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  Foreword



  From the time I was a little kid, I competed in sports, and I always played with and against guys older than me. I was a very gifted football and baseball player who was blessed with a rubber arm, and I was fairly fast and quick.


  When I came to the NFL in 1974 after realizing so much success at Notre Dame and in the Canadian Football League, I focused on putting all of those attributes to good use for the Washington Redskins.


  Since then, my life has revolved around the Burgundy & Gold in one way or another, and it’s been an incredible run.


  From my 12-season career (1974 to 1985), when I had the privilege of playing for two Hall of Fame coaches, George Allen and Joe Gibbs, and going to the playoffs five times with one Super Bowl–winning season; to a diverse broadcasting career in which I provided color analysis for many years on NFL games, including Redskins exhibition games; to all of the events I’ve been part of that honored the team in one way or another, I’ve felt a tight emotional bond with our storied pro football franchise in the nation’s capital.


  Now, having the complete history of the team right in front of me in The Washington Pro Football Encyclopedia is another privilege.


  This book has it all, spanning the history of the franchise from its inception in 1932 to the present, 94 seasons in all. You’ll read about the team’s two major glory periods (1937 to 1945 and 1981 to 1992), plus bios on all of the greats in the team’s history, players like Sammy Baugh, Sonny Jurgensen, Larry Brown, John Riggins, Art Monk, Chris Hanburger, Darrell Green, Sean Taylor, London Fletcher, and now Jayden Daniels and Terry McLaurin. Plus, you’ll come across fascinating bits of trivia about the history of the organization.


  So enjoy this comprehensive and entertaining account of this franchise in The Washington Pro Football Encyclopedia. Washington football fans are special, and they deserve a book like this.


  Joe Theismann, March 2026





  Foreword



  In my 14-year NFL career, I played for the Redskins, Eagles, and Giants. I don’t know of any other player who has worn the uniform of three different NFC East teams. That was a wild experience, given that all three are fierce rivals of one another!


  But my greatest memories by far are from my time with the iconic sports franchise in the nation’s capital. I spent my first 10 years with the Washington Redskins and will always think of myself first as a member of the Burgundy & Gold. Having the opportunity to sign a one-day contract that allowed me to retire as a Redskin was memorable, followed by all of my broadcasting endeavors that have let me stay close to the team and analyze how it’s doing on the field. All told, I’ve been connected to this organization for nearly four decades.


  A lot of people respect me for speaking my mind in my on-air work. That’s just who I am. It’s part of my DNA to tell it like it is, even when I must criticize the team I once played for.


  I’ll always cherish my opportunity to play for the Redskins, especially the three seasons I spent with Joe Gibbs. We were in the playoffs all three years and won a Super Bowl in the 1991 season with probably the best team in Joe’s 12 seasons coaching here. It was like a magic carpet ride finishing 14–2 in the regular season and bulldozing through the postseason, before dominating the cocky Buffalo Bills in Super Bowl XXVI. We were like a machine. I always think about my teammates from back then, guys like Mark Rypien, Earnest Byner, Ricky Ervins, Art Monk, Gary Clark, Don Warren, the Hogs, Charles Mann, Wilber Marshall, Darrell Green, Brad Edwards, and Andre Collins. It’s wonderful reuniting with those guys at alumni events.


  My 1999 team was also special. We went to the second round of the playoffs and came a hair short of reaching the NFC championship game.


  It will be a blast for me or any other fan of Washington’s football franchise to read about the history of the team in The Washington Pro Football Encyclopedia. In the most comprehensive account of the franchise ever written, this 608-page book has it all, from season-by-season summaries, player bios of Washington’s greatest players, and sidebars about some of the lesser-known stories in team history.


  So sit back and enjoy this book. It does a superb job of upholding the rich tradition of Washington’s football team.


  Brian Mitchell, March 2026





  Introduction



  Washington, D.C., as the popular belief goes, is not a true sports town in the mold of, say, New York, Philadelphia, Boston, Chicago, or Los Angeles. The nation’s capital is a five pro-sport city—football, baseball, basketball, soccer, and hockey—but it’s noteworthy that one team dwarfs the others in popularity and is a local cultural phenomenon, to boot. That team has established such a tight grip on the D.C-Maryland-Virginia (DMV) region that a win puts an extra skip in the community’s step, while a loss triggers many long faces.
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  After more than three decades of playing in Landover, Maryland, Washington’s NFL franchise, now the Commanders, will be moving back to Washington, D.C., to play in this new 70,000-seat stadium starting in 2030. The stadium, which will be surrounded by a residential, shopping, and entertainment district, is located where RFK Stadium once stood near the shores of the Anacostia River.


  That team is Washington’s nearly 100-year-old pro football franchise, long known as the Redskins, now called the Commanders.


  The Commanders are a Washington icon along the lines of the White House, Congress, and the Supreme Court. The three most scrutinized people in the city are the president, the Commanders’ coach, and the Commanders’ starting quarterback—not necessarily in that order. True, D.C. is not a sports town. But when the NFL season kicks off, all eyes are on the city’s pro football team.


  “Emotionally, economically, psychologically, when summer ends, they’re it,” said Dave Lysinger, who has held Redskins-Commanders season tickets since 1997. “Everybody in this area gravitates to them. “When you start hearing about training camp, when you start seeing some movement in the NFL, everybody just starts to forget the Nationals, Capitals, and Wizards. The increase in excitement and anticipation is also because the NFL is a brand, an international phenomenon.”


  The team’s reputation as the crown jewel of the local sports scene is also a by-product of its status as the oldest and most storied sports franchise in town, in addition to having one of the richest traditions in the NFL. Since settling in Boston in 1932, before moving to the nation’s capital in 1937, the franchise has won five NFL championships, including three Super Bowls. All three Super Bowl wins came during the Redskins’ glory days in the 1980s and early ’90s, when they were one of the league’s perennial powers under the guidance of now-Hall of Fame coach Joe Gibbs. The Wizards, Capitals, and Nationals, in comparison, have three championships among them since they’ve been in D.C. The Washington Senators, who migrated to Texas in 1971, won a World Series in 1924.


  In The Washington Pro Football Encyclopedia, one will come to understand why the city’s pro football franchise has become such a major piece of the DMV’s culture. The book not only captures the franchise’s history but explains why a city and sports team have become so intertwined, and why the identity of one would simply seem odd without the other. In a metropolitan area that is diverse economically, racially, religiously, and culturally, the pro football team is the great unifier. The region is loaded with lawyers, lobbyists, and government bureaucrats and contractors, along with hosts of other white-collar employees, and so much of what happens revolves around politics, a hotbed of divisiveness.


  “One of the things I loved about the Redskins is their fan base,” said a Redskins great from the 1980s, colorful defensive end Dexter Manley. “There’s such great tradition. We all seemed to come together for the same common denominator—to win. You could say in Washington everyone is so happy when the Redskins win. They would bring a Republican and Democrat together, and I bet they could settle a bill in a minute.”


  Diron Talbert, a talented Redskins defensive tackle in the 1970s, made a similar observation: “Washington really needs for that franchise to always be a winner because it is such a negative town due to the politics. The city is much different than a lot of other cities to play in because everything is so negative. Yet, it really boosts the people and fans whenever the team is doing good. It’s like it rejuvenates everybody.”


  Talbert told of an important detail that the city’s mayor in the early ’70s, Walter Washington, once shared during a visit to the team’s practice facility, Redskin Park: “He said, ‘On Sunday when you guys are playing, the crime rate is very low in the District.’ He just laughed like hell, and so did we.”


  The Redskins captivated the area from the time they set foot in the nation’s capital in 1937. They won the NFL championship that year and stand as the league’s only NFL team to do so in its inaugural season in a new city. Many people who bought Redskins season tickets in the franchise’s early years—when the juggernaut appeared in six NFL championship games and won twice—handed them down to family members like a treasured heirloom. But the Redskins’ rabid fan base that existed in the 1970s, ’80s, and early ’90s dissipated during the maddening quarter-century ownership era of businessman Dan Snyder, who sold the team after the 2022 season. For about 50 years, the Redskins maintained a season-ticket waiting list they said reached as high as 200,000, but they ended the wait in 2018 as attendance rapidly declined, allowing anyone to buy a ticket for a home game.


  Clyde Green, a longtime D.C. native who tailgated and attended games at RFK Stadium in the 1980s and runs the storied H-10 tailgate group today at Northwest Stadium, has seen the good and the bad.


  “As long as the team is winning, we’re going to keep the fan base,” he said. “We have a different fan base than we had back in the day. These are ‘what have you done for me lately fans,’ and if you’re not showing up to win, they’re not going to show up to support you. They’re going to sell their tickets to somebody for a higher fee. They’re going to go to the bar with their buddies. They’re going to watch it on TV and drink with the money they made selling their tickets. But we’re old school. We’re still coming out here.”


  The fan base may get quieter at times, but it will never die. And many more fans will appear if the Commanders duplicate and/or exceed their success from 2024, when they shocked the football world and reached the NFC championship game with a rookie quarterback at the helm, Jayden Daniels. Maybe one day Daniels will be part of an esteemed list of players who are indelibly linked with the franchise, names such as Sammy Baugh, Sonny Jurgensen, Bobby Mitchell, Charley Taylor, Chris Hanburger, Joe Theismann, John Riggins, Art Monk, Darrell Green, and Russ Grimm. Their biographies are in The Washington Pro Football Encyclopedia, as are the stories of many other players, season-by-season breakdowns, and scores of highlights and anecdotes that illuminate the history of a pro football team steeped in pride and tradition.


  Enjoy!
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  The Franchise Is Born



  The Roaring ’20s marked a decade of unbridled prosperity in the United States and an era when entertainment came into its own as a mainstay of American culture. Americans could choose from jazz, movies, theater, radio offerings, and sports. In this golden age of sports, spectators forked out money in record numbers to see baseball games, college and pro football action, boxing matches, and other athletic events.


  George Preston Marshall wanted a chunk of the gate receipts. A wealthy entrepreneur who owned a Washington, D.C., business called the Palace Laundry, Marshall had diversified career interests. His business aspirations led him to collaborate with George Halas, owner of the NFL’s Chicago Bears, and Cleveland department store tycoon Max Rosenblum to organize the American Basketball League (ABL). It was regarded as the first true national basketball circuit.


  Marshall fielded an ABL team called the Palace Big Five, which began play in the 1925–26 season at the Arcadia, a 2,000-seat gym at 14th Street and Park Road in Washington. The franchise was a financial disaster, and Marshall sold it during the ABL’s third season in 1928. But through his involvement in the league, he cultivated a strong relationship with Halas and ABL president Joe Carr, who was also the NFL’s president. The two asked Marshall to invest in an NFL team.


  The NFL was then in its infancy. Formed in 1920 as the American Professional Football Association, the league was renamed the National Football League after the 1921 season. By 1926, it had ballooned to more than 20 teams. Excitement surged along the way mainly owing to stars such as Red Grange and Ernie Nevers, who electrified crowds with their offensive prowess. At one game in the 1925 season, 70,000 people turned out to see Grange’s Chicago Bears host the New York Giants.


  But the NFL began to struggle. Most teams were small-town franchises with limited financial backing and couldn’t support pro football. Several clubs, including the Canton (Ohio) Bulldogs, the Hammond (Indiana) Pros, the Frankford (Pennsylvania) Yellow Jackets, and the Duluth (Minnesota) Eskimos, folded or suspended play.


  Recognizing that business moguls like Marshall were needed to support franchises, Carr, Halas, and other NFL leaders made him an offer. With a goal of establishing teams in larger towns and cities, the league proposed to sell him the rights to the Newark (New Jersey) Tornadoes franchise, which had been forfeited to the league before the 1931 season. League officials mandated that Marshall locate the team in Boston starting in the 1932 season.


  Marshall liked the idea and formed a syndicate he led with several other investors.


  “I got talked into it,” Marshall told the the Washington Evening Star on April 22, 1962. “I told them we would lose $25,000 the first year. They mentioned Washington, and I said ‘No!’ I didn’t want to bring a football team to Washington. I got rapped for the free advertising I was getting from my basketball team.


  “We decided on Boston. I owned one-fifth. Two dropped out before the season, and that left Larry Doyle, Vincent Bendix, and myself. We then each owned a third.”


  To minimize risk, the league offered the ownership group a reduced franchise fee. The syndicate agreed to pay $1,500 and post another $1,500 as a guarantee that the Boston franchise would finish its first season. Years later, Marshall admitted he never paid either fee. “The franchise didn’t cost us a dime,” he once said. “Just picked it up for the asking and the willingness to underwrite the losses.”


  On July 10, 1932, NFL owners voted in Atlantic City, New Jersey, to make Boston an official franchise in a league that had been whittled down to eight teams.



   “The National Professional Football League voted today to cut the player limit from 22 to 20,” the Associated Press reported. “The league will open its season Sept. 18 when the Chicago Cardinals play in Green Bay, and will close Dec. 11 with a game between Green Bay and the Chicago Bears at Chicago. The circuit will be composed of eight teams, equally divided between East and West. Boston is the only new team admitted to membership, replacing Providence, which was given the right to maintain an inactive franchise for a year. The Philadelphia franchise was forfeited.”




  Boston seemed like a logical choice to place a team. The hopping sports town supported two Major League Baseball clubs, the Red Sox in the American League and the Braves in the National League, and was enthusiastic about hockey, boxing, basketball, rowing, and even pro wrestling. College football was a hit at local schools such as Harvard, Boston University, Boston College, Amherst, Holy Cross, Dartmouth, and Tufts.


  But Boston had never accepted pro football. In 1926, a team known as the Boston Bulldogs played in the first American Football League, which was founded to compete with the NFL. The league lasted only a year. The Bulldogs, formerly the Pottsville (Pennsylvania) Maroons, reappeared in 1929 as an NFL franchise. A 4–4–0 season and failure to attract fans forced the team to fold. Marshall faced an additional challenge: By the early 1930s, the nation had descended into the Great Depression. When people spent money, it was critical that the product provided the greatest possible return, a belief that applied even more so to entertainment.


  The businessman was optimistic he could overcome those obstacles. One of his first moves was to sign a lease to play at Braves Field, home of the Boston Braves. He nicknamed his team the Braves, following a trend in the NFL’s early years in which some teams copied the name of the city’s baseball team to maintain an identity with fans.


  To coach the squad, Marshall hired Lud Wray, a former player and coach at the University of Pennsylvania who had also played for the NFL’s Buffalo All-Americans and Rochester Jeffersons. The owner gave Wray carte blanche for recruiting players. No college draft existed, and the eight NFL teams were free to sign anyone. Wray signed about 40 players, including a 260-pound tackle from Washington State, Albert Glen “Turk” Edwards, and West Virginia Wesleyan halfback Cliff Battles. Years later, the two were inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame.


  Wray nabbed other promising rookies: guard George Hurley, a college teammate of Edwards; Southern California products in halfback Erny Pinckert and fullback Jim Musick; end Paul “Rip” Collins and tackle Jim MacMurdo out of Pittsburgh; quarterback Henry Thomas “Honolulu” Hughes and halfback Reggie Rust out of Oregon State; Wisconsin guard Joe Kresky; and Fordham center Tony Siano.


  Wray also sought players with NFL experience and chose from an excellent pool. Three NFL teams had folded after the 1931 season, sending about 60 players scurrying. He acquired two ex-New York Giants, 235-pound tackle Corrie “Chang” Artman and back Tony Plansky; former Chicago Cardinals center Mickey Erickson; and end George Kenneally, who had played one of his five NFL seasons for the Boston Bulldogs.


  The Braves opened their exhibition season by shutting out the semipro Quincy (Massachusetts) Trojans, 25–0, behind Musick’s two touchdowns and one apiece by Plansky and Rust. The Providence Steamrollers, a team that consisted of many players once cut by the Braves, pulled off a 9–6 win. But with only a day’s rest, the Braves bounced back to crush another semipro team, 31–0. Next up: Boston’s inaugural regular-season game against the Brooklyn Dodgers.
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  Surviving in Beantown (1932–1936)




  Life was hectic for Boston Braves owner George Preston Marshall in the days preceding the debut of his NFL franchise.


  He crisscrossed the city to promote the Braves to sportswriters at myriad Boston newspapers. Unlike in the coming years, when he became irate at local media for what he perceived as skimpy coverage of his team, he had every reason to be excited on the morning of Saturday, October 1, 1932, when a big, bold headline streaked across the top of a Boston Globe sports page: “Boston Braves Open Pro Schedule Tomorrow Against Brooklyn.”


  The Braves faced a stiff test to stop one of the league’s top passers, Benny Friedman, now a member of the Hall of Fame. Friedman was no sensation against the new franchise but threw two touchdown passes to his favorite target, Jack Grossman, to lift the Dodgers to a 14–0 victory before 6,000 fans at Braves Field. The Braves earned their first win the next week, 14–6 over the New York Giants, although they couldn’t produce another victory until four games later, beating Staten Island, 19–6. They struggled to a 4–4–2 record, fourth in the NFL.


  It was also a challenge at the box office. Boston fans didn’t embrace the Braves, contrary to what Marshall expected, and they lost $46,000 in 1932. Two of the team’s owners, Larry Doyle and Vincent Bendix, sold their interests to Marshall, leaving him as the franchise’s sole owner. After the ’32 season, the baseball Braves threatened to raise the rent for Marshall’s use of Braves Field. He decided to move the team to nearby Fenway Park, home of the American League’s Red Sox. It would have been confusing if Marshall had kept the name Braves, but he knew the new nickname needed a similar Native American theme. Marshall long held a fascination toward Native Americans because of his family’s ties to the town of Romney, West Virginia, site of one of the most popular Indian burial grounds in the eastern United States, according to research by the late J. Gordon Hylton, a law professor at Marquette University and the University of Virginia.


  There are three theories why Marshall chose the name Redskins. For one, upon moving the team to Fenway Park, he wanted to establish a kinship with the Red Sox, hence the choice of “Red,” and keep the Indian theme he had with the Braves, thus “Skins.” Secondly, Marshall wanted to honor his new coach, William Henry “Lone Star” Dietz, who identified as a part Oglala Sioux Indian. Dietz replaced Wray, who had resigned to become a cofounder and head coach of the newly formed Philadelphia Eagles in 1933.


