a mechanism for boosting community identity or asserting what seemed to be a
constantly threatened sense of masculinity. Rather, the sport embodied a country of
individuals who had experienced an abrupt reversal in both national identity and a
lifestyle they once believed to be on the rise and completely untouchable. In their
increasing reviews of gridiron culture, sport commentators and journalists of the mid-
1930s frequently used metaphors and symbolic images regarding the triumph of
overcoming adversity. The greatest and most often read stories produced by sport
journalists were those that told of a winless, substandard team that in the midst of its
demise was somehow able to rise from its lowly status and emerge victorious over a
seemingly superior rival. Heroic players and coaches combined merits of muscle and
physical brawniness with moral fortitude and endurance. Beyond overarching
motivations often attributed to the rise of college football, spectators in the Great
Depression found that through the sport they were able to live out their economic
tensions and social anxieties. Most importantly, spectators were given hope that they too
would eventually prevail over their hardships. This paper will attempt to assert this idea

by examining the language and images of the period’s popular media, with particular
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analysis of two major national periodicals—the New York Times and the Los Angeles
Times—and intercollegiate campus papers—Berkeley’s The Daily Californian and
UCLA’s California Daily Bruin. College football allowed spectators the rare opportunity
to vicariously experience an intense and grueling fight that could ultimately lead to a
victory over what seemed to be an impenetrable front line. A resilient opposing team was
an obstacle that for spectators in the 1930s symbolized their plight and economic turmoil.
The sport offered spectators a venue through which they could symbolically overcome
the great national crisis they were dealt, to engage a wounded sense of masculinity and to
individually contend with a distinctively altered lifestyle. It was only on the gridiron
where Americans could, both literally and metapl_lorically, tackle their insecurities and

misfortunes and look forward to the chance of a new, confident beginning.

“THE GOLDEN AGE” OF COLLEGE GRIDIRON

College football’s unexpected surge in popularity in the 1930s was due primarily
to emotions and ideologies developed as a result of the Depression; however, in order to
understand these distinct ideologies, it is important to recognize the factors that played
into college football’s growing popularity and success by the end of the 1920s. The
prosperous and generally comfortable period of the 1920s is often referred to as the
“Golden Age” of sports. It was a time when industry and spectator alike would evolve
their everyday pastime interests in extracurricular activity toward a national enthrallment
with organized sports. Some have asserted that the “Golden” characterization of the
period from 1919 to 1930 is due to a rise of the greatest collection of stars, involving both

skill and color, that sport has ever known since “the first cave man tackled the mammoth
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and the aurorchs bull.”® Whatever the cause, there is no denying that sports rose to
dramatic new heights in popularity and social value in the years of the 1920s.

College football did not escape these advances, and before the onset of the
nation’s economic crisis, the sport was in a steady and dynamic process of developing a
dedicated and active fan base by the end of the 1920s. American sportswriter Allison
Danzig vividly described this early state of college football audiences in his general
review of 1920s sports, what is often referred to as its “Golden Age™:

In the years between the end of the war and the collapse of the stock market,

October 29, 1929—overlapping slightly at either end—{[college football] burst its

bonds and became an all-engrossing sport and business. People who had learned

to love it before the war now demanded to see it weekly. They battled each other
for tickets. They neglected their businesses to talk about it in the office. They
remembered academic loyalties they had almost forgotten and started taking on
interest in the old U., its gridiron successes and failures.’
As Danzig reveals, the close of the 1920s saw the beginning stages of a growing populace
of college football spectators. With generally less concern over financial security and
confidence in the nation’s future prospects, spectators were drawn to the sport simply as
an enjoyable form of lively entertainment.

College football came of age in the 1920s, when it was widely recognized as
America’s greatest sporting spectacle.'” While a few of the major Eastern and Mid-
Western colleges financed some public exhibitions for their gridiron teams before the
period, the time soon came when every campus harboring a respectable football team

would erect grand concrete stadiums to boast of their team’s greatness. Scouting for

potential talent became preseason custom, coaches were met with paychecks that

8 Allison Danzig, ed., Sport’s Golden Age: A Close-up of the Fabulous Twenties (Freeport: Books for
Libraries Press, 1948), 112.

? Ibid., 1.
8 Encyclopedia Brittanica, s.v. “college football.”
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exceeded those of even the university presidents, and “before you could say John
Roosevelt Robinson, the game had taken its place in the Golden Age of Sports.”'' It is
important to recognize that before the onset of the Great Depression, college football did
gain popularity as fans found social intimacy with the sport; however, this connection
was distinctive. It did not entail a means by which fans used to uplift their otherwise
humbled spirits or reassert masculine dominance over rising feminine independence, as
was the case in the unique circumstances of the 1930s. Rather, what fans were drawn to
at the end of the 1920s was the simple pleasure of enjoying an action-packed sport. The
unexpected upsurge in attendance in the midst of the Great Depression was unique to the
social conditions of the period, and the development of college football prior to the
period owed itself to the uncomplicated, spirited appeals of spectator interest.

