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For this first case study of college football by a social historian, Lester has brought life
to the story of a university football program that had an unusual beginning, a glorious
middle, and a unique and inglorious conclusion. The nation's first tenured coach and
the most creative and entrepreneurial of all college coaches from the 1890s to the
1920s, Amos Alonzo Stagg headed a program marked by creation of the letterman's
club and by the dominant use of the forward pass, of jersey numbers, and of the
collegiate modern T formation. Stagg, who had been an all-American football player at
Yale University, joined the company of nine former college or seminary presidents and
academic notables including John Dewey, Thorstein Veblen, and Albert Michelson
when he was named associate professor of physical culture and coach of the football
team at the University of Chicago in 1892. Within fifteen years the charismatic Stagg
had developed a program so powerful that more Americans knew of it than of the
physics experiments of Michelson, who in 1907 became the first U.S. citizen to win the
Nobel Prize. The logical commercial trail established by Stagg and University President
William Rainey Harper helped change football into a mass entertainment industry on
American campuses. This fascinating look at the birth of bigtime college sport shows
how today's gridiron glory and scandal were prefigured in Chicago's football industry
of the early twentieth century, presided over by the brilliant, combative, saintly, but
very human Amos Alonzo Stagg.
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