  “There have been stories from time to time that Marshall had Indian blood and so changed the name to Redskins,” his granddaughter, Jordan Harrison Price, wrote in a 1987 letter to The Washington Post. “But there is no evidence of Indian ancestry. Fact is, he chose the name because he had always been an admirer of the American Indian and because one of the team’s coaches, ‘Lone Star’ Dietz, was himself an American Indian.” It’s important to note that Dietz was accused of falsifying his Native American heritage. In 1919, he stood trial for claiming to be a non-citizen Indian so he could evade the draft to serve in World War I. The jury did not reach a verdict, but he still spent a month in jail.


  The third theory, Hylton wrote, is that Marshall admired a 1929 silent movie called “Redskin,” which portrayed Native Americans in a sympathetic light. The movie’s lead character, Wing Foot (Richard Dix), a Navajo, is educated in an all-White school and looked upon favorably as a “Redskin.” Marshall’s second wife, Corrine Griffith, was a silent film star, although she had no role in “Redskin.”


  On July 6, 1933, the Boston Herald reported the name change in an article titled “Braves Pro Gridmen to be Called Redskins.”


  Meanwhile, Dietz took steps to make the Redskins a more talented team. He recruited four football stars from the Haskell Institute in Kansas (today the Haskell Indian Nations University), where he had coached for four seasons (1929–32). The recruits included “Chief ” Larry Johnson, Louis “Rabbit” Weller, and John Orien Crow. Some two decades earlier, Dietz played football at the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania with Jim Thorpe, one of the greatest athletes of the 20th century. Their coach was Glenn “Pop” Warner, a pioneer in the game of football. Dietz later coached Washington State to a 17-2-1 record over three seasons, including a Rose Bowl victory on January 1, 1916.


  [image: chpt_fig_001]


  The Boston Redskins battle the Portsmouth (Ohio) Spartans during the 1933 season, which marked the introduction of the Redskins’ nickname.


  It’s “quite likely” that Dietz, who had artistic skills, also redesigned the team’s uniforms in colors similar to those at Carlisle, according to Tom Benjey, author of Keep A-goin’: The Life of Lone Star Dietz. The redesign featured red jerseys trimmed with gold and black bands, with an Indian head logo on the front and the players’ numbers on the back. The team’s original colors, blue and gold, matched those of Marshall’s D.C. laundry business.


  Before the 1933 home opener against the Giants, Dietz told his players to pose with war paint, feathers, and full headdresses. “During the game, the paint bothered some of the boys because it clogged their pores,” Cliff Battles, a Redskin halfback at the time, said in Bob Curran’s 1969 book, Pro Football’s Rag Days. “The whole thing was so overdone it was embarrassing.”


  Battles and fullback Jim Musick gave the Redskins a one-two punch during the ’33 season. Musick led the NFL in rushing with 809 yards, and Battles collected 737, including 215 alone in a game against the Giants, the first time an NFL player had rushed for at least 200 yards in a game. The duo combined to score nine touchdowns. Tackle Turk Edwards was a rock on the front line, playing 710 of a possible 720 minutes.
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  On a cold, wet, and muddy day at the Polo Grounds in New York on December 6, 1936, the Boston Redskins beat the Giants, 14-0, to win the Eastern Division and advance to the NFL championship game. Note the helmet-less player in the thick of the pile.


  But the mediocre Redskins finished 5–5–2, followed by a 6–6 mark in ’34. Marshall fired Dietz and hired Eddie Casey, an ex-college football star who coached Harvard to a 20–11–1 record from 1931 to 1934. The Redskins lost seven straight games under Casey and finished 2–8–1 in 1935, the second-worst record in the league.


  Marshall then executed his third coaching change in four seasons. He hired Ray “Red” Flaherty, a three-time All-Pro end for the Giants who had spent two seasons as a Giants player-coach. The strong-minded Flaherty immediately said he wouldn’t stand for Marshall’s micromanaging that included his visits and phone calls to the bench during games to offer advice and scold players and officials.


  Leading up to the ’36 season, the NFL adopted a college football draft to give all teams a fair shot at competing. The Redskins selected Alabama quarterback Riley Smith in the first round and Wayne Millner, a two-time All-American receiver from Notre Dame, in the eighth. Millner accounted for the third future Hall of Fame inductee on the team’s 1936 roster, joining Battles and Edwards.


  By then, the NFL was stabilizing financially, although the Redskins still struggled at the turnstile. They were averaging about 5,000 fans at Fenway Park and incurring annual losses of up to $15,000. Such college football teams as Harvard and Boston College were a huge attraction on Saturday, and many Bostonians occupied themselves on Sunday by going to church and the race track. Plus, the Boston Shamrocks began play in 1936 in the upstart American Football League and won the championship.


  With their first three games on the road that year, the Redskins lost to Pittsburgh, 10–0, but rebounded to beat Philadelphia, 26–3, and Brooklyn, 14–3. Battles starred in both wins. He scored two touchdowns against the Eagles, one on a 67-yard run, and ran 68 yards for a touchdown against the Dodgers.


  The 2–1 Redskins then hosted the Giants in their home opener, a game the Globe touted as “one of the bitterest rivalries in the National Football League, one that has more angles this year than ever before.” That day, the Redskins unveiled darker red jerseys with gold pants, the apparent start of the team’s burgundy and gold color scheme.


  Despite hard running by Battles and a solid effort by a stingy Redskins defense, New York won, 7–0. Giants back Alphonse “Tuffy” Leemans provided the only score with a second-quarter touchdown run. The game attracted a respectable crowd of nearly 18,000 fans, many of whom left in a sour mood—and not just because the Redskins lost.


  Marshall noticed before the game that the crowd was growing and decided to raise the price of Fenway Park’s bleacher tickets from 55 cents to $1.10 on the spot to help cover the team’s mounting financial losses. The increase equaled a fortune for people in the Depression era, and his spontaneous decision irked the victims.


  “The new price arrangement found instant disfavor with the grandstand enthusiasts of 1935,” the Globe wrote . “ They broke out with a [sarcastic] cheer right away. These ‘fans’ kept it up right through the ball game, rising to great heights at the end, when the announcer told when the Redskins would play at home again.”


  The price hike added to Marshall’s problems. After a 31–2 loss to the powerhouse Green Bay Packers on the road, the Redskins played six straight games at Fenway Park. A combined total of 11,000 fans turned out to see Boston beat Philadelphia and the Chicago Cardinals, two of the league’s lower-end teams, in consecutive weeks. After 11,220 people showed up for Boston’s 7–3 loss to the Packers, Marshall’s anger was palpable. He threatened to move his team to another city if attendance didn’t increase markedly in the coming weeks, although he admitted that increasing ticket prices had perhaps alienated Boston fans.



   “The nice thing about owning a pro football team is that all you have to do to move is pack your trunks,” he said in the Boston Herald on November 9, 1936. “I can understand why no one came to see us play Philadelphia or the Cardinals, but when they are not even interested in seeing a team like the Packers, it is time to consider moving. Why, the Packers would draw more people in Paterson, New Jersey than they did here today. . . . There are five cities that would love to have us. Yes, Washington, my home town, has put a lot of pressure on me to move down there.”




  Boston American sportswriter Austen Lake responded to Marshall’s tirade with a scathing column titled “George Marshall, or Portrait of Man in A Complaining Mood.” He accused Marshall of expecting too much from fans, saying they had a right to buy or not to buy tickets, and of being too demanding on reporters.


  Marshall harbored a disdain for the Boston press. He lambasted the city’s sportswriters for their scant coverage of the Redskins and accused them of devoting too much attention to the city’s major college football teams, Harvard and Boston College, as well as the Red Sox and Braves baseball teams. He was outraged when a leading Boston newspaper printed a six-column spread on a girls’ field hockey game and nothing on the Redskins.


  With four games left, the 4–4 Redskins were in contention for the Eastern Division title. Their next game was at Fenway Park against the Chicago Bears, who were in a tight race with the Packers for first place in the Western Division. It was a must-win for both teams. The Bears crushed the Redskins, 26–0, before a crowd identical in size to the Packers game. The most entertaining scene for Redskin fans was when two peanut vendors engaged in a fight in the first-base pavilion.


  But the Redskins were still alive. With wins in the last three games and losses by other teams, they could capture the Eastern Division and host the NFL championship game on December 13 at Fenway Park.


  That’s the way it looked on paper. But Marshall had other ideas, especially after the Redskins routed Brooklyn, 30–6, and Pittsburgh, 30–0, before paltry crowds of 4,197 and 4,813 at home. “The city of Boston doesn’t deserve this team,” he barked. “We’ll never play another game here.”


  Marshall began seeking a site other than Boston should the Redskins, now dubbed the “lost tribe,” qualify for the championship game. He became convinced of the right site during the team’s last regular-season game against the Giants at the Polo Grounds in New York.


  Nearly 20,000 people braved cold, wet, and foggy conditions to see the Redskins beat the Giants, 14–0, and clinch the Eastern Division title. Don Irwin scored on a short run, and Battles returned a punt 75 yards in ankle-deep mud for the other score. “I couldn’t help being impressed by today’s splendid turnout in the miserable weather,” Marshall told reporters, needling Boston fans in the process.


  The dedication of New Yorkers, plus Fenway Park’s lack of floodlights to guard against fog or bad weather, prompted Marshall to urge NFL president Joe Carr to move the championship game from Boston to the Polo Grounds. After the Western Division-champion Packers agreed to come to New York for the game, Carr approved the change.


  Boston media scolded Marshall for orchestrating the move. “Regardless of conditions, a major league team should follow its schedule, and the 1936 playoff game was scheduled for the city represented by the Eastern Division winner,” Paul V. Craigue of the Globe wrote. “Use your imagination a bit, George. . . . Can you imagine the Red Sox winning the American League pennant and shifting their cud (portion) of the World Series to Yankee Stadium in the interest of the gate?”


  Marshall defended his decision. Players would receive 60% of the gate receipts, and he was certain the turnout at the Polo Grounds would overwhelm one at Fenway Park. He wanted his team to go where it received the biggest returns.


  “We have to be fair to the kids who won the divisional championship,” he said in The New York Times. “If we meet Green Bay in Boston, they wouldn’t get enough out of it to buy Christmas presents. But here in New York, they may get something substantial.”


  All the while, Marshall eyed another move, one that would allow his Redskins to leave Boston. He considered three sites: Washington, the home of his laundry business; Philadelphia, where he could possibly merge the Redskins with the Eagles; and New York, a city large enough to support two football teams. Buffalo and Cleveland also showed interest in the Redskins.



   “I haven’t decided what to do yet,” Marshall said in The Evening Star on December 10. “And I won’t be able to give it my undivided attention until I clean my fingers of some of the red ink I picked up in Massachusetts. . . . We had 3,700 paying customers at the last game we played in Boston. That was a crucial game. It came close to deciding the title. The weather was perfect. My scouts tell me there are many, many more people in Boston than that. As a matter of fact, I have seen more people than that in the waiting room of the South Station on a Saturday night.”




  Marshall’s immediate priority was selling tickets for the championship game, the first one to be played at a neutral site since the first NFL championship game in 1933. Nearly 30,000 spectators came to see the Packers, with the NFL’s best offense, battle the Redskins, who sported the league’s top defense.


  Green Bay won, 21–6, behind three future Hall of Famers who played key roles: quarterback Arnie Herber, end Don Hutson, and halfback Johnny “Blood” McNally. Herber threw two touchdown passes, the first one a 48-yarder to Hutson in the opening quarter. The Redskins responded with a 78-yard drive capped by Pug Rentner’s 2-yard touch-down run. But Riley Smith missed the extra point, leaving Green Bay ahead, 7–6. On the opening drive of the second half, Herber hit Milt Gantenbein on an 8-yard scoring pass for a 14–6 game. The Packers put the game away in the fourth quarter after blocking their second punt and taking possession on Boston’s 3-yard line. Bob Monnett scored on a short run.


  Gross ticket receipts yielded $33,471. The Packers each received $250, compared with $180 for the Redskins. Three days later, Marshall announced the Redskins’ departure from Boston. He chose Washington and negotiated with Clark Griffith, owner of the Washington Senators baseball squad, to lease Griffith Stadium for the 1937 season.


  It had been a tumultuous ride for Marshall. He lost an estimated $100,000 over five seasons in Boston, where fans and sportswriters never embraced his franchise, though it suffered only one losing season. On the other hand, it may have been an unwinnable battle from the start. That’s the way Corrine Griffith, who married Marshall in 1936 and is credited with influencing him to move the Redskins to Washington, described the situation in her 1947 book, My Life with the Redskins: “No one in Boston actually cared whether they won or whether they lost; or whether they played their hearts out, out there on Fenway field; or whether they lived or whether they died.”


  The move to Washington became official on February 12, 1937. Was the nation’s capital the right choice?


  The Senators had long been the top sports attraction in town, having represented the sleepy southern city since 1901. They won the World Series in 1924 and captured the American League title in 1933, before carrying the torch for decades as one of baseball’s worst teams. On the gridiron, such local colleges as Maryland, Georgetown, George Washington, and Catholic University garnered modest fan support. The only other NFL team to ever play in the nation’s capital, the Washington Senators, folded after one season in 1921. One D.C. sports columnist believed the Redskins would suffer the same fate: “Some say it might be good to watch . . . once. But people won’t go back week after week because the game is too imperfect. College football is more interesting.”


  Redskin Riley Smith told the Sporting News in 1997, “College football was still very popular all across the country, and Washington was still a baseball town. It was a big gamble on Mr. Marshall’s part to bring us down to Washington.”


  It was a gamble he would win.





  3

  

     
  Redskins Transform Washington into a Championship City (1937–1945)




  In the years just before and during World War II, Redskins mania consumed the nation’s capital. Democrats and Republicans alike bled burgundy and gold, and the fight song “Hail to the Redskins” became embedded in the city’s culture. Anyone unable to speak intelligently on a Monday morning about a Redskins game, as Washington Post sportswriter Shirley Povich put it, was an “unbearable dolt.”


  The NFL was in its formative years, and the Redskins stood out as giants. From 1937, their inaugural year in Washington, until 1945, they amassed a spectacular 70–27–5 record (.710 winning percentage). The nine-season span featured five NFL championship game appearances and two league titles.


  Only one other perennial power, the Chicago Bears, matched the Redskins’ dominance of that era. The two squads, in fact, carried on a classic rivalry, meeting four times in the NFL title game and each winning twice. The Redskins prevailed in 1937 and 1942, the Bears in 1940 and 1943. The Cleveland Rams eked out a victory in Washington’s other championship game appearance in 1945.
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  The Redskins’ original NFL membership certificate


  In truth, the Redskins had a head start when they arrived in D.C. The squad, fresh off a championship game loss to Green Bay in 1936, was replete with outstanding players such as halfback Cliff Battles, end Wayne Millner, and tackle Turk Edwards, plus a shrewd coach in Ray Flaherty—all of whom were eventually enshrined in the Hall of Fame. Together with Sammy Baugh, a supertalented rookie who showed up in 1937, they got the Redskins off to a rocking start in D.C.
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  The Redskins’ 1937 team championship photo
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  The Redskins hosted the Giants in their inaugural game in Washington on September 16, 1937.


  Slingin’ Sammy would be the team’s main attraction for years to come. In addition to being the NFL’s first great passer, he was a dangerous punter and defensive back in the days of single-platoon football and evolved into one of the best all-around players ever. Other Redskins who stood out during those radiant years included quarterback Riley Smith; tackles Wilbur “Wee Willie” Wilken, Jim Barber, and John Adams; ends Charley Malone, Joe Aguirre, Ed Cifers, and Bob Masterson; guards Dick Farman, Les Olsson, Clyde Shugart, and Steve Slivinski; backs Andy Farkas, Dick Todd, Frankie Filchock, Ed Justice, Wilbur Moore, Erny Pinckert, and Steve Bagarus; and center Ki Aldrich.


  The Redskins’ glory coincided with an era of mixed news for the NFL. The addition of Cleveland in 1937 increased the number of teams to 10 in a league becoming much more entertaining to sports fans. Single-season attendance topped 1 million for the first time in 1939, prompting Redskins owner George Preston Marshall, a master promoter and one of the league’s most outspoken figures, to sing the NFL’s praises in an interview with the Los Angeles Times on January 17, 1940:


  “Football has become our national pastime. Football is both a game and a pageant. It can be played by any 22 men [on the field], no matter how good or how bad, and still have crowd appeal. That’s why you get big crowds to high school games, to games between colleges.


  “The National [Football] League played to a million and a quarter cash customers last year. It will play to a million and a half—maybe more—this season. Why? Because we give the public the greatest show on Earth.


  “And [football] has women appeal. Baseball hasn’t got that. It has social background. The pageantry comes with the between-halves stunts. A big football game is an event. And of course, it follows that the National League plays the finest football in the world.”
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  Entertainment was a centerpiece at Redskins home games while Marshall owned the team. Here, the National Symphony Orchestra performs on the field at halftime of a 1954 game at Griffith Stadium, while the Redskins’ marching band waits its turn. Tepees signifying the Redskins’ Native American theme line the top of the stands, and the U.S. Capitol Building is in the background.


  [image: chpt_fig_007]


  Marshall presided over a team that posted many “Famous Firsts.”


  But the game Marshall was sensationalizing experienced a precarious period in the early to mid-1940s. Players marched off to fight for Uncle Sam in World War II, creating roster shortages that forced a number of franchise mergers. They included the Philadelphia Eagles and Pittsburgh Steelers in 1943 (the “Steagles”) and the Chicago Cardinals and Steelers in 1944 (“Card-Pitt”). More than 600 players fought in the war. Nineteen lost their lives.


  The war also forced many colleges to abandon football, creating a shallow pool of new talent. Rumors circulated that the NFL’s 10 teams wouldn’t be able to find enough capable players for the ’43 season and that the league was in jeopardy of folding.


  Unlike some of his fellow owners, Marshall was more optimistic about the league’s chances for survival. He said the war would eventually end and to fold would be detrimental to the NFL’s future. Regarding his own squad, he said, “The Redskins won’t quit. We’ll continue even if it means playing [in] a four-team league.”


  Such drastic steps were never needed. The NFL, resuscitated by the return of many players following the war’s end in 1945, quickly regained its footing on the sports landscape.


  [image: chpt_fig_008]


  George Preston Marshall


  THE NFL IN 1937



	Eastern Division

	Western Division




	Washington Redskins
	Cleveland Rams



	New York Giants
	Chicago Bears



	Philadelphia Eagles
	Chicago Cardinals



	Brooklyn Dodgers
	Detroit Lions



	Pittsburgh Pirates
	Green Bay Packers





  1937: 8–3–0, 1ST PLACE—EASTERN DIVISION


  Head Coach: Ray Flaherty


  What a sensational way for a sports team to debut in a new city! In their maiden season in Washington, the Redskins crafted an 8–3 mark to win the Eastern Division title before upending the Bears in the championship game, 28–21. To this day, the Redskins are one of only two teams in NFL history to capture a championship in the first season after relocating to another city. One year after the NFL was formed, the Chicago Staleys won the title in 1921 after moving from Decatur, Illinois. They became the Bears in 1922.
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  Redskins Sammy Baugh, Bill Dudley and Harry Gilmer (L–R) in the early 1950s with Corinne Griffith, Marshall’s wife. She influenced her husband to relocate the Redskins from Boston to Washington in 1937.


  The Redskins’ performance captivated Washingtonians and extinguished doubts about whether the city would embrace its new team. At Griffith Stadium, expanded that year to seat about 34,000 people, the Redskins attracted crowds of more than 20,000 at four of six home games, including a turnout of 30,000 against the defending-champion Packers. Those numbers overwhelmed the Redskins’ attendance figures in Boston.


  “What really helped is we had a good team and won the championship the first year we were in Washington,” Sammy Baugh, the team’s top star in ’37, said in a 2000 interview. “I have no idea if we would have drawn fans or not if we had a real bad team. But we happened to have the best team in the league, and we proved that to be so. We got off to a good start. That got people coming to see the ball games.”


  Baugh attracted throngs of people to the ballpark. The dynamic rookie completed 81 of 171 passes for 1,127 yards—all league highs. He also showed his versatility as a runner, blocker, punter, and defensive back. He was named All-Pro, along with halfback Cliff Battles, who led the NFL in rushing yards (874) and rushing touchdowns (five), and tackle Turk Edwards, a dominant force on the line. End Charley Malone (28 catches, 419 yards) was one of the league’s top receivers.
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  The 1937 season marked the origins of the Washington Redskins Marching Band, which for decades served as the centerpiece of Redskins pregame and halftime entertainment. The band’s keynote song, “Hail to the Redskins,” debuted around the same time. The fight song was the work of Corrine Griffith, Marshall’s wife, and Barnee Breeskin, band director at the Shoreham Hotel in Washington. Griffith penned the lyrics, and Breeskin wrote the music. They co-opted the melody from an old revival song, “Yes, Jesus Loves Me.” The Pro Football Hall of Fame recognizes the band and the song as the first of their kind on a “grand scale.”


  The Redskins used the sixth pick in the 1937 draft to select Baugh, an All-American from Texas Christian University. By the time the squad held its first-ever training camp at Anacostia Park in southeast Washington, curiosity about Baugh and the rest of the players sporting burgundy and gold was apparent. Sizable crowds flocked to watch practice, even to see players perform mundane conditioning exercises. Washington Evening Star sportswriter Bill Dismer, Jr., described the fascination on August 29, 1937:


  “Definitely, the Redskins have ‘caught on.’ Whether it is the novelty of a major league professional eleven in Washington, the magic of All-America names, or the craving for football again after a long, hot summer, coach Ray Flaherty and his men have completely captured the fancy of all who have seen them during the past five days.”


  Fans witnessed a talent-laden team. Besides Baugh and Battles, quarterback Riley Smith, halfbacks Dixie Howell and Ed Justice, and fullbacks Don Irwin and Erny Pinckert accounted for other weapons in a single-wing setup. Wayne Millner, like Malone, was among the league’s best receivers. Les Olsson, a 245-pound guard, and 225-pound tackle Jim Barber helped Edwards anchor the front line.


  Flaherty, back for his second season as the Redskins’ coach, was monitoring the practice drills. His excellent work in 1936, when the Redskins lost in the championship game to Green Bay, prompted Marshall to extend his contract. While watching a practice, a confident Marshall acknowledged his team’s potential: “They not only look good enough to repeat, but I think we’ll beat the Green Bay Packers if we meet them in the playoffs again,” he told The Evening Star.


  Marshall surely didn’t want a repeat of his bitter relationship with the city of Boston and hoped Washingtonians would be much more enthusiastic about an NFL franchise. To help generate interest in the Redskins, he requested consistent coverage from sportswriters at Washington’s top newspapers—the Post, the Star, the Daily News, and the Times-Herald. A Star headline on September 11, 1937, read, “Washington Gets Top-Notch Pro Football Team: George Marshall Gives Capital Classy Eleven Which Boston Didn’t Appreciate.”


  “You boys have got to help me,” the owner told the press. “I’m paying Sammy Baugh $5,000 to play quarterback, and I’ve got to put 12,000 fans in Griffith Stadium every game to break even.”


  On the field, the Redskins’ 50–0 rout of an American Legion All-Star team served as a nice warm-up for the Thursday-night season opener against the Giants before 24,492 at Griffith Stadium. The New Yorkers were seeking revenge against a Redskin squad that beat them to decide the 1936 Eastern Division champion. Riley Smith made sure that didn’t happen.


  Smith scored each Redskins point in their 13–3 victory. His 18-yard first-quarter field goal provided a 3–0 lead, and his 18-yarder in the final quarter put the Redskins up, 6–3. The Giants resorted to an aerial attack to try to pull out a win. But Smith intercepted a pass, returned it 60 yards down the sideline for a touchdown, and kicked the extra point to account for the final score. As Washington Daily News sportswriter Dick McCann put it, “Reconstruction Finance Chairman Jesse Jones threw out the first ball, and Riley Smith played with it all night.”


  Baugh was impressive, too, completing 6 of 11 passes for 115 yards. He also deflected throws and chased down runners for a Redskins defense that stifled the Giants, who once had a first-and-goal at the 2 but couldn’t score. Afterward, Giants star running back Tuffy Leemans said Baugh is “all they said he was.”


  Marshall even unveiled the wild entertainment that would mark his team’s home games in the coming decades. He arranged for “The Spirit of the Redskins,” a pretty woman on a pinto pony, to ride the length of the field under a spotlight. A swing band played jazz and the rumba under a 40-by-50-foot mahogany stand. During time-outs, Irish tenor Joey Nash sang “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling” and “It Looks Like Rain in Cherry Blossom Lane.” People dressed as Native Americans pounded on tom-toms all game.


  Next up, the Redskins next hosted the Chicago Cardinals, upset winners over the Packers two weeks earlier. The Cardinals also stung the Redskins, 21–14. End Gaynell Tinsley sparked Chicago’s brilliant passing game with three touchdown catches.


  Washington rebounded with an 11–7 win over Brooklyn that moved the 2–1 squad into a tie with the Giants and Pittsburgh for the Eastern Division lead. But they returned to .500 with a 14–0 loss to Philadelphia. The Eagles tallied first- and fourth-quarter touchdowns, while the Redskins blew multiple scoring chances. Washington came up empty despite penetrating the Eagles’ 20-yard line four times.


  The loss propelled the cantankerous Marshall into a tirade. He said the Redskins put forth a “disgraceful performance” in the “worst exhibition of professional football” he’d seen in six years of owning the team. His players got the message, winning six of their last seven games.


  In the first of three straight wins, the Redskins recovered from a 13–7 halftime deficit to beat the Pittsburgh Pirates, 34–20. Battles led the comeback with touchdown runs of 65, 60, and 71 yards. He also returned an interception 65 yards. Next came a 10–7 win over the Eagles at Philadelphia’s Municipal Stadium. Smith kicked a game-winning 27-yard field goal with 1:40 left. The Redskins then blanked Brooklyn, 21–0.


  The Pirates handed Washington a 21–13 loss, but the 5–3 Redskins bounced back with a 16–7 win over Cleveland to set up an important game against Green Bay at Griffith Stadium. The Packers led, 6–0, after star receiver Don Hutson caught a scoring pass in the first quarter. But in the second half, Battles’s 1-yard run and Malone’s leaping catch in the end zone accounted for Washington’s 14–6 victory.


  That win created a showdown between the 7–3 Redskins and 6–2–2 Giants to decide the division title. Although the Giants hosted the game at the Polo Grounds, the Redskins had a stream of supporters.


  On game day, a happy-go-lucky mob of some 16,000 Redskins fans boarded the largest number of chartered trains ever to leave Washington’s Union Station and traveled to New York. Shortly after arriving at Penn Station, they marched through mid-town Manhattan with Redskins band members who wore full, white-feathered Indian head-dresses. Marshall, wearing a raccoon coat, led the contingent, which paraded to the tune of “Hail to the Redskins.”


  “At the head of a 150-piece brass band and 10,000 fans, George Preston Marshall slipped unobtrusively into New York today,” Bill Corum of the New York Journal-American wrote.


  By game time, the Polo Grounds resonated with a college atmosphere. Although Redskins supporters were a fragment of the crowd of 60,000—one of the largest turnouts in NFL history—it seemed that Indian feathers and burgundy and gold decorations were everywhere. Right before the game, two full-blooded Indian chiefs, Lone West and Tommy Hampton, did a war dance on the field.


  The inspired Redskins destroyed the Giants, 49–14. Washington’s point total was just 11 shy of what the Giants’ defense had yielded all season.


  When it was over, Redskins fans stormed the field and tore down both sets of goalposts, one of the first times such mayhem had occurred in NFL history. Those fans had reason to be ecstatic. Their team engineered a stunning victory over a cocky opponent that had already packed its bags and left them on a train car in a New York rail yard. The train was destined for Chicago.


  But the Redskins—not the Giants—took the train to the Windy City to face the Western Division champion Bears, a formidable squad known as the “Monsters of the Midway.”


  1937 NFL Championship


  Washington 28, Chicago 21


  December 12, 1937


  Wrigley Field, Chicago, Illinois


  Attendance: 15,870


  Baugh’s Record-Setting Passing Performance Lifts Redskins Over Bears


  If a football player lacked a thick skin, literally and figuratively, Chicago’s Wrigley Field wasn’t the place to be on December 12, 1937.


  With the NFL championship at stake, the Redskins and Bears pounded each other in 15-degree temperatures on a frozen field draped with ice and snow. Although both teams wore rubber-soled basketball sneakers to combat the slippery surface, the brutal ground conditions left one player after another cut, bloodied, dazed, and staggering.


  One such player was Redskins halfback Sammy Baugh, who could barely walk by game’s end. Even so, the rookie was nothing but incredible. He completed 18 of 35 passes for 335 yards and three touchdowns—unfathomable numbers in those days—and single-handedly carried Washington to a 28–21 victory. An Evening Star headline read, “Baugh’s Bewildering Passes Put Redskins Atop Pro Grid World.”


  “I never saw so much blood after a ball game in my life,” Baugh said in a 2000 interview. “Every time you hit the frozen ground, you landed on little pebbles, [and] you’d get scraped, and you’d be bleeding. It was a terrible day to play. Your footwork was bad. You’d try to turn, and you’d slide and couldn’t keep your balance very well on that icy ground. It was the worst game I ever played in terms of the conditions.”


  Creatively using his words, Washington Daily News sportswriter Robert Ruark described the conditions this way: “It was colder than nine miles on an iceberg, slippery as a Vaselined eel, and wetter than a duck’s spats.”


  Washington’s win was even more amazing given that the Bears had steamrolled over their 1937 opponents to clinch the Western Division with two games left, while the Redskins once appeared close to falling out of contention for the Eastern Division title. The Bears did nothing fancy along the way. Their offense revolved around a grind-it-out, power running game led by 6-foot-2, 238-pound ironman fullback Bronko Nagurski and halfback Jack Manders, the NFL’s leading scorer with 69 points. Washington’s offense, in contrast, relied on versatility, quickness, and speed.


  The lead changed hands four times. The Redskins struck early when Cliff Battles scored on a 7-yard run for a 7–0 lead. Chicago responded with two touchdowns later in the first period. Bob Masterson passed 53 yards to Edgar “Eggs” Manske to help set up Manders’s 10-yard scoring run. After Baugh threw an interception, Masterson tossed a 38-yard scoring pass to Manders, and Chicago led, 14–7.


  With Chicago feeling the momentum, the Redskins were further jolted early in the second quarter when Baugh banged a knee and left the game. But the score was the same when he returned just after halftime to enthusiastic cheers from the 3,000 Redskins fans who braved the frigid temperatures.


  Baugh didn’t disappoint the Redskins’ faithful. Like a surgeon, he began picking apart Chicago’s defense, completing 7 of 9 passes with three touchdowns in what Evening Star sportswriter Francis Stann called “probably the greatest 15 minutes of play in history.” Baugh found help on the receiving end from end Wayne Millner, “The Money Player.” Millner caught nine balls for 179 yards and two touchdowns that day, then the finest single-game receiving performance in NFL postseason history.


  Millner’s first score came after Baugh completed a short pass to Millner, who outraced Masterson and Ray Nolting to complete a 55-yard touchdown play. A horse collar tackle that would have been a penalty today brought Millner down at the 1, but he slid into the end zone. Riley Smith converted for a 14–14 game.


  Chicago drove 72 yards to regain the lead, 21–14. But seconds later, an off-balance Baugh whipped a pass 20 yards downfield to Millner, who again outran defenders and scored on a 78-yard play. Smith’s extra point tied the game at 21. After the Redskins’ defense held, Baugh and company took possession on their 20.


  Washington soon faced a fourth-and-inches at midfield. Smith, who took the snap, disdained a punt and sent full-back Don Irwin on a plunge. In a collision of gladiators, Irwin met Nagurski head on and made a first down by an inch. Two plays later, Baugh hit Ed Justice on a 35-yard scoring pass, and Smith converted for a 28–21 Redskins lead.


  The Bears panicked in the final quarter, discarding their pet running game and throwing pass after pass with little luck. Frustration fomented, and Chicago’s 6-foot-3, 210-pound Dick Plasman swung at Baugh’s face on the Redskins’ sideline. A wild melee erupted near Washington’s bench, and several Redskins took shots at Plasman. One bloodied his mouth and nose with a direct punch. As the Bears raced across the field, police and fans rushed onto the scene, and a riot began growing. Redskins owner George Preston Marshall even left the stands to trade shots with his occasional nemesis, Bears owner-coach George Halas. The altercation soon dissipated, and officials restored order.


  When play resumed, the Redskins continued to withstand Chicago’s aerial attack. Smith intercepted a pass with about a minute left to seal the win.


  Stann of The Evening Star described the Redskins’ fortitude as the clock wound down: “Ahead for the second time, they doggedly held this lead; tackles stepped into the breeches left by two injured guards, bruised and battered. Baugh was gone at the end, so was Erny Pinckert; Wayne Millner and Charley Malone were staggering as the final whistle sounded. But it was a case of they shall not pass.”




	Washington
	7
	0
	21
	0
	—
	28



	Chicago
	14
	0
	7
	0
	—
	21






	Wash
	Battles 7 run (R. Smith kick)



	Chi
	Manders 10 run (Manders kick)



	Chi
	Manders 37 pass from Masterson (Manders kick)



	Wash
	Millner 55 pass from Baugh (R. Smith kick)



	Chi
	Manske 4 pass from Masterson (Manders kick)



	Wash
	Millner 78 pass from Baugh (R. Smith kick)



	Wash
	Justice 35 pass from Baugh (R. Smith kick)






	TEAM STATISTICS

	WASH

	CHI




	First Downs
	15
	11



	Rushing Yards
	76
	140



	Passing Yards
	388
	203



	Passes
	21–41–3
	8–25–3



	Punts–Average
	6–30.0
	6–47.0



	Penalties
	1–5
	1–15



	Fumbles–Lost
	3–3
	3–2





  GEORGE PRESTON MARSHALL


  Flamboyant, Controversial Redskins Owner Left Lasting Impact on NFL


  For nearly four decades, George Preston Marshall was the chief owner of the Washington Redskins. He was known just as well as an NFL pioneer, showman, and marketing and promotional wizard. He was also no stranger to controversy and carried the shameful distinction as the last NFL owner to integrate his roster with Black players. “He was very flamboyant, very aggressive, very outspoken, and very difficult,” said Jim Ricca, a Redskins middle guard in the 1950s.


  Whatever his means, Marshall made an enormous impact on the NFL in its early decades by elevating the game’s appeal to fans. He also put the Redskins on track to becoming an institution in the nation’s capital and a storied NFL franchise.


  He did so largely through his business acumen. It helped that the Redskins were an NFL powerhouse in their early years in Washington, reaching the championship game five times and winning twice. But Marshall made them an even hotter attraction.


  His key was entertainment. The colorful owner, who pushed the notion that pro football wasn’t just a game but a spectacle, was adamant that Redskin fans should be entertained at home games from the time they enter the stadium until the time they leave. He invested in extravagant halftime pageants other teams couldn’t match. He brought in elephants, clowns, jugglers, singers, dancers, and the National Symphony Orchestra, and arranged for vaudeville acts. Santa Claus made surprise appearances at the season’s final home game, arriving by parachute, helicopter, space ship, reindeer, or motorcycle. “Gentlemen, it’s about time we realized that we’re not only in the football business, we’re in the entertainment business,” Marshall told his fellow NFL owners shortly after buying the franchise.


  The Redskins’ owner also thought out of the box by establishing a team marching band and fight song called “Hail to the Redskins.” The Pro Football Hall of Fame recognizes both as the first of their kind on a “grand scale.” While the band played “Hail to the Redskins,” smoke poured out of a big tee-pee on top of Griffith Stadium, the Redskins’ home field for their first quarter-century, as a rhythmic tom-tom beat filled the air.


  Marshall, described by one ex-Redskins player as a “carnival man,” hoped his halftime shows would lure women to games. He thought that if they came, their men would follow. “For the women, football alone is not enough,” he once said. “I always try to present halftime entertainment to give them something to look forward to—a little music, dancing, color, something they can understand and enjoy. And the women add class to a sports gathering. They’ll discourage a rowdy element.”


  The Marshall plan for color and pageantry left many in awe, even during the Redskins’ lean years after World War II. “A Redskins game is something resembling a fast-moving revue with cues, settings, music, pace, tableaux and, hold your hats, boys—a ballet,” Washington Post sportswriter Bob Considine once wrote. “Miraculously, the furbelows are never corny, never inappropriate, and charm rather than infuriate those hard-boiled fans who want their football raw. The amazing part of it all is that there’s room left on the program for a football game.”


  Marshall had entertainment in mind from a young age. The son of a newspaper publisher, he launched an acting career in New York and dabbled in vaudeville, landing small parts in theater shows by his teens. But that aspiration was interrupted when he was drafted into the U.S. military in World War I, although he never served abroad.


  Eventually, Marshall inherited his father’s D.C.-based laundry business, which was struggling at the time. But he made the “Palace Laundry” a booming operation and the source of a modest fortune. He glamorized the business, requiring employees to dress in blue and gold uniforms that matched the paint on the store’s building at 9th and H streets in northwest Washington. He also created the advertising slogan “Long Live Linen.” He once paid for a full-page ad that was completely blank except for words at the bottom: “This page was cleaned by Palace Laundry.” Marshall, known as the “Wetwash King,” expanded the business into a 57-store chain. He sold it in 1948 for $800,000.


  All the while, Marshall’s ambitions took him beyond the laundry business. He participated in an ill-fated venture to promote auto racing at Roosevelt Raceway in Westbury, New York; spent time in politics and became a delegate in the Democratic Party; served as a director of the Greater Texas and Pan-American Exposition in Dallas in 1936; and became the publisher of William Randolph Hearst’s Washington Times newspaper in 1937, only to lose that job after a year.


  Owning sports franchises fascinated him, too, and soon after locating an NFL team in Boston in 1932, he established himself as one of the game’s mavericks. He and other new NFL owners—Art Rooney (Pittsburgh Steelers), Bert Bell (Philadelphia Eagles), and Charles Bidwell (Chicago Cardinals)—joined the league’s original pioneers—George Halas (Chicago Bears), Earl “Curly” Lambeau (Green Bay Packers), Tim Mara (New York Giants), and NFL Commissioner Joe Carr—to make new rules and improvements that helped the league grow exponentially.


  Marshall was among most influential men in that group, often dominating meetings with his combustible personality. He pushed for innovative rule changes that would distinguish pro football from the more conservative college game and help transform the NFL into a fan-friendly sport that featured more passing and high-scoring games, a major reason he was a charter member of the Hall of Fame in 1963:



	 He collaborated with Halas to promote a rule that permitted forward passing from anywhere behind the line of scrimmage. Before, the quarterback had to be at least 5 yards behind the line when throwing the ball.


	 He called for moving the hash marks closer to the center of the field to give offenses more room to operate.


	 To increase scoring, he advocated placing the goalposts on the goal line, where they stayed until 1974.




  In probably his most impactful proposal, Marshall was the first NFL owner to suggest splitting the teams into two divisions, with the winners competing in an NFL championship game. The first one was played in 1933. He also had a hand in creating an NFL all-star game that pitted the league champion against a team of pro football all-stars. That game, played from 1938 to 1942, served as the concept for the Pro Bowl, the first of which was played in January 1951.


  The Redskins’ boss was bold and imaginative on other fronts, as well. He was the first NFL owner to sell season tickets and eventually packed 36,000-seat Griffith Stadium almost entirely with season-ticket holders. A sports broadcasting pioneer who gave the NFL advice that helped lead to the lucrative television revenue of today, he formed a Redskins radio network in the late 1930s that was considered the first of its kind in the NFL and was the first league owner to embrace the new medium of television in the 1950s. He also launched networks that televised the Redskins locally and regionally.


  Marshall is also credited with helping introduce the NFL to the West Coast, where the Redskins became the first team in league history to hold training camp. One of the team’s West Coast training sites was at Occidental College in Los Angeles, a perfect location for a man who craved socializing with the popular and powerful. He maintained a 15-year marriage to Ziegfeld Follies performer Elizabeth Morton before divorcing her in 1935. The following year, he married Corrine Griffith, a silent film star in the 1920s and early ’30s. Marshall and Griffith were married for 21 years.


  “Marshall wanted to be at Occidental College so he could be close to all of his Hollywood friends,” said Vince Promuto, a Redskins guard from 1960 to 1970. “He’d be in his tent having gin and tonics with them.”


  Like many of those he cozied up to, the egotistical man dubbed “Gorgeous George” yearned for publicity and made himself easily accessible to reporters.


  “Some say he’s a show off and a blow-hard,” Al Costello wrote in The Quarterback on October 5, 1946. “Others say he’s merely publicity-conscious and promotion-minded for the benefit of his ball club. But at any rate, he’s good copy for the newspapermen, and he does know that every time he gets his name in the papers, or on radio, it means just that much more publicity for his football team and football in general.”


  Marshall had his faults, however, one being his insistence on running the Redskins with an iron-fisted, hands-on approach. Opinionated and bellicose, he told coaches which players to pick in the draft, set game strategy, and challenged on-field decisions. From Griffith Stadium’s press box, he phoned coaches on the sidelines with instructions. For example, before a game when his Redskins still played in Boston, he told his coach, William “Lone Star” Dietz, to kick off if he won the coin toss. Upon reaching the press box right after the game started, Marshall saw the Redskins in receiving formation and phoned Dietz on the sidelines.


  “I told you to kick off!” Marshall fumed.


  “We did,” Dietz replied. “They ran it back for a touchdown.”


  Not surprisingly, acrimony grew between Marshall and many of his coaches. The impatient owner hired 14 head coaches in the first 30 years of the franchise, sometimes applying the axe during the season. He had a stock explanation for handling coaches like a deck of cards: “Owners don’t fire coaches, fans do.”


  “Marshall could promote the game, but he didn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground about football, as far as I’m concerned,” said Hall of Famer Bill Dudley, who played in Washington in the 1950s. “He was just a big damn fan.”


  Players and business associates, too, found Marshall hard to deal with at times. “He was a unique human being,” said Bernard Nordlinger, a lawyer in the firm that incorporated the Redskins in Maryland in 1937. “On the plus side, he had the ability to attract loyalties in terms of understanding what people were trying to help him and those who weren’t. On the minus side, he was an aggressive, domineering, cruel person. When he first knew me, he treated me like a total dog.”


  Marshall was also a racist. Born on October 11, 1896, on a farm in Grafton, West Virginia, he was a by-product of the Old South and grew up with Dixie-influenced opinions of people of color. Today, Marshall, his parents, and other family members are buried in Indian Mound Cemetery in the West Virginia town of Romney. The cemetery includes graves of Confederate troops killed in the Civil War and is also the site of what appears to be the first memorial dedicated to Confederate soldiers who died in the war.


  Shaped by this culture, Marshall insisted on not signing a Black player until he was pressured by the federal government to do so in 1961. He also championed an unwritten rule for the NFL to close its door on Blacks after the ’33 season, a policy that lasted a dozen years until the end of World War II, African-Americans such as player-coach Fritz Pollard, today a member of the Hall of Fame, competed in the NFL after it was formed in 1920. But Marshall influenced his fellow owners to agree to an all-White league. Those who supported Marshall’s plan, including his buddy, George Halas, were also complicit, but Marshall was the ringleader. Leo Lyons, a founder of the NFL and the owner of the Rochester (New York) Jeffersons, one of the league’s inaugural teams, wrote to NFL Commissioner Elmer Layden in 1942 with concerns about the exclusion of Black players. Layden responded that he would share Lyons’s “sentiments” with the other NFL owners, namely Marshall and Halas, another powerful member of the NFL ownership fraternity.


  In the 1960s, Marshall, a heavy smoker and drinker, experienced a series of major health setbacks that caused him to relinquish control of the Redskins. He died at age 72 on August 9, 1969.


  NFL Commissioner Pete Rozelle eulogized him by highlighting the foresight he showed to popularize the game. He described Marshall as a man of “imagination, style, zest, dedication, openness, dry humor, brashness, strength, and courage.”


  “Mr. Marshall was an outspoken foe of the status quo when most were content with it,” Rozelle said. “His fertile imagination and vision brought vital improvements to the structure and


  presentation of the game. Pro football today does in many ways reflect his personality. We all are beneficiaries of what his dynamic personality helped shape over more than three decades.”


  But Marshall’s pioneering and the innovations he pushed for are just one way he’s remembered today. He’s also infamous for practicing an overt form of racial discrimination. In 2020, the same year owner Dan Snyder retired the name Redskins and their helmet logo of a Native American chief while facing financial pressure from his sponsors, the team erased Marshall from its history books. The team removed his name from the Ring of Fame at FedExField (now Northwest Stadium) and the stadium’s lower bowl, and deleted his name from the history wall at its practice facility in Ashburn, Virginia. Separately that year, a company managing the land at RFK Stadium, where the Redskins played from 1961 to 1996, removed Marshall’s statue outside the stadium.


  So it is written about George Preston Marshall, a man who left a mixed legacy from his storied and stormy history in the NFL.




  1938: 6–3–2, 2ND PLACE—EASTERN DIVISION


  Head Coach: Ray Flaherty


  Were the Redskins equipped to repeat as NFL champions? That was the big question entering the 1938 season, and the early signs were poor. They were blown out of exhibition games in Dallas and Chicago against college all-star teams.


  The Redskins were without an engine of their 1937 championship team: Cliff Battles. The NFL’s rushing champion had asked owner George Preston Marshall to raise his modest salary after Marshall upgraded the contract of the team’s other backfield superstar, Sammy Baugh, who would earn a whopping $10,000 annually over the next three seasons.


  Marshall refused. Battles quit and never returned to the Redskins.


  To compensate for his loss, the Redskins used their first-round draft pick to select Detroit University halfback Andy Farkas. Other new faces included 270-pound line-man Wilbur “Wee Willie” Wilkin, quarterback Frankie Filchock, end Bob Masterson, and backs Max “Bananas” Krause, George “Automatic” Karamatic, Ed “Chug” Justice, and Bill Hartman.


  Krause shined in the season opener, a 26–23 win over Philadelphia. He scored on 48- and 71-yard runs and a 47-yard reception. On the touchdown catch, Baugh’s 12th completion in his first 13 throws, a wave of defensive line-men crushed the lanky passer. He tore shoulder muscles and was lost for a few weeks.


  Hartman filled in admirably when the Redskins hosted Brooklyn. The Dodgers jumped out to a 10–0 first-quarter lead, but Hartman threw 22- and 16-yard touchdown passes to Justice in the second period. Brooklyn kicked two fourth-quarter field goals to regain the lead, 16–13. But with 10 seconds left, Masterson, also a kicker, booted a field goal that hit the upright and bounced through to salvage a 16–16 tie.


  Farkas was the key in week three, a 37–13 Redskins rout of Cleveland, scoring on 1-, 7-, and 12-yard runs. After beating the Louisville Tanks in an exhibition game, 18–0, the Redskins fell to the Giants, 10-7, before a packed crowd of 35,000 at Griffith. After upending Detroit and Philadelphia, the 4–1–1 Redskins appeared headed for another Eastern Division title.


  But Brooklyn again tied the Redskins, 6–6. The next week, Baugh, back in uniform, completed only 3 of 13 passes against Pittsburgh, but his 30-yard scoring pass to Karamatic with seven minutes left was enough in a 7–0 win.


  Then came the much-anticipated rematch of the ’37 championship game, although it failed to meet its billing as the Bears coasted to a 31–7 win. Emotions ran high on both teams, and fists flew. Washington’s postgame locker room resembled a hospital ward. Six Redskins had noticeable injuries, including center Red Krause’s black and bulging eye. “It was the toughest, meanest game I’ve ever played in my seven years in the pro league,” Redskins tackle Turk Edwards told reporters. “But I think the Bears have got a few souvenirs, too.”


  Washington bounced back by shutting out Pittsburgh for the second time that season, 15–0. The 6–2–1 squad would now meet the Giants for the third straight year in the season finale at the Polo Grounds to decide the division champion.


  This time, New York spanked the Redskins, 36–0, their worst loss ever at the time. The mighty Giants defense shut down every phase of Washington’s offense, which crossed midfield only three times and had seven fumbles. Baugh completed 4 of 12 passes and threw three interceptions. New York’s offense was also dominant, outgaining the Redskins in yards, 346 to 211. For 54 minutes, the Giants controlled the ball or the Redskins were backed deep into their own territory. It was simple annihilation.


  “Custer could have learned something at the Polo Grounds this afternoon,” Washington Post columnist Shirley Povich wrote. “He could have seen how the Redskins could be taken apart, exposed as inept and beaten to a frazzle. The Giants did all these things today to win the Eastern professional championship and qualify as the team to meet the Green Bay Packers for the national title.”


  At the farewell banquet for the 6–3–1 squad, George Preston Marshall reminded attendees that a dozen Redskins in the 36–0 loss to the Giants were first-year players. He commended his team on its overall performance and predicted it would return to the championship game in 1939.


  1939: 8–2–1, 2ND PLACE—EASTERN DIVISION


  Head Coach: Ray Flaherty


  Redskins coach Ray Flaherty was an expert on the advantages of playing football in the Pacific Northwest’s cool environment. He grew up in Spokane, Washington, where he played at Gonzaga University.


  Flaherty thus instructed his club to leave the hot, humid Washington area in the summer of 1939 and hold training camp more than 3,000 miles west at the State Normal School (now Eastern Washington University) in the town of Cheney near Spokane. He was confident the more comfortable climate 2,000 feet above sea level would prevent his players from being in poor physical condition, which he blamed for their inability to beat the Giants for the Eastern Division title in ’38.


  The Redskins were well received when training camp started in early August. Chief Black Spirit from the Spokane tribe in Cheney visited practices and gave Redskins captain Turk Edwards, who played at Washington State University in Pullman, the honorary title of “Chief Red Feathers.”


  “[The site] was perfect for football training,” Flaherty said after training camp. “I don’t know of any club with which I’ve been connected that had a more successful training season than the Redskins this year. We didn’t have a serious injury, and the players are actually rarin’ to go. Last year, they were worn out from the constant heat of Virginia, but it’s a different story this year.”


  Entering the season, the Redskins were picked as one of the NFL’s top teams. Their first test was in Philadelphia’s Municipal Stadium before a crowd of 33,258, the largest turnout in Eagles history.


  The game was hyped as an aerial duel between the Redskins’ Sammy Baugh and Eagles rookie Davey O’Brien, who, like Baugh, had been a star passer at Texas Christian. The first three quarters went scoreless. On the last play of the third period, Washington’s Frankie Filchock returned a punt 28 yards to the Eagles’ 30. Baugh passed to end Charley Malone for the score, and the extra point accounted for a 7–0 Redskins victory.


  The Redskins then tried to avenge their 1938 season-ending loss to the Giants. In the rain and mud at Griffith Stadium, Washington posted a 12–5 edge in first downs and 206–74 edge in yards. But the hosts botched repeated scoring chances, including one set up by Filchock’s interception deep in Giants territory with less than five minutes left. The game ended in a scoreless tie, one of a handful of 0-0 games in Washington’s history.


  The Redskins rebounded with a 41–13 win over the Brooklyn Dodgers. With Baugh out with a bum knee, Andy Farkas scored two touchdowns. Filchock, Dick Todd, Ed Justice, and Bo Russell added one apiece. Riding momentum, the Redskins defeated Pittsburgh in consecutive weeks, 44–14 and 21–14, to improve to 4–0–1 and stay tied with the Giants for the Eastern Division lead. But Washington fell to Green Bay, 24–14, and the Giants grabbed first place with a 7–6 victory over Brooklyn.


  The Redskins subsequently reeled off four straight wins, the last three by an average margin of 29 points, while the Giants lost one game along the way. In the regular-season finale, the Redskins and Giants, both 8–1–1, met for the fourth straight year with the division title on the line.


  Hysteria was at a fever pitch. In a scene reminiscent of 1937, about 15,000 Redskins supporters traveled to New York and paraded along Broadway behind the team’s band singing “Hail to the Redskins.” An overflow crowd of 63,000 fans came to the Polo Grounds, and thousands more were turned away at the ticket windows.


  Flaherty was confident the Redskins would win. “I never have believed that the Redskins would be able to run up a big score on the Giants, but I think we can lick them,” he told reporters. “If it is by one point, I’ll be satisfied. The only thing I can vouch for now, though, is that it is a tough game for either club to win.”


  It appeared that Washington was in position to win by a point after Redskins kicker Bo Russell, perfect all season, tried a 15-yard field goal with less than a minute left and the Giants leading, 9–7. The kick looked good, and the Redskins began celebrating, while Giants center Mel Hein and several teammates threw their helmets to the ground in disgust. But referee Bill Halloran called the kick wide right, and New York ran out the clock.


  Pandemonium erupted. Irate Redskins fans, some intoxicated, stormed the field and chased a frightened Halloran. Flaherty and some of his players, clearly in disbelief, joined in pursuit. The coach berated the referee all the way to the dressing room and extracted an explanation on the ruling.


  “Halloran told me he could have called it either way,” Flaherty told the press. “He said it was like a close decision by an umpire on a ball or strike. I could argue, but it would do me no good. If that guy has got a conscience, he’ll never have another good night’s sleep as long as he lives.”


  For the second straight year, the Giants prevented the Redskins from reaching the postseason. But if it was any consolation, Marshall sounded like a prophet. He said before the season the team that beat the Redskins would win the championship. Washington lost two games to teams that met in the championship game, the Giants and Packers. Green Bay won, 27–0.


  1940: 9–2–0, 1ST PLACE—EASTERN DIVISION


  Head Coach: Ray Flaherty


  Talk about audacity! With a down yet to be played in the 1940 season, Redskins owner George Preston Marshall predicted his team would soon be sporting championship rings.


  “I have surveyed the field and can earnestly say the Redskins will be the new champions,” the Associated Press quoted him as saying. “This will be the greatest year in the history of football and the Washington Redskins.”


  Washington Post sportswriter Al Hailey shared Marshall’s optimism: “The outlook for the Redskins in 1940 is gigantic, colossal, and stupendous,” he wrote on September 15, 1940. “What’s more, the Redskins will win the Eastern Division championship and then meet the Green Bay Packers in Washington in December for the world’s championship, which the Redskins are a cinch to win.”


  The Redskins were equipped with a wealth of experienced players. All but two members of the 1939 8–2–1 squad were back. The top veterans were halfback Sammy Baugh and quarterback Frankie Filchock, the team’s best passers, and running specialists Andy Farkas and Dick Todd.


  The team also featured promising rookies: quarterback Roy Zimmerman and center Bob Titchenal, both from San Jose State, Ohio State center Steve Andrako, Gonzaga halfback Ray Hare, and Southern California halfback Bob Hoffman.


  The Redskins had to settle a few personnel issues first. End Wayne Millner was holding out, and Filchock and line-man Willie Wilkin refused contracts offered by Marshall. Baugh’s three-year deal at $10,000 per year was set to expire at the end of the 1940 season, and he and Marshall were jockeying for position.


  Everything was settled by training camp at Gonzaga University. Unlike Marshall, Flaherty offered no grand predictions on the Redskins. He thought every NFL team was better than in 1939, singling out the Brooklyn Dodgers as the most improved club. He also liked the Philadelphia Eagles and renamed Pittsburgh Steelers in the Eastern Division, and the Chicago Bears and Cleveland Rams in the Western Division. The Bears were also a preseason favorite of Eagles owner and future NFL commissioner Bert Bell, who predicted, “No one’s going to beat the Bears this year. They’re the greatest team ever assembled.”


  The Redskins looked pretty good, too. After winning two exhibition games, including one over the defending-champion Packers, the Redskins beat Brooklyn in the season opener, 24-17, before 32,763 at Griffith Stadium. (Marshall increased the stadium’s seating capacity to about 36,000 before the season began.) After Washington built a 17–0 first-half lead, the Dodgers battled back to within seven points in the third quarter. Todd caught a fourth-quarter touchdown pass to account for Washington’s final points.


  Baugh returned to his sensational 1937 form, when he led the league in passing. He completed 11 of 14 passes, including a 41-yard touchdown pass to Ed Justice, and punted better than 50 yards three times, including a crucial 57-yard quick kick. “Never have I seen him play better than today,” Brooklyn coach Jock Sutherland said afterward.


  The Redskins followed by avenging their painful 9–7 loss to the Giants in the ’39 season finale. New York trailed, 14–7, in the third quarter and had first-and-goal at the 3. But the Redskins executed a goal-line stand.


  The Redskins then beat Pittsburgh twice, the Chicago Cardinals, Philadelphia, and Detroit, to post a 7–0 record. At that point, they were the NFL’s highest-scoring team, averaging nearly 30 points per game, and Marshall’s brash preseason prediction seemed plausible.


  But such explosiveness was nonexistent in the next game against Brooklyn at Ebbets Field. The Dodgers, behind the great all-around play of quarterback Ace Parker, took a 16–0 lead into the fourth quarter. The Redskins scored touchdowns on Baugh’s pass to Bob Masterson and Bob Seymour’s scoring run. But it wasn’t enough in a 16–14 loss.


  Next up, the 7–1 Redskins stood as underdogs to a powerful 6–2 Bears squad. But Washington’s stingy defense and a fortunate decision by an official led to a 7–3 win before 35,231 fans at Griffith. Gate receipts of $51,783.76 accounted for the largest total to date at a Redskins game in Washington, according to press reports.


  The Bears led 3–0 in the second quarter when Dick Todd caught Filchock’s pass and eluded two defenders to complete an 18-yard touchdown play. With the score still 7–3 late in the final period, Chicago drove from midfield to just inches from the goal line. A penalty pushed the Bears back five yards, and two plays later Luckman threw a pass to All-Pro fullback Bill Osmanski in the end zone. Filchock separated Osmanski from the ball, and the final gun sounded.


  The Bears screamed “interference,” and their coach, George Halas, rushed onto the field to plead his case. That was enough for the loquacious Marshall to fire back.


  “The Bears are a bunch of cry-babies,” he told the press. “They’re front-runners. They’re not a second-half team. The Bears are quitters. They fold up when the going gets tough.” Todd chimed in, saying: “Who’s afraid of the big bad Bear—I mean—the big bad wolf, big bad wolf.”


  The win positioned the Redskins to clinch the Eastern Division title, but they played their worst game of the year in losing to the Giants for the third straight time at the Polo Grounds, 21–7. They rebounded with a 13–6 win over the Eagles to capture the division and qualify for the NFL championship game.


  There, the 9–2 Redskins would face their nemesis, the 8–3 Western Division-champion Bears, and hope that Slingin’ Sammy’s arm would shine one more time. The All-Pro had a phenomenal season, completing 111 of 177 passes with league-highs of 12 touchdown passes, a 62.7 completion percentage, and 1,367 passing yards. He also averaged a remarkable 51.4 yards per punt, an NFL single-season record to this day. Filchock threw for another 460 yards. Todd led the team in rushing with 408 yards (league-high 5.4-yard average) while subbing for Andy Farkas, who missed the season with a knee injury. Todd also tallied a team-high 402 receiving yards.


  For the championship game, the Redskins would look to their threats on offense to overcome pro football’s toughest defense. One team got the better of the other—by far.


  NFL CHAMPIONSHIP GAME


  Chicago 73, Washington 0


  December 8, 1940


  Griffith Stadium, Washington, D.C.


  Attendance: 36,034


  Marshall’s Folly: Bears Hand Redskins Worst Whipping in NFL History


  The most anticipated game in the NFL to date evolved into a watershed event for pro football. It would also go down as one of the league’s all-time classics.


  The Redskins-Bears clash in the championship game on December 8, 1940, attracted an unprecedented amount of media coverage. It was carried on network radio and broadcast coast-to-coast to millions on 120 stations of the Mutual Broadcasting System. More than 150 sportswriters, the largest such contingent ever to cover a U.S. sports event besides the World Series, were on hand.


  Internationally known figures in politics, military affairs, sports, entertainment, and society at large attended the game. They were part of a mortified overflow crowd at Griffith Stadium that witnessed the Bears’ 73–0 humiliation of the Redskins. It stands as the widest single-game margin in NFL history.


  Chicago was unmerciful, pounding the Redskins with a display of firepower that continues to leave football historians and trivia buffs in awe. The Bears scored 11 touch-downs, the most ever in an NFL game to this day. They unveiled their T-formation on offense and steamrolled with a potent ground attack that pounded out 372 yards and produced 68-, 44-, 42-, and 23-yard scoring runs. Chicago, which dominated in overall yards, 492–232, passed only eight times, while the befuddled Redskins had no choice but to air it out, throwing 49 passes. The Bears intercepted eight Redskins passes and returned three for touchdowns, figures that also stand as NFL single-game records. New York Times sportswriter Arthur J. Dailey summed it up this way: “The weather was perfect. So were the Bears.”


  “Just seemed like it didn’t make any difference what we did,” Clyde Shugart, a Redskins guard at the time, said in a 2001 interview. “Everything backfired. We had more first downs than the Bears did. But of course, first downs don’t count as touchdowns.”


  While putting on a clinic, the Bears made a fool of Redskins owner George Preston Marshall, who called them “cry-babies” and “quitters” after a 7–3 Redskins win over Chicago three weeks earlier. Then, a week before the title game, he sent the Bears a sarcastic congratulatory telegram for reaching the championship. It read, in part, “I hope I will have the pleasure of beating your ears off next Sunday and every year to come.”


  When Bears owner-coach George Halas, who carried on a love-hate relationship with Marshall, got wind of his inflammatory remarks, he wasted no time motivating his troops. Halas posted newspaper articles in the Bears’ locker room, a move that was “like a shot in the arm for us,” Bears lineman George Musso, one of the toughest and meanest of Chicago’s “Monsters of the Midway,” recalled in a 1999 interview.


  The Bears had the tools to beat the Redskins and embarrass Marshall. Chicago was equipped with six future Hall of Fame inductees in Musso, quarterback Sid Luckman, center Clyde “Bulldog” Turner, halfback George McAfee, guard Danny Fortmann, and tackle Joe Stydahar.


  Chicago set the tone early. On the second play from scrimmage, Bears running back Bill Osmanski sprinted around left end and escaped down the sideline on a 68-yard touchdown run. Teammate George Wilson threw a crunching block that knocked two Redskins out of the play.


  Washington’s Max Krause returned the kickoff 56 yards, and the Redskins drove to the Bears’ 25-yard line. Baugh threw to a wide-open Charley Malone at the 4, but the pass bounced off his hands on a play he likely would have scored on. Bob Masterson missed a 32-yard field goal attempt.


  Chicago stormed back with an 80-yard scoring drive, and the rout was on. It was 21–0 at the end of the first quarter and 28–0 at halftime.


  The Bears surprised the Redskins by deploying the revolutionary T-formation, which called for a true quarterback to take the snap right behind the center, with two runners in the backfield. The T became an explosive tool that over the years influenced college and pro teams to shift from the single wing.


  Halas began to fiddle with the formation in 1932. Prior to the 1940 championship game, he hired Clark Shaughnessy, then the head coach at Stanford University, as a consultant to implement the T. Shaughnessy, who coached Stanford to a 10-0 record and Rose Bowl victory that season, revived and modernized the T and is today considered one of the greatest innovators in football history.


  “They really worked on the T, and it was probably one of the primary things that gave them an advantage,” Shugart said. “They sprung something on us we hadn’t seen.”


  Meanwhile, Redskins coach Ray Flaherty, highly regarded for his motivational talks, assured his squad the game wasn’t over entering the second half. That was wishful thinking. The Bears returned three interceptions for touch-downs in a third quarter when they scored 26 more points. They added another 19 in the fourth period, prompting game officials to ask both teams to run or pass for extra points due to a shortage of footballs. No net stood behind the goalposts, and the Bears had been booting kicks into the stands.


  When the carnage ended, the Bears began to taunt. They targeted one man: Marshall.


  “Who are the big cry babies now?” the Bears blared in their jubilant locker room. “So we fold and can’t win the important games!” another player yelled. Someone else blurted out facetiously, “Well, at least Marshall was right about one thing. He said we’d have to win by a big score or not at all. I guess the score was big enough.”


  A reporter asked if the game would have been different if Malone hadn’t dropped a sure touchdown pass in the first quarter. The Texan responded in his slow drawl: “I reckon it would have made the score 73–7.”


  Years later, Baugh offered an outrageous opinion about why the Redskins lost so badly in a story first reported in 2000 by D.C. TV station WJLA, eight years before his death. He accused the Redskins’ linemen of trying to lose as a way to spite Marshall. He said the players were furious with their owner for taunting the Bears and let Chicago run up the score. The linemen already disliked Marshall because he was frugal with salaries, Baugh insinuated.


  “I can’t swear to it, but I heard a lot of grumbling from our linemen the week before the game,” Baugh said in a separate interview. “[Marshall] said some terrible things and was putting stuff in the Chicago newspapers, running the Bears’ players down. Maybe some of the Bears played with some of the Redskins in college. In other words, they knew these players pretty darn well, and some of them were close friends. . . . Chicago didn’t have to be dominant. If you’re not going to play out there, anybody can run on you. We didn’t play football.”


  Shugart said it was nonsense to believe the Redskins gift-wrapped the game: “Sammy is way off base on that. Those were stupid remarks for him to make. I don’t recall anything like that. I didn’t particularly like Marshall, but what the heck. I’m playing football, and I’m making more at the time than I could at something else. I don’t remember any lineman making a remark to me about something like that.”



	Chicago
	21
	7
	26
	1
	9
	—
	73



	Washington
	0
	0
	0
	0
	—
	0
	






	Chi
	Osmanski 68 run (Manders kick)



	Chi
	Luckman 1 run (Snyder kick)



	Chi
	Maniaci 42 run (Martinovich kick)



	Chi
	Kavanaugh 30 pass from Luckman (Snyder kick)



	Chi
	Pool 15 interception return (Plasman kick)



	Chi
	Nolting 23 run (kick failed)



	Chi
	McAfee 34 interception return (Stydahar kick)



	Chi
	Turner 24 interception return (kick failed)



	Chi
	Clark 44 run (kick failed)



	Chi
	Famiglietti 2 run (Maniaci pass from Sherman)



	Chi
	Clark 1 run (pass failed)






	TEAM STATISTICS

	WASH

	CHI




	First Downs
	17
	17



	Rushing Yards
	382
	22



	Passing Yards
	120
	223



	Passes
	7–10–0
	20–51–8



	Punts–Average
	3–46.0
	3–41.3



	Penalties
	3–25
	8–70



	Fumbles–Lost
	2–1
	4–1




  1941: 6–5–0, 3RD PLACE—EASTERN DIVISION


  Head Coach: Ray Flaherty


  Despite a demoralizing 73–0 loss to the Bears in the 1940 championship game, all signs indicated the Redskins were positioned to bounce back in 1941 and maintain their status as one of the NFL’s powerhouses. They worked on eliminating their greatest weakness, line play, by acquiring veteran center Ki Aldrich and 240-pound rookie tackle Fred Davis, among other linemen. Plus, halfback Sammy Baugh, fresh off his best all-around season since entering the league in 1937, signed a new two-year contract.


  “The ’Skins are a grim, hard-working, high potential of gridiron power that looms menacingly in the path of the world-champion Chicago Bears,” the Washington Evening Star wrote. “If you can forget what the Bears did to them in that last game of 1940. But that was last year. This is another year.”


  To prepare for the season, Redskins owner George Preston Marshall set up training camp in San Diego after two years in Spokane, Washington. The Redskins thus became the first team in NFL history to train in California, where the turnout for their exhibition games was big enough to encourage NFL franchises to locate there in future years.


  In the season opener, the Redskins hosted the Giants at Griffith Stadium. Redskins back Frankie Filchock posted 68- and 51-yard runs, scoring a touchdown on the first one and setting up a field goal on the second. But Washington fumbled the ball five times and threw four interceptions, three by Baugh, in a 17–10 Giants victory.


  The Redskins’ first loss in five season-opening games at home served as a wake-up call. They took off on a five-game winning streak, first beating the Dodgers (3-0) and Steelers (24-20).


  Baugh then had his best game of the season. He threw two touchdowns, including a 32-yarder to Bob Masterson with a little under three minutes left, to lift the Redskins to a 21–17 win over the Eagles. Next, Baugh’s 14-yard scoring pass to Bob McChesney, and Dick Todd’s 71-yard punt return for another score propelled the Redskins to a 17–0 lead over Cleveland. They held on for a 17–13 win.


  Washington capped its streak with a 23–3 victory over Pittsburgh, acquiring first place in the Eastern Division by a half-game over the Giants. But the Redskins lost dangerous back Wilbur Moore for the season with a broken collarbone, and more bad news surfaced the next week on the injury front. Todd tore a ligament in his left leg against Brooklyn and was ruled out for at least three weeks. The Dodgers thumped the Redskins, 13–7, the start of a precipitous fall for the Burgundy & Gold.


  In a much-awaited rematch of the 73–0 classic, the Bears posted a 35–21 win before 30,095 fans at Wrigley Field. A 20–13 loss to the Giants knocked the Redskins out of the playoff race before the final regular-season game for the first time since 1936. After losing their fourth straight game, 22–17 to Green Bay, the Redskins closed with a 20–14 victory over the Eagles to finish third in the Eastern Division at 6-5.


  DECEMBER 7, 1941: AN INFAMOUS DAY


  It’s been called the most forgotten football game. When the Redskins defeated the Eagles, 20–14, at Griffith Stadium on December 7, 1941, the season-ending game had no playoff implications for either team. But the day of the game, as President Franklin D. Roosevelt proclaimed, would live in infamy.


  Around game time at 2 p.m. (8 a.m. Pacific Standard Time), the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor in Hawaii, the first time a foreign nation had attacked U.S. soil in nearly 130 years. Midway through the first quarter, the public address announcer began to send strange messages over the loud speaker, urging military officers, government officials, and diplomats to leave the game and report to their offices in Washington, according to Washington Post columnist Shirley Povich, who was at the game:


  “Admiral W.H.P. Bland is asked to report to his office at once!”


  “The resident commissioner of the Philippines, Mr. Joaquim Eilzalde, is urged to report to his office immediately!”


  “Joseph Umglumph of the Federal Bureau of Investigation is requested to report to the FBI office at once.”


  “Capt. R. X. Fenn of the United States Army is asked to report to his office at once.”



  As the announcements became more and more frequent, a curiosity grew among the 27,102 fans and players from both teams. Everyone wondered what was happening but could only guess because Redskins management, which had learned about the Japanese attack through a telegraph message, refused to make an official announcement despite the horror of the moment and the inevitability of America going to war.


  “I guess the Redskins didn’t announce it because they didn’t want to cause a panic,” said Clyde Shugart, a Redskin lineman who played in that game. “We sensed that something happened, and everybody in the stands realized something was wrong. But we didn’t know what.”


  By the third quarter, almost every news photographer and an estimated 3,000 spectators had departed the stadium. The game ended in almost complete silence.



  1942: 10–1–0, 1ST PLACE—EASTERN DIVISION


  Head Coach: Ray Flaherty


  Although many NFL players were enlisting in the military and rosters were thinning out as American involvement in World War II hit full force, the Redskins escaped relatively unscathed.


  The Redskins lost about five players—the least of any team—before the 1942 season. Their most notable departure was star back Frankie Filchock, who joined the U.S. Navy. Coach Ray Flaherty filed an application for commission in the Navy, and rumors surfaced that Arthur “Dutch” Bergman, a former athletic director at Catholic University in Washington, might replace him. But Redskins owner George Preston Marshall denied negotiating with Bergman for such a position, and Flaherty coached the Redskins in 1942. Marshall hired Bergman as a scout.


  When training camp kicked off in San Diego, the Redskins unveiled a squad stocked with “speed, brawn, power, and experience,” according to one newspaper report. The backfield was loaded. Sammy Baugh was back at passer, and Dick Todd and Andy Farkas were pegged to handle the running chores. Also in place were veterans Wilbur Moore, Ed Justice, Bob Seymour, and Roy Zimmerman, and a list of promising rookies such as Canisius back Dick Poillon and Notre Dame back Steve Juzwik.


  Marshall thought the Redskins featured their best line ever. It included veterans Willie Wilkin, Dick Farman, Steve Slivinksi, Clyde Shugart, Ki Aldrich, and Clem Stralka, plus rookies Joe Zeno (Holy Cross) and George Watts (Appalachian State). Bob McChesney, Bob Masterson, Joe Aguirre, Ed Cifers, and Notre Dame rookie John Kovatch would man the ends.


  “This is the greatest team we ever had—better than last year’s or our championship team of 1937 or any of the rest,” Marshall boasted in the Washington Times-Herald with his customary grandiloquence. “We won’t be satisfied with anything less than the world’s championship for 1942.”


  In preseason tests, the Redskins defeated the Army All-Stars, a team comprised of the best NFL players, 26–7, before about 50,000 fans in the Los Angeles Coliseum, before a 28–7 win over the Packers and a 38–14 loss to the Bears.


  The season opener pitted one of the NFL’s strongest teams, Washington, against perhaps the weakest, Pittsburgh. For a while, though, it seemed the Redskins were eyeing an embarrassment. The Steelers trailed at halftime, 7–0. But Pittsburgh rookie Bill Dudley, a future Redskin and Hall of Famer, returned the second-half kickoff 84 yards for a touchdown. Pittsburgh took a 14–7 lead late in the third period, causing the 30,000 fans at Griffith Stadium to get restless.


  The Steelers were prepared to pad their lead early in the final quarter, but Aldrich blocked a 45-yard field goal attempt. He retrieved the ball at the Steelers’ 32 and raced in for the touchdown. Juzwik kicked the game-tying conversion and later scored his second touchdown on a 39-yard run in a 28–14 Redskins win.


  The Redskins followed with a freakish 14–7 loss to New York. Their defense was outstanding, holding the Giants to 51 yards and no first downs on a mud-caked field at Griffith. But 50 of those yards came on the Giants’ first play from scrimmage, when Tuffy Leemans threw a touchdown pass to Will Walls.


  Washington tied the game at seven in the second quarter, but New York’s O’Neale Adams intercepted Poillon’s pass in the third period and returned it 66 yards for a touchdown. By the end, the Redskins had administered a 58-minute statistical beating to the Giants, who again jinxed their Eastern Division rivals.


  The Redskins spent the next month and a half gearing up for a rematch with the Giants by winning six straight games by an average of 13 points. The streak left 7–1 Washington in first place in the division.


  In a familiar sight, more than 15,000 Redskins fans trekked to New York for the clash with the Giants, who were on their way to again bedeviling the boys from D.C. Washington drove deep into Giants territory six times in the first half. But four lost fumbles, an interception, and a stoppage on downs prevented any scoring.


  Farkas, who coughed up two of the fumbles, redeemed himself on the second-half kickoff. He caught the ball on the 6, hesitated as a blocking wedge formed, and took off on a 94-yard run on the frozen turf for a 7–0 Redskins lead. He later capped a 70-yard drive with a 1-yard scoring plunge. The extra point created a 14–0 edge. Baugh, who hit Masterson with a 32-yard pass on the drive, completed 19 of 26 for 211 yards that day.


  The Redskins held on for a 14–7 victory, snapping a four-game losing streak to New York. They won their final two games, 23–3 over Brooklyn and 15–3 over Detroit, to finish 10–1 and take the Eastern Division. Their 10 wins stood as a franchise high until an 11–3 season in 1972. They would face their familiar foe from the West, the 11–0 Chicago Bears, in the NFL championship game at Griffith.


  Washington seemed well equipped with a phenomenal defense that proved to be one of the NFL’s best in the 1940s. The unit held opponents to an average of eight points over the last nine games, and yielded only 13 in the last four combined.


  Baugh was sensational. He completed 132 of 225 passes for 1,524 yards and 16 touchdowns, with a league-high 58.7 completion percentage. His favorite receivers were Dick Todd (23 catches, 328 yards, five touchdowns) and Bob Masterson (22 catches, 308 yards, two touchdowns). Baugh also led the NFL in punting (48.2 average) and intercepted five passes.


  Farkas also had an excellent all-around season. He posted a team-high 468 rushing yards with three touchdowns, caught 11 passes for 143 yards and two scores, returned 16 punts for 219 yards (13.7 average), and intercepted three passes. The man appropriately nicknamed “Handy Andy” was just that in the championship game.


  NFL CHAMPIONSHIP GAME


  Washington 14, Chicago 6


  December 13, 1942


  Griffith Stadium, Washington, D.C.


  Attendance: 36,006


  “Terrific” Redskins Avenge Humiliating Loss to Bears


  More than two years had passed since the darkest day in Redskins history, a 73–0 loss to the Bears in the 1940 championship game. The catastrophic defeat left the Redskins bitter and starving for revenge. Their chance arrived in the 1942 championship game.


  “We really wanted to get even with the Bears,” said Clyde Shugart, a Redskins guard at the time. “We hated them because of that tremendous score they ran up. Of course, we never liked them anyhow.”


  The Redskins got their wish. Inspired by a suffocating defense that made the potent Bears offense look anemic, Washington prevailed, 14–6. Chicago’s defense produced the Bears’ only points.


  The triumph toppled Chicago’s 18-game win streak, which included a 35–21 victory over the Redskins in 1941 and a 37–9 pasting of the Giants in the ’41 championship game. The win came against a Bears squad that finished the regular season undefeated at 11–0, the last team to do so until Miami went 14–0 in the ’72 regular season en route to a 17–0 mark.


  But the “Monsters of the Midway” didn’t only defeat their 1942 foes, they smashed them. The Bears accumulated a then-NFL-record 376 points and yielded a league-low 84. They allowed a measly 154 yards of offense per game and a total of 12 touchdowns, led the NFL with 51 takeaways, and posted four shutouts.


  Plus, the Bears’ innovative T-formation setup, which they used to fool the Redskins in the 1940 championship game, was in high gear. But Washington was prepared to stop it this time. Scout Dutch Bergman evaluated the Bears at several of their games. Redskins coach Ray Flaherty and assistant Turk Edwards traveled with Bergman to Chicago for the Bears’ regular-season finale, and Bergman pointed out ways to defuse their offense.


  Were the Bears feeling cocky beforehand? A sign reportedly hung in their locker room at Wrigley Field saying, “Let’s make it 74.” Oddsmakers favored them by as many as 22 points.


  [image: chpt_fig_011]


  The Redskins are all smiles after gaining revenge on the Bears in the 1942 championship game.


  The sellout crowd of 36,006 at Griffith Stadium, which included U.S. Army Chief of Staff George C. Marshall and other military officials on break from their wartime duties, was psyched for the showdown. But the Bears deflated the crowd early in the second period when tackle Lee Artoe scooped up a Redskins fumble and ran 52 yards untouched into the end zone for a 6-0 lead. His kick failed.


  Later in the period, Redskins back Wilbur Moore intercepted a pass and returned it to the Bears’ 42. Baugh decided to air it out. With “Bear-tight” pass protection, according to one reporter, he spotted Moore down the middle of the field. With a defender draped over his back, Moore made a breathtaking, over-the-helmet catch in stride while tumbling into the end zone. Bob Masterson’s conversion made it 7–6 six minutes before halftime.


  By the end of the half, Washington’s defense had hand-cuffed the Bears’ offense. Chicago gained minimal yard-age and failed to cross the Redskins’ 40. Baugh’s booming punts—he averaged 53 yards on six kicks—kept the visitors at bay, too.


  In the third period, the Redskins pinned Chicago near the goal line, forced a punt, and took over on their 43. Enter Andy Farkas.


  The Redskins’ star back ran nine times on an 11-play drive. He tore through gaps in the Bears’ line, biting off gains of 4 to 8 yards. He once ran six straight times, the last one a 1-yard plunge over right guard for a score. The ball popped out as he crossed the goal line, but officials had already ruled touchdown. Masterson’s extra point made it 14–6 Washington with 7:35 left in the quarter.


  The Redskins weren’t home free. Chicago drove more than 60 yards to Washington’s 11 early in the fourth quarter. Bears back Frank Maznicki tried to pass into the end zone, but the ubiquitous Baugh intercepted it to foil the threat.


  Chicago later took over on its 20 with three minutes left. In the blink of an eye, Bears back Charlie O’Rourke completed three lengthy passes for a first down at the 2, and a penalty moved the ball to the 1. But Washington’s defense again showed its championship form by executing a monumental goal line stand.


  Bill Osmanski tried running it in, but Redskins linemen Dick Farman and Bill Young stuffed him. Hugh Gallarneau ran over left guard for an apparent score, but the play was nullified because the Bears were penalized for illegal motion, moving the ball back to the 6. Osmanski gained 3 yards, but Farman threw for a yard loss on third down. On fourth down from the 4, O’Rourke’s pass bounced off Osmanski’s fingertips in the end zone with 1:30 to play. The Redskins ran out the clock.


  The fans at Griffith were ecstatic, and the Redskins’ marching band played “Hail to the Redskins.” In Washington’s locker room, Ki Aldrich shouted, “We beat their pants off, we beat their pants off.”


  “I knew all the time we could take these Bears,” team-mate Ed Justice told reporters. “I wasn’t kidding when I offered to play them all or nothing. I knew we could stop their attack, and we did. Boy, oh, boy, what a line we had in there today.”


  The win was Ray Flaherty’s farewell gift. He was off to serve as a Navy lieutenant in World War II but first gave a stirring speech to his squad.


  “Half of us are going into the service in a couple of weeks,” he said. “Hit the enemy just as hard as you hit the Bears today. Do that, and this war won’t take long to finish, and we can get back here pretty quick.”


  World War II ended 2½ years later—but it would be 40 years before the Redskins again ruled the NFL.

  


	Chicago
	0
	6
	0
	0
	—
	6



	Washington
	0
	7
	7
	0
	—
	14






	Chi
	Artoe 52 fumble return (kick failed)



	Wash
	Moore 39 pass from Baugh (Masterson kick)



	Wash
	Farkas 1 run (Masterson kick)






	TEAM STATISTICS

	WASH

	CHI




	First Downs
	10
	10



	Rushing Yards
	102
	104



	Passing Yards
	119
	66



	Passes
	8–18-3
	5–13–2



	Return Yards, Kicks
	82
	57



	Punts–Average
	6–42.0
	1–52.5



	Penalties
	7–47
	4–26



	Fumbles–Lost
	1–1
	1–1





  1943: 6–3–1, 1ST PLACE—EASTERN DIVISION


  Head Coach: Dutch Bergman


  Not often does a team that loses its last three regular-season games wind up in the NFL championship game—except if you’re the 1943 Washington Redskins.


  After winning six of their first seven games, the Redskins dropped their last three to finish tied with the Giants for first place in the Eastern Division at 6–3–1. But the Redskins routed the Giants in a playoff game en route to reaching their fifth championship game in eight seasons, only to be blown out by their Western Division rival Bears, 41–21.


  The Redskins advanced to the title game although about half the ’42 championship squad had departed to serve in World War II. Gone were such cornerstones as backs Ed Justice and Dick Todd, ends Ed Cifers and John Kovatch, and linemen Ki Aldrich, Clem Stralka, Bill Young, Fred Davis, and Ed Beinor. The Redskins were also without their coaching icon, Ray Flaherty, who enlisted in the U.S. Navy after the ’42 season. Redskin owner George Preston Marshall replaced him before the 1943 campaign with the team’s top scout, Dutch Bergman.


  Bergman had starred at running back on Notre Dame’s great post–World War I teams. His roommate and backfield partner was George Gipp of “win one for the Gipper” fame. He entered college coaching and became the head coach at Catholic University in Washington in 1930, leading the Cardinals to an Orange Bowl victory in 1936 and a Sun Bowl tie in 1940. Catholic finished 59–31–4 in his 11 seasons.


  “Bergman was one of the greatest halfbacks in Notre Dame football history,” Marshall said at an introduction ceremony. “He has a record of outstanding achievement as coach at Catholic University and elsewhere. He is one of the keenest and soundest scouts, and we look forward with high confidence to successful years with him in command of the Redskins.”


  When the Redskins assembled for training camp in San Diego, Bergman faced the task of filling holes caused by the war. The team signed such promising rookies as tackle Lou Rymkus (Notre Dame), ends Al Piasecky (Duke) and Ted Lapka (St. Ambrose), and halfback Frank Akins (Washington State), and reacquired end Joe Aguirre, who missed the ’42 season.


  A record season-opening crowd of 35,540 at Griffith Stadium saw the Redskins win their 11th straight game by dismantling Brooklyn, 27–0. Halfback Wilbur Moore scored three touchdowns, two on passes from Sammy Baugh and one on a 28-yard run. Baugh hit fullback Andy Farkas for another score.


  Washington then defeated Green Bay, 33–7, one of the worst beatings the Packers had endured in their 21 years in the NFL. Baugh threw four more scoring passes.


  The Redskins suffered a letdown the next week against the lowly Cardinals but managed to eke out a 13–7 win. They again demolished Brooklyn, 48–10, as Baugh tossed a team-record six touchdown passes. Moore, Farkas, and Aguirre, who was proving to be a valuable addition at end, each scored two touchdowns for the 4–0 Redskins, the NFL’s only unbeaten, untied team.


  Washington’s 14-game winning streak ended in a 14–14 tie with the Steagles, but the Redskins rebounded with a 42–20 win over the Detroit. Baugh gave a spectacular all-around performance: four touchdown passes, four interceptions, and an 81-yard quick kick.


  Such brilliance highlighted his superb season. He completed 133 of 239 passes for a 55.6 completion percentage, all league-high numbers, with 1,754 yards and 23 scoring passes. He also averaged 45.9 yards on 50 and intercepted an NFL-best 11.


  Baugh played only five minutes due to injury when the 7–0–1 Bears came to town the next week, But he managed to throw a scoring pass to Farkas, while his replacement, newly acquired George Cafego, tossed another one to Piasecky. Moore ran 20 yards for the third touchdown on a Statue of Liberty play in the Redskins’ 21–7 victory, their 17th straight game without a loss.


  The 6–0–1 Redskins, with a 2½–game lead on the Steagles, seemed like a lock to win the Eastern Division. But they dropped their next three games: 27–14 Steagles, 14–10 Giants, 31–7 Giants.


  The Redskins and Giants, both 6–3–1, were now deadlocked atop the Eastern Division. A playoff would decide which team meets the Western Division-champion Bears in the NFL title game.


  EASTERN DIVISION PLAYOFF GAME


  Washington 28, New York 0


  December 19, 1943


  Polo Grounds, New York, N.Y.


  Attendance: 42,800


  Dutch’s Pep Talk, Baugh Spark Redskins Past Giants


  Redskins coach Dutch Bergman, whether for motivational purposes or because he truly believed it, expressed doubts to his players that they could beat the Giants in the Eastern Division playoff game.


  “Dutch charged us in the dressing room before the play-off,” Redskins guard Al Fiorentino told the Washington Evening Star. “He said that he made no plans to go to Chicago to play the Bears for the big title because he was confident the Redskins were ready to concede to the Giants. ‘You’ve given up,’ he told us, ‘and I want no part of you.’”


  A determined Redskins bunch proved their coach wrong. Before 42,800 mostly disgruntled fans at the Polo Grounds, the Redskins destroyed the Giants, 28–0. Washington controlled the whole game, with back Andy Farkas scoring on two 2-yard runs in the second period and a 1-yard plunge in the fourth quarter. Sammy Baugh was just about perfect, completing 16 of 21 passes for 299 yards, with an 11-yard scoring pass to rookie Ted Lapka for the final touchdown. He also intercepted two passes, returning one 40 yards to set up a score.


  With Baugh picking apart the opposition, the Redskins appeared to be in good hands entering the NFL championship game.



	Washington
	0
	14
	0
	14
	—
	28



	New York
	0
	0
	0
	0
	–
	0






	Wash
	Farkas 2 run (Masterson kick)



	Wash
	Farkas 2 run (Masterson kick)



	Wash
	Farkas 1 run (Masterson kick)



	Wash
	Lapka 11 pass from Baugh (Masterson kick)





  NFL CHAMPIONSHIP GAME


  Chicago Bears 41, Washington 21


  December 26, 1943


  Wrigley Field, Chicago


  Attendance: 34,320


  Sid Outshines Sammy in Bears Convincing Win


  The day the Redskins and Bears clashed for the fourth time in seven seasons to decide the NFL champion—December 26, 1943—could appropriately be named “Sid Luckman Day.” Chicago’s quarterback, defensive back, and punter was a one-man wrecking crew in the Bears’ 41–21 victory at Wrigley Field.


  In one of the most phenomenal postseason performances of all time, Luckman completed 14 of 24 passes for 286 yards, plus a championship-game-record five touch-down passes that included two spectacular off-balance throws and two perfectly executed screen passes. He also ran for two sizable gains and rushed for 64 yards. He terrorized the Redskins on defense, too, intercepting two passes and returning each one 20 yards to set up touchdowns. His punting was also effective.


  It was vindication for Luckman, a future Hall of Fame inductee who passed for 2 yards and threw two interceptions in Chicago’s loss to the Redskins in the ’42 championship game and tossed four picks in Washington’s 21–7 regular-season win in ’43. His Redskin counterpart, Sammy Baugh, suffered a slight concussion early in the game and didn’t return until the second half, when he completed 7 of 11 passes for 110 yards and two touch-downs. But he didn’t put his usual sizzle on the ball, throwing passes behind receivers.


  [image: chpt_fig_012]


  A sobbing Sammy Baugh is consoled by teammates after his head hit the turf early in the 1943 championship game. Dazed, Baugh asked, “What’s the score? What’s going on out there? Why won’t they let me play?”


  Entering the game, Bears supporters were concerned that Chicago’s timing and coordination would be off because they hadn’t played in about a month. The Redskins, in contrast, were coming off three straight pressure-packed games against the Giants, and rumors circulated they would be burned out for the championship. The Bears were favored by seven points, although the underdog had prevailed in six of the seven meetings between the teams since 1937. The Redskins led the series, 4–3.


  The Redskins lost Baugh early in the first period. After punting the ball, he tried to chase down the man returning the punt—Luckman. But Baugh’s head slammed against the ground, causing the dazed man to see stars. As he was helped to the bench, Bears end George Wilson yelled, “What’s the matter, Baugh, lost your guts?”


  Still, the Redskins hung tough through a scoreless first period. On the first play of the second quarter, Andy Farkas ran inches for a Redskins touchdown. Two completions to Wilbur Moore by George Cafego, Baugh’s replacement, plus a 21-yard pass interference penalty, set up the score.


  Luckman retaliated three minutes later when he found Bears offensive workhorse Harry Clark for a 31-yard touchdown pass. With the score tied at seven, he continued steering Chicago’s T-formation on offense and led a drive to the 3. Ironman fullback Bronko Nagurski, back with the Bears after a five-year break from football, carried it in for a 14–7 Chicago lead.


  The “Monsters of the Midway” poured it on in the second half. Halfback Dante Magnani turned Luckman’s screens into 36- and 66-yard touchdown passes for a 27–7 lead. Baugh returned after his 35-minute hiatus and threw a 17-yard scoring pass to Farkas. But Luckman answered with a 29-yard touchdown throw to Jim Benton with about 12 minutes left in the game.


  The Bears, ahead 34–14, then executed a trick play. Bob Snyder lined up to kick off, but guard George Musso came from the side and tried an on-side kick. The ball went 7 yards, a Redskin player touched and fumbled it, and the Bears recovered. Chicago held the ball for about nine minutes on a drive capped by Luckman’s 16-yard touchdown pass to Clark for a 41–14 lead.


  Washington was a battered team by game’s end. Linemen Willie Wilkin and Lou Rymkus were useless after suffering early injuries. Back Bob Seymour, hurt in the first five minutes, played at half-speed the rest of the game. Then there was Baugh’s dinger. Redskins coach Dutch Bergman thought his team’s injuries were critical to the outcome: “Luckman played a great ball game, he was magnificent,” Bergman said in The Washington Post. “But I still think we could beat them again if everybody was in shape.”


  Afterward, Bergman surprisingly quit the Redskins and signed with a Washington radio station to broadcast a daily sports show.



	Washington
	0
	7
	7
	7
	—
	21



	Chicago
	0
	14
	13
	14
	—
	41






	Wash
	Farkas 1 run (Masterson kick)



	Chi
	Clark 31 pass from Luckman (Snyder kick)



	Chi
	Nagurski 3 run (Snyder kick)



	Chi
	Magnani 36 pass from Luckman (Snyder kick)



	Chi
	Magnani 66 pass from Luckman (kick failed)



	Wash
	Farkas 17 pass from Baugh (Masterson kick)



	Chi
	Benton 29 pass from Luckman (Snyder kick)



	Chi
	Clark 16 pass from Luckman (Snyder kick)



	Wash
	Aguirre 25 pass from Baugh (Aguirre kick)






	TEAM STATISTICS

	WASH

	CHI




	First Downs
	11
	14



	Rushing Yards
	50
	169



	Passing Yards
	199
	276



	Passes
	11–24–4
	15–27–0



	Return Yards, Kicks
	144
	81



	Punts–Average
	5–40.8
	5–32.0



	Penalties
	3–35
	9–81



	Fumbles–Lost
	1–0
	0–0




  1944: 6–3–1, 3RD PLACE—EASTERN DIVISION


  Head Coach: Dudley DeGroot


  The Redskins had seen enough. Victimized in the ’40 and ’43 championship games by a Bears team that ran the T-formation to perfection, they felt it was about time to incorporate the innovative offensive scheme into their system.


  Redskin owner George Preston Marshall thus hired Clark Shaughnessy, father of the T-formation, as an advisory coach before the 1944 season. Shaughnessy served in the same capacity when the Bears unveiled the T in the 1940 championship game and annihilated Washington, 73–0.


  Shaughnessy taught the formation to Dudley DeGroot, who replaced Dutch Bergman as the Redskins’ new coach. DeGroot compiled a 24–6 coaching record over the prior four seasons at Rochester University and a 59–19–8 mark over eight seasons at San Jose State. He was also a onetime assistant to football legend Glenn “Pop” Warner at Stanford.


  The Redskins began practicing the T in training camp in late July. Although only one player, second-year guard Al Fiorentino, had ever played in the formation, they appeared to acclimate themselves to the “tricky stuff remarkably well,” one sports columnist wrote. “It looks like it was made for Baugh.”


  With former halfback-turned-quarterback Sammy Baugh under center, the Redskins won their first five exhibition games, one of which came against one of the nation’s best service teams. But World War II caught up with Sammy. The Texas draft board gave him a choice of working on his 3,000-acre ranch in Rotan, Texas, which was considered a “vital” occupation, and keeping a military deferred classification, or playing football and automatically entering into a classification that meant a possible stint in the armed service. He chose to work on his ranch.


  The “footBaughless” Redskins were heavy underdogs to the Eagles in the season opener, a thriller before 32,549 fans in Philadelphia. Washington trailed early but battled back behind the passing of Frankie Filchock, who was back after two years in the military, to tie the game at 24 in the third period.


  Washington then crafted a 78-yard fourth-quarter touch-down drive that Filchock capped with a short pass to Wilbur Moore. Joe Aguirre, who missed the previous four extra points, converted for a 31–24 lead with a few minutes left.


  But a player who once vowed to get even with the Redskins did just that. Eagles halfback Joe Banta, traded by Washington to Philadelphia, caught a short touchdown pass with six seconds left. Another Redskins castoff, Roy Zimmerman, kicked the extra point to account for the final 31–31 score.


  The Redskins were on the road again the next week in Boston, their former hometown, to face the Yanks. Back Bob Seymour carried Washington’s offense, rushing for 2- and 20-yard touchdowns. Filchock’s 45-yard scoring pass to end Ted Kapka gave the Redskins a 21–14 win.


  It was the first of five straight victories. Baugh, who received a deferral from his draft board, was in the lineup for the last four games of the streak, which left the 5–0–1 Redskins in first place in the Eastern Division.


  The Redskins’ chances for a third straight division title looked bright, with three of their final four games at home. But a sellout crowd of 35,540 at Griffith Stadium saw the Eagles win in a runaway, 37–7. The Redskins couldn’t execute out of the T and threw two interceptions that were returned for scores. The Eagles also converted a fumble into a touchdown.


  Philadelphia now owned first place in the division. But the Bears clipped the Eagles, 28–7, while the Redskins upended the Yanks, 14–7, leaving the Redskins and Giants, both 6–1–1, in a first-place tie.


  But Washington dropped two in a row to the Giants. In a 16–13 loss at the Polo Grounds, Aguirre kicked a 37-yard field goal with about a minute left to tie the game, but the Redskins’ Al Fiorentino was called for holding. Aguirre’s second attempt from 52 yards was short. The Redskins then departed quietly, losing 31–0 to the Giants in the season finale at Griffith.


  Although the Redskins missed out on the postseason, their experiment with the T seemed to be working. Filchock and Baugh finished as the league’s top two quarterbacks. Filchock was named a second-team All-Pro after completing 84 of 147 passes for 1,139 yards and 13 touchdowns. His completions, touchdowns, and completion percentage (57.1) were league-highs. Baugh connected on 82 of 146 passes for 849 yards and four touchdowns. The duo combined to set an NFL record for completion percentage (.568). The Redskins’ best receiver, Aguirre, was a consensus first-team All-Pro after catching 34 passes for 410 yards and four scores. Wilbur Moore caught 33 passes for 424 yards and five touchdowns.


  Baugh, who played his first eight seasons in the single wing, took a few games to acclimate to the T. But he eventually became comfortable in the formation. “[Clark] Shaughnessy told me, ‘Don’t worry about it, it’ll come gradually where you love it,” Baugh said in Myron Cope’s 1970 book, The Game That Was: The Early Days of Pro Football. “Sure enough, after about half that season was gone, I wouldn’t have gone back to [the] single wing for anything.”


  1945: 8–2–0, 1ST PLACE—EASTERN DIVISION


  Head Coach: Dudley DeGroot


  The Redskins maintained their standard course of dominance in 1945, finishing 8–2 in a season that ended with their sixth trip to the NFL championship game.


  Washington’s offensive firepower was again on display. Baugh, feeling at home in the T-formation, led the NFL in passing. He posted an NFL-record 70.3 completion percentage, a mark that stood for nearly 40 years, completing a league-high 128 throws in 182 attempts for 1,669 yards, with 11 touchdowns and four interceptions. He also led the league in punting average for the fourth time (43.3).


  Plus, back Frank Akins finished second in the NFL with 797 rushing yards, the second-highest total by a Redskin next to Cliff Battles’s 897 yards in 1937. Rookie Steve Bagarus caught 35 passes, and Joe Aguirre kicked a league-high seven field goals. Washington’s defense allowed a league-low 121 points.


  Prior to the season, NFL Commissioner Elmer Layden told all teams in the financially strapped league to cut traveling to a minimum. Thus, the Redskins didn’t make their annual trek across country for training camp and held it at Georgetown University in Washington, where they were busy mastering the T.


  Team consultant Clark Shaughnessy said quarterbacks Sammy Baugh and Frankie Filchock both handled the ball under center as well as Chicago’s Sid Luckman and Ray McLean, two of the NFL’s most proficient T quarterbacks. Shaughnessy also said the entire Redskins backfield was hiding the ball and faking so much better than in the ’44 season. Baugh’s initial assessment, as well, was that the Redskins were much better prepared for the T.


  “We know that stuff now,” Baugh told the Washington Evening Star. “Last year . . . I was lost trying to call signals. I knew the plays I wanted to use, but doggone if I could think of the numbers.”


  Baugh and Filchock had a new receiver to target: Bagarus. The tricky halfback from Notre Dame returned after missing the ’44 season while serving in the U.S. Army. Other new faces included center Al DeMao, a 9th-round pick out of Duquesne in 1942 who went on to serve in the military; 6-foot-7 tackle John “Tree” Adams, a second-round pick out of Notre Dame; and Northwestern All-American back Bill DeCorrevont.


  In the season opener, the Boston Yanks upset Washington, 28–20, before 25,000 fans at the Redskins’ old stomping ground, Fenway Park. Boston’s line of Augie Lio, Tony Leon, Jim Magee, and former Redskins Al Fiorentino and Bob Masterson overwhelmed the Redskins, who had their “faces ground into the mud of Fenway Park,” Washington Post sportswriter Al Costello wrote.


  The Redskins responded with a six-game winning streak, first topping the Steelers at Forbes Field, 14–0, behind 18-of-22 passing by Baugh, who by then was Washington’s primary quarterback. The Redskins gained first place in the Eastern Division with a 24–14 home win over the Eagles, who had been touted as the division’s strongest team. Akins ran for two short touchdowns. In another 24–14 win, this time over the host Giants, Baugh was sensational. He completed 19 of 23 passes and intercepted two throws, returning one 81 yards. Bagarus caught seven passes for 80 yards.


  With the war over, several Redskins returned from military stints by the start of November, including backs Dick Todd and Bob DeFruiter, and linemen Clem Stralka and Ki Aldrich. They joined a squad that beat the Cardinals (24–21), Yanks (34-7), and Bears (28-21).


  The win over Chicago was nearly a carbon copy of the ‘37 championship game. The Bears led, 7–0, 14–7, and 21–14, before some Redskins came up clutch in the fourth quarter. Baragus’s 28-yard punt return set up Merlyn Condit’s touchdown run for a 21–21 game, and Todd ran 30 yards and Akins 18 to set up Condit’s second scoring run.


  By then, the 6–1 Redskins stood first in the division. But they botched a golden opportunity to clinch it with a 16–0 loss to the Eagles, leaving both teams at 6–2. Philadelphia subsequently did the Redskins a huge favor by losing to the Giants, while Washington routed Pittsburgh, 24–0. Baugh threw three touchdown passes, two to Bagarus.


  Not done yet, Baugh completed 11 of 19 throws for 150 yards and a touchdown pass in the regular-season finale, a 17–0 whipping of the visiting Giants that secured the division title.


  The win set up an NFL championship showdown pitting the Redskins against the Western Division-champion Cleveland Rams in Cleveland.


  NFL CHAMPIONSHIP GAME


  Cleveland 15, Washington 14


  December, 16, 1945


  Municipal Stadium, Cleveland, Ohio


  Attendance: 32,178


  “Gentleman’s Agreement,” Goalposts Fuel Redskins Demise


  Washington was stricken with bad luck in the 1945 championship game, while Cleveland played with what seemed like a ghostly 12th man and profited from a boneheaded decision. Those circumstances led to an infuriating day for one team. Final score: 15–14 Rams.


  Cleveland found a friend in the goalposts, which were on the goal line at the time. A Sammy Baugh pass from his end zone hit a goalpost and landed in the end zone for an automatic safety. A tipped extra point by Cleveland’s Bob Waterfield hit the crossbar and fell over.


  Then came the brutal weather. With about six minutes left and Cleveland ahead, 15–14, the Redskins’ Joe Aguirre tried a 31-yard field goal. Strong winds gusting into Cleveland’s Municipal Stadium off adjacent Lake Erie wreaked havoc on the ball and sent it just wide of the goalpost. In her 1947 book My Life with the Redskins, Corinne Griffith recounted the agonizing moments while the ball was in the air.



   “The ball rose high in the air, then headed hard and true toward the goalposts and three winning points,” wrote Griffith, George Preston Marshall’s wife. “An icy wind, sweeping through the open end of the stadium, raced toward the goalposts, reached them just as the ball spiraled in between, caught it in its icy breath—and held it. The ball shivered, dropped, just a little, still well within the uprights and a world’s championship, then drifted to the left. The ball staggered—the impetus behind it was dying.


  “The wind gave one last hard shove, drove the ball far to the left, six inches wide of the goalpost, and slapped it hard to the ice-coated ground below. Then, like an evil spirit bent on some ghoulish mission, the wind swept the full length of the field, screamed with delight at its freakish prank, leaped the grandstand and scuttled away, leaving in its wake a dizzy backwash of whirling snowflakes.”




  How cruel!


  The Redskins could only blame themselves for the other major factor that benefited the Rams. On a bitterly cold day with temperatures barely above zero, the frozen field was as slippery as an ice-skating rink. It had snowed the day before. Such conditions gave Washington, the only team to come equipped with sneakers for better traction, a distinct edge.


  Rams coach Adam Walsh thus asked Redskins coach Dud DeGroot before the game if he’d tell his players to remove their sneakers and wear cleats instead. DeGroot obliged.


  His decision haunted the Redskins, who were facing a 9–1 Rams team led by Waterfield, an electrifying rookie quarterback and the league’s MVP. Early on, his passing helped motor the Rams from their 21 to the Redskins’ 5. But Cleveland was stopped on downs.


  After taking possession, Baugh was called for intentional grounding, putting the ball just inside the 3. Intent on getting the Redskins out of the precarious situation through the air, he aimed a quick crossing pattern to end Wayne Millner. But the pass hit the goalpost, giving Cleveland a 2–0 lead 9:20 into the first quarter. The NFL ruled before the ’46 season that a pass hitting the goalposts is an incompletion.


  Shortly after, Baugh aggravated a rib injury and departed for good, marking the second straight NFL championship game the Redskins had lost his services. But Frankie Filchock filled in admirably. He tossed a 38-yard touchdown pass to Bagarus in the second quarter for a 7–2 Redskins lead.


  Cleveland responded with a 70-yard scoring drive that ended on Waterfield’s 37-yard pass to Jim Benton a few minutes before halftime. Redskin tackle John Koniszewski tipped Waterfield’s conversion attempt, but it slipped over the crossbar for a 9–7 Rams edge.


  Throughout the first half, Redskins owner George Preston Marshall noticed that players on both teams were slip-sliding on the field. Unaware of the Walsh-DeGroot deal, he sought out Redskins equipment manager Kelly Miller at halftime.


  “Why didn’t you bring rubber-soled shoes for the team?” Marshall asked.


  “I did, they’re on top of the lockers, but the coaches didn’t want them,” Miller replied.


  Marshall demanded an explanation from DeGroot. “We’re not allowed to get out the sneakers because I made a gentleman’s agreement with Adam Walsh that we wouldn’t use them,” DeGroot said.


  “Since when does it become a gentleman’s game?” a seething Marshall replied. “You had no right to make any agreement with Walsh.”


  The quick-triggered Marshall essentially fired DeGroot on the spot, recalled Al DeMao, a Redskins center at the time, although DeGroot finished the game.


  Back on the field, the Rams padded their lead early in the third period. Waterfield, who completed 14 of 27 passes for 192 yards, threw his second touchdown, a 44-yarder to Jim Gillette, to end an 81-yard drive. Waterfield’s conversion sailed wide right, and Cleveland led, 15–7.


  Shortly after the Rams’ touchdown, Filchock threw a 50-yard completion to Bagarus. Cleveland’s defense stiffened. But on fourth down from the 9, Filchock passed to a wide-open Jim Seymour in the end zone. Aguirre’s conversion created a one-point game late in the third quarter.


  Filchock wasn’t done. His passing guided Washington into Rams territory twice in the fourth period to set up scoring opportunities. Shortly after Aguirre missed his 31-yard attempt, the Redskins took possession on their 42. With Filchock hitting short passes, they moved into Rams’ territory, but Aguirre’s 46-yard attempt fell short with 2:10 to play. The Rams ran out the clock.


  The Washington Post summed up the Redskins’ after-noon: “Cold and defeat made it a miserable day for our heroes.”

  

	Washington
	0
	7
	7
	0
	—
	14



	Cleveland
	2
	7
	6
	0
	—
	15






	Cleve
	Safety, Baugh’s pass hit the goalpost



	Wash
	Bagarus 38 pass from Filchock (Aguirre kick)



	Cleve
	Benton 37 pass from Waterfield (Waterfield kick)



	Cleve
	Gillette 44 pass from Waterfield (kick failed)



	Wash
	Seymour 8 pass from Filchock (Aguirre kick)






	TEAM STATISTICS
	WASH
	CLEVE



	First Downs
	8
	14



	Rushing Yards
	35
	180



	Passing Yards
	179
	192



	Passes
	9–20–2
	14–27–2



	Punts–Average
	6–36.0
	8–38.0



	Penalty Yards
	34
	60



	Fumbles–Lost
	1
	1








  4

  

     
  Ominous Times for the Burgundy and Gold (1946–1961)




  Once a powerhouse, the Redskins took a steep fall from grace after World War II, often resembling a franchise in disarray.


  After winning 71% of the time in their first nine years in D.C., plus two NFL championships, the Redskins were mediocre to dreadful in the ensuing years. In the 16 seasons from 1946 to 1961, they won 39% of their games, with three seasons over .500 and no playoff appearances.


  The final two seasons epitomized the Redskins’ woes. They finished 1–9–2 in 1960 (.1 67) and 1–12–1 in 1961 (.107), the franchise’s worst years to date in winning percentage, and went winless in 23 straight games during a stretch that crossed over those two seasons. One can argue it was the most wrenching period in team history, although many people today say Dan Snyder’s ownership era (1999–2022) was the worst because they are unfamiliar with the magnitude of the team’s post-World War II futility.


  “They were the Washington Senators of the NFL,” long-time Redskins public address announcer Phil Hochberg said, equating the Redskins of the early ’60s with one of the perennial doormats in pro baseball. “The Redskins were just atrocious, and they weren’t even interesting to watch.”1949


  In the nation’s capital, where Redskin season-ticket sales plummeted, disgust with the NFL franchise was rampant, with lots of fingers pointed in anger at one man, Redskins owner George Preston Marshall. His problematic decision making, micromanaging, iron-fisted approach, and racial segregation brought the team to its knees.


  Take the coaching fiasco. After promising to re-sign Ray Flaherty, who coached the Redskins during most of their early glory years before enlisting in the U.S. Navy during World War II, Marshall balked. He never again found a coach of Flaherty’s skill. The impatient owner instead carried on a revolving-door policy that welcomed nine Redskins coaches—four alone in the first half of the ’50s—over the calamitous 16-year period.


  The lack of coaching continuity was “very difficult,” said Jim Ricca, a Redskins lineman from ’51 to ’54 who played under Herman Ball, Dick Todd, Earl “Curly” Lambeau, and Joe Kuharich. “I started most of my career on defense, and I also had to go to the offensive meetings because I was a backup for both tackles,” he said. “And when you get four different systems in four years, it’s pretty hard to develop a winning offensive scheme. Everyone had different ways of calling signals and changing the play. We went to the colors. We went to the numbers.”


  Marshall, who once considered selling his team, also failed to acquire enough star players. When the All-America Football Conference, which debuted in 1946, tried luring big-name players and coaches from the NFL with lucrative salary offers, the owner refused to match proposals made to a host of Redskins who opted to leave for greener pastures. The Redskins were consistently among the lowest-paid teams in the league, exemplifying how team management failed to focus on the essentials needed to create a winner.


  “We didn’t have much of a draft, no scouting, or anything else in those days,” said Eddie LeBaron, an exciting Redskins quarterback in the 1950s. “We had good talent here and there but not a lot.”


  The Redskins’ top talent included:



	 LeBaron, a 5-foot-7, 165-pounder who made the Pro Bowl three times and dazzled fans with his passing and ball-handling skills.


	 Fellow quarterback Sammy Baugh, who enjoyed some of his greatest years after World War II before ending his Hall of Fame career in 1952.


	 Undersized four-time All-Pro defensive end Gene Brito.


	 Guard and terrific run blocker Dick Stanfel, a three-time first-team All-Pro who is now in the Hall of Fame.




  Other Redskin stars from the era included linebacker Chuck Drazenovich and tackle Paul Lipscomb, both four-time Pro Bowlers; end Hugh “Bones” Taylor, a two-time Pro Bowler who set a slew of Redskin receiving records; and “Bullet” Bill Dudley, a Redskins running, passing, and kick returning threat in the early ’50s and a Hall of Famer today. Center Jim Schrader, safety Joe “Scooter” Scudero, running back Steve Bagarus, lineman John “Tree” Adams, fullback Don Bosseler, and kicker “Sugarfoot” Sam Baker were among those who also stood out.


  But the Redskins couldn’t keep pace with the dominant teams, and Marshall’s racial policy did them no favors. When Black players were welcomed back to the NFL after World War II, he insisted on signing only White players. The policy decimated his franchise. From the late 1940s into the ’50s, opposing teams acquired African-Americans who emerged as stars and even future Hall of Fame inductees.


  The Redskins languished through a decade—the 1950s—that renowned football historian Mickey Herskowitz called the “golden age” of pro football. The NFL experienced unprecedented growth, transforming itself from a league that once held a distant back seat in popularity to Major League Baseball to one that soared to new levels of prosperity and entered the modern age of sports on December 28, 1958.


  That day in the NFL championship game, the Baltimore Colts beat the New York Giants in overtime, 23–17. The game, seen by millions of TV viewers, produced a marriage between television and pro football. When it ended, NFL Commissioner Bert Bell jumped from his box and shouted, “This is the greatest day in the history of pro football.”


  For the Redskins, it was just another day in a forgettable era.


  1946: 5–5–1, 3RD PLACE (TIE)—EASTERN DIVISION


  Head Coach: Turk Edwards


  The Redskins’ coaching door continued spinning in 1946. When Dud DeGroot, much-maligned for his “gentleman’s agreement” in the 1945 championship game, left to coach the Los Angeles Dons of the All-America Football Conference (AAFC), Redskins owner George Preston Marshall dipped into the team’s family to select his third coach in four seasons.


  Marshall named Redskins great Turk Edwards as head coach and another Redskins legend, receiver Wayne Millner, as Edwards’s assistant. In the process, the owner took a page from his Midwestern rival, Bears owner-coach George Halas. “George Halas has the right system,” Marshall told the press. “All his coaches come from the ranks of the Bears football team. Not a bad idea.”


  Edwards inherited a team that looked much different from the prior season. Backs Bob Seymour and Cecil Hare, end Joe Aguirre, and tackles Lou Rymkus, Wee Willie Wilkin, and Earl Audet had jumped to the AAFC. The Redskins traded backup quarterback Frankie Filchock to the Giants after he delivered a trade-me-or-else ultimatum, according to the Washington Evening Star.


  But key players including quarterback Sammy Baugh; backs Steve Bagarus, Dick Todd, Frank Akins, and Wilbur Moore; and linemen John Adams, Bill Young, and Ki Aldrich were back. They and the rest of the team began holding training camp at Occidental College in Los Angeles, where the Redskins trained until 1962. The Cleveland Rams relocated to Los Angeles in 1946, and for many years Washington played a charity exhibition game against the Los Angeles Rams sponsored by the Los Angeles Times.


  The Redskins opened the regular season by tying Pittsburgh at Griffith Stadium, 14-14. They held a 14–0 lead late in the third period, but the underdog Steelers rallied and could have won. They barely missed a 25-yard field goal with 10 seconds left.


  Washington’s next opponent, Detroit, also missed a critical late field goal. This time, the Redskins escaped with a 17–16 victory that triggered a three-game winning streak. Next came a 24–14 win over the Giants behind the “Bee-Bee” combo of Baugh and Bagarus. “Mr. Slinger slung and Mr. Snatcher snatched twice for sensational touchdowns as the Redskins rose to their greatest performance of the yet young season to conquer the team experts freely predicted would give them (the) most trouble in defense of their Eastern Division championship,” Washington Post sportswriter Al Costello wrote.


  The Redskins improved to 3–0–1 with a 14–6 win over the Boston Yanks, then blew a 24–0 halftime lead over the Eagles en route to a 28–24 loss. The defeat, coupled with the Giants’ 14–0 upset of Chicago, pushed the Redskins out of first place in the Eastern Division. The Steelers, led by 1946 NFL MVP Bill Dudley, then handed the Redskins a 14–7 loss. Dudley returned an interception 81 yards for a touchdown and returned a punt 53 yards. After the loss, rumors surfaced that Edwards and advisory coach Clark Shaughnessy might be fired, although Marshall denied that was the case.


  By then, the Redskins had a litany of key players hobbled by injuries, such as Baugh and Bagarus. Despite a charley horse and torn rib cartilage, however, Sammy came off the bench to spark his team to a 17–14 win over Boston.


  The Redskins lost two of their next three games, leaving them 5–4–1 heading into the regular-season finale against the 6–3–1 Giants, holders of first place in the division. A win would give Washington the division title because of its victory over New York earlier in the season.


  The game was billed as the Baugh-Filchock battle, the latter of whom dearly wanted to send his former team to defeat. He got his wish before 60,337 fans at the Polo Grounds, completing 9 of 14 passes with two touchdowns to key a 31–0 Giants rout.


  The Redskins’ final 5–5–1 record, largely attributable to a rash of injuries, marked their worst season to date in the nation’s capital.


  1947: 4–8–0, 4TH PLACE—EASTERN DIVISION


  Head Coach: Turk Edwards


  For a quarterback near the twilight of his career, Sammy Baugh looked like he’d never lost a step.


  The 11th-year man crafted one of his best seasons and padded his vast collection of league records with single-season marks for completions (210), attempts (354), and passing yards (2,938). His yardage total was nearly 1,000 more than the prior league record. He also threw 25 touch-down passes. His aerial proficiency carried a Redskins offense that set NFL records for passing yards (3,336), pass completions (231), and attempts (416). The Redskins also posted 4,679 total yards, a number that topped the league’s all-time mark but was second that year to the Bears (5,051).


  Washington’s defense, in contrast, was often out to lunch. The unit allowed the most points in the league by far (367, 31 per game) and the third-most passing yards (2,422). The unbalanced scenario paved the way to a 4–8 record, the Redskins’ first losing season in D.C.


  In preparing for the season, the Redskins began a youth movement that created the youngest team in franchise history. They acquired a solid group of rookies, the most prominent being pass receiving ends Hugh Taylor, a scrawny 6-foot-4, 170-pounder from Oklahoma City University aptly nicknamed “Bones,” and Syracuse end Joe Tereshinski, a key player in the college all-stars’ smashing upset of the NFL champion-Bears.


  Baugh, halfback Dick Todd, and fullback Sal Rosato formed the foundation of the backfield, which had recently retired Redskins fullback Wilbur Moore as its new coach. But Steve Bagarus, the receiving end of the dangerous Baugh-Bagarus aerial combo, was traded before the season to the Los Angeles Rams in a deal unpopular with Redskins fans.


  Slingin’ Sammy delivered one of his best games ever in the season opener at Philadelphia. He completed 21 of 34 passes for 364 yards and five touchdowns, connecting on his 1,000th career completion in the second period. Taylor was superb in his pro debut, catching 62-, 36-, and 18-yard scoring passes.


  It was all for naught in the Redskins’ 45–42 loss. The 87 total points accounted for one of the highest single-game scoring outputs in the NFL to date. Washington rebounded with a thrilling 27–26 win over the Steelers before an over-flow crowd of 35,565 at Griffith Stadium. Baugh was again fantastic, completing 13 of 20 passes for 275 yards and three scores. Pittsburgh had a chance to win, but its 30-yard field goal try with 25 seconds left hit the goalpost.


  Baugh carried the Redskins again—literally. Never heralded for his rushing ability, he ran for two 1-yard scores in a 28–20 win over the Giants, tying his rushing touchdown total from his previous 10 seasons. The win left 2–1 Washington tied with the Eagles for the Eastern Division lead.


  That was as bright as the ’46 season got for the Redskins, who suffered five straight losses. The last of those defeats—to a Detroit squad in the Western Division cellar—eliminated the 2–6 Redskins from the division race.


  But Baugh wasn’t done. When the Redskins hosted the Chicago Cardinals on November 23, 1947, under the banner of “Sammy Baugh Day,” the legend delivered one of the most sensational games of his career. He completed 25 of 33 passes for 355 yards and six touchdowns in Washington’s 45–21 victory. His performance came against the league’s top defense and a team battling for the Western Division lead.


  Sammy also sizzled the next week, completing 14 straight passes in a 27–24 loss to Boston. Washington split its last two games to finish 4–8.


  1948: 7–5–0, 2ND PLACE—EASTERN DIVISION


  Head Coach: Turk Edwards


  At one point, the Redskins appeared quarterback-rich. They later made regrettable decisions on that critical position.


  With the first pick in the 1948 draft, the Redskins selected Harry Gilmer, an outstanding passer at Alabama who led the Crimson Tide to three bowl games, including a 34-14 win over Southern California in the 1946 Rose Bowl. Legendary sportswriter Grantland Rice once called him “the most amazing back that football can show today.” The Redskins also signed Charlie Conerly, a prolific passer at Mississippi who challenged Sammy Baugh’s college records. Washington drafted Conerly in 1945 when he was in the military. He returned to play at Mississippi before joining the Redskins in ’48.


  Thinking Gilmer was a better prospect than Conerly, the Redskins chose to groom Gilmer as the successor to Baugh, who hinted about retiring after the ’48 season. They traded Conerly’s draft rights to the Giants for Howie Livingston, one of the league’s best defensive backs and the NFL leader in interceptions in 1944.


  The trade led to one of the biggest gaffes in Redskins history. Gilmer never lived up to his billing. He suffered a severe leg injury in a ’48 preseason scrimmage that caused him to miss the entire campaign and was relegated mostly to kick returning in the three ensuing seasons. Conerly, meanwhile, crafted a solid 14-year career in New York, helping the Giants win the NFL championship in 1956 and Eastern Division titles in ’58 and ’59. Time after time, he tormented the club that let him go.
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  A changing of the guard: Redskins owner George Preston Marshall shakes hands with his new coach, Rear Admiral John Whelchel, in February 1949. Whelchel replaced Turk Edwards (L), who had just resigned after finishing 16-18-1 in three seasons at the helm (1946-48). Edwards was promoted to Redskins vice president.


  “We’ve been honoring Conerly since he broke into the league 11 years ago,” Redskins General Manager Dick McCann said in 1959. “He’s thrown about 30 touchdown passes against us since he’s been in the league. The guy has killed us.”


  The Redskins were wise, though, to draft Louisiana State back Dan Sandifer. He intercepted an NFL-record 13 passes in 1948—breaking Baugh’s record of 11—and returned two for touchdowns. Washington was also equipped with a bunch of tested veterans in halfbacks Dick Todd and Dick Poillon, end Doug Turley, tackle John Adams, and center Al DeMao.


  As usual, owner George Preston Marshall was beaming with optimism in his preseason outlook. He proclaimed that “this may be our year” and “we’re a cinch for 1949,” as reported by the Washington Evening Star. He said where the Redskins finish in ’48 would depend on how well the rookies acquired the year before perform.


  The Redskins beat the Steelers, 17–14, in the season opener. Turley returned a fumble 33 yards for a touchdown in the fourth quarter. Poillon converted for a 14–14 game and kicked a 28-yard field goal with 20 seconds left.


  Washington’s offense shifted into high gear the next week, posting 485 yards and 24 first downs in a 41–10 shellacking of the Giants. Baugh completed 16 of 24 passes for 259 yards.


  The Redskins and Steelers then engaged in another down-to-the-wire battle. This time, Pittsburgh’s Joe Glamp kicked a 12-yard field goal with 33 seconds left to give the Steelers a 10-7 win, the fourth time in three years a field goal decided a game between the two teams. The Eagles subsequently dropped the Redskins to .500 with a 45–0 rout that Washington coach Turk Edwards called “the worst game a Redskin team has ever played,” perhaps forgetting the Bears’ 73–0 devastation of the Redskins in the 1940 championship.


  Edwards’s words may have inspired his troops, who won four straight. After beating Green Bay, 23–7, they massacred the Boston Yanks, 59–21, setting a Redskins record for single-game points that has since been broken. Baugh completed 17 of 24 passes with four touchdowns and 447 yards, the latter a league record at the time.


  The Redskins then beat the Yanks for the second straight week, 23-7, followed by a 46–21 drubbing of Detroit, leaving them 6–2 and a half-game behind the Eagles for first place in the Eastern Division. But Philadelphia administered a 42-21 beating. The Redskins failed to contain quarterback Tommy Thompson, the league’s top-rated passer in ’48, and future Hall of Fame running back Steve Van Buren.


  After a 48–13 loss to Chicago eliminated Washington from the division title race, the Redskins suffered a 41–13 loss to a Rams team coached by ex-Redskins T-formation expert Clark Shaughnessy. Washington finished with a 28–21 win over the Giants, a game that featured an aerial circus involving Baugh (25 of 42, 350 yards, three touch-downs) and NFL Rookie of the Year Charlie Conerly (23 of 41, 225 yards, two touchdowns), whom the Redskins had just discarded.


  Unlike those two, Turk Edwards ended his third season coaching the Redskins on a sour note. With a 16–18–1 overall record, he resigned under pressure from Marshall, who named him the team’s executive vice president. The owner then began a new coaching search, with names of mostly coaching luminaries circulating through the media: Notre Dame’s Frank Leahy, Georgia’s Wally Butts, Georgia Tech’s Bobby Dodd, Texas’ Blair Cherry, Kentucky’s Paul “Bear” Bryant, Texas Christian’s L.R. Meyer, and Paul Brown of the Cleveland Browns, three-time champions of the All-America Football Conference. Redskin back-field coach Wilbur Moore and Bears star quarterback Sid Luckman, who ended up playing two more seasons, were also possibilities.


  Marshall offered the job to Bryant, who accepted the position but had to back out when Kentucky refused to release him from a 10-year contract, according to The Washington Post. The Redskins’ boss then made a surprising decision.


  1949: 4–7–1, 4TH PLACE—EASTERN DIVISION


  Head Coach: John Whelchel (7 games), Herman Ball (5 games)


  When Redskins owner George Preston Marshall ended his tedious search for a new coach in February 1949 by tapping John Whelchel, the standard response from people outside the organization was, “John who?”


  John Esten Whelchel was a retired rear admiral who last coached football in 1943 at the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland, before spending six years at sea. The coaching layoff didn’t seem to bother Marshall, who was convinced Whelchel’s military-born toughness would rub off on players that the owner considered undisciplined. The Redskins called Whelchel the “greatest thing ever to happen to pro football,” according to The Washington Post.


  Whelchel was the first native Washingtonian ever to coach the Redskins. He directed Navy to a 13–5 overall record in ’42 and ’43, his only two seasons at the academy. His Midshipmen used the single-wing formation, but Marshall required him to keep the T-formation in the Redskins’ repertoire. The owner commissioned Notre Dame coach Frank Leahy, who had led the Fighting Irish to three national titles, to teach Whelchel the T and help him polish other aspects of his coaching skills.


  It didn’t take long for Whelchel to gain the admiration of many of his players, and optimism again oozed out of training camp, with general manager Dick McCann saying he anticipated a “record-breaking season” for the franchise. “We may have the best team we’ve ever had, especially with Harry Gilmer in the lineup,” he said.


  Gilmer, the talented second-year quarterback out of Alabama, had missed the entire ’48 season due to a major leg injury. As for Sammy Baugh, back for his 13th year, newspaper reports out of his home state of Texas said this would be his last NFL season, the second straight year such rumors had surfaced. He dismissed the reports, calling them a publicity stunt choreographed by Redskins management, according to the Washington Evening Star. Gilmer and Baugh alternated at quarterback in the Redskins’ 3–2 exhibition season, but Sammy ended up taking most of the snaps during the regular season.


  The Chicago Cardinals, who lost to the Eagles in the ’48 NFL championship game, were heavily favored over


  THE TEAM OF THE SOUTH


  Washington Redskins owner George Preston Marshall long regarded the southeastern United States as his team’s natural territory. After all, from the year the Redskins moved to Washington in 1937 until 1960, when the Dallas Cowboys were formed, the Redskins were the southernmost team in the NFL. The Dallas Texans played one season in 1952 before disbanding.


  Marshall, a shrewd promoter, seized the opportunity to attract southern fans, feeding them a steady diet of burgundy and gold in the ’40s, ’50s, and ’60s. Not long after the Redskins came to D.C., he launsidched a vast Redskins radio network that stretched from New England as far south as Florida. He later added television. He also arranged for the Redskins to play exhibition games in such cities as Mobile, Alabama; Norfolk, Virginia; Memphis, Tennessee; Shreveport, Louisiana; Winston-Salem, North Carolina; and Amarillo, Texas. The Redskins played an annual charity exhibition game, the Piedmont Bowl, in Winston-Salem.


  Furthermore, Marshall required his players to make public appearances and sign autographs in the South. He even incorporated a few strains of “Dixie” into the team’s fight song, “Hail to the Redskins.”


  Consequently, the Redskins built a loyal following in the region and became known as the “Team of the South.” Redskin booster clubs popped up in southern cities, and caravans of fans from the Carolinas, Georgia, Virginia, and elsewhere traveled to see their team in the nation’s capital and even journeyed to