Before being cloaked in the financial disarray and widespread desperation of the
1930s, the nation could enjoy its extracurricular activities without the underlying sense of
hopelessness that preoccupied the minds of American citizens in the Depression. The
American lifestyle of the 1920s was generally defined by a tremendous degree of
security. In the particular case of college football events, students could simply freely
engage in an innocent and spirited venture with their fellow classmates. “Collegians
enjoyed sport because it was exciting, promoted community among the student body, and
operated independently of adult supervision."'? Students appreciated any and all
opportunities to revel in festivity and partake in interactive social environments.
Football’s primary role in college life lay in fostering school spirit. “While an athletic

victory certainly expressed the urge to competition on the campus, it was above all the

1 Danzig, ed., Sport’s Golden Age, 112.
12 Steven A. Riess. City Games: The Evolution of American Urban Society and the Rise of Sports (Sport
and Society). Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1991, 55.
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symbol of group cohesion and thus first among peer activities.”” In another way, the
nation’s recent involvement in World War I provided as much stimulus to spectator
interest than any other motivating factor. Walter Camp, for example, helped to organize a
service-football program that introduced the game to thousands of young men. And as
declared in a 1919 New York Times editorial, football owed more to the war in the way of
the spread of the spirit of the game than did “to ten or twenty years of development in the
period before the war.” ' It would not be until the Depression era that spectators would

find a more meaningful, albeit wholly complex, significance in their presence at the

college gridiron.

“This Ain’t the Pros”

While one could easily argue that football spectators in our modern day are
divided between devotees of the professional National Football League and longtime
followers of the college game, many fans in fact lovers of both arenas, such was not the
case at the turn of the century. An examination of college football spectators rather than
those following the professional league is much more pertinent and valuable to
understanding American culture in that period. As professional football players and
coaches possessed largely disreputable statuses, college football was a sport that was
closer to its fans. College games seemed less preoccupied with game technicalities and
more characterized by its relationship to its spectators, garnering greater widespread

popularity and identification from sport audiences.

e Oriard, King Football, 168.
" Ibid., 3.
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Spectators connected to college football in a way that could not be achieved by
the professional league. As will be discussed later in further depth, communal
identification with a local college football team was an indispensable factor in the overall
growth of the sport in the early 20" century. In fact, few Americans thought about
professional football at all until the mid-1920s. And while pro teams in industrial towns
in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and a few other places had their followers, the “football law of
local-rootedness ruled absolutely.”'> Even small-college—those enrollments running
from 500 to 2,000 students—contests receive more than 7,000,000 American spectators
year after year by a conservative estimate.'® In the same way, many young players of the
Depression era who appealed to the sport of football admired the distinct features of the
college gridiron, and dismissed any thought of entering the professional arena. None of
the first five Heisman Trophy winners pursued careers in pro football, and in the years
leading up to World War 11, “professional football was not yet every boy’s—or even
every football player’s—dream.”l7

In the first half of the century, college football was undeniably more popular than
its professional counterpart, attracting more public attention, luring in more fans, and
financing its activities with much more diligence than professional teams. As sport
historian Michael Oriard revealed in King Football, college football was a game that was,
as opposed to professional football, for the “common fan, not the expert, for innocent

enjoyment rather than self-flattering expertise.”'® Professional football was also a sport

constantly at the mercy of criticism produced by media commentaries and public

15 Oriard, King Football, 202.

'6 John McCallum and Charles H. Pearson, College Football USA: 1869...1971 (Hall of Fame Publishing,
1971), 227.

' Oriard, King Football, 202.

'8 bid., 200.
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officials. Condemnations of the National Football League existed since the organization’s
very beginnings, and about the only professional football news worth reporting in the
early century was provided by official denunciations or scandals. ' Considering the
passion and interest demonstrated by spectators for college gridiron events and their
simultaneous disregard for information on the happenings of the professional game, it is
to be sure a much more valuable endeavor to examine the unique place of college football

in the lives of spectators in the 1930s.

AN INCOMPLETE HISTORY

While most researchers of sport history have emphasized the period from 1850 to
1920, with a growing number examining the post-World War Il era, the time of great
tension and ideological transformation in the Great Depression has received relatively
little attention. From Black Tuesday and the Stock Market Crash of 1929 to the nation’s
formal entry into World War I1, millions of Americans were forced to face extreme
financial instability and psychological anxiety. Attendance and overall profitability of
most mass spectator sports experienced dramatic downturns as the nation struggled to
comprehend their newfound Depression. Sport historians’ neglect of this period
constitutes a major barrier to understanding the progression of spectator sports in the 20"
century, and has overlooked a means by which we may better understand the social and
cultural complexities of the American sport spectator in the Great Depression.

In what little has been studied of spectator sports in the Great Depression, there
has been even less regard for the subject of college football. With baseball and

prizefighting constituting most of the published scholarly work and with the exception of

1 Oriard, King Football, 203,
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the work of Michael Oriard, references to college football have generally glossed over the
Depression period in an overall analysis of the development of the sport. In such
historical research, many historians have chosen to examine the evolution of the impact
of the game on spectator identity and what characteristics have succeeded in luring more
and more fans to the colossal gridiron stadiums. This research is essential to

understanding spectator interest in the Great Depression.

“College-Building”

A certain selection of sport historians has chosen to ascribe the lure of spectators
to the gridiron to the promotion and vast funding of educational institutions and their
alumni. "In a nation in which colleges and universities engaged in keen competition for
students and public support, football victories, especially victories in intersectional
games, could call local and national attention to hitherto obscure and little-known
colleges."*® Colleges managed to gain status as a result of prominent football programs,
and college authorities believed that the sport aided in the recruitment of students,
increased support for the institution by local business and community leaders, deepened
the bonds of alumni loyalty, and, if a publicly supported institution, might increase
appropriations from state legislatures.”' Additionally, college alumni faithfully played
their roles in building these programs not only with financial contributions to their alma
mater, but also in their simple dedicated following and attendance at the games. Alums of
the Northeastern elite schools, who were scattered across the country, avidly followed the

football exploits of their alma maters, and at the turn of the century the world wars played

N Rader, American Sports, 192.
?! Ibid. 192.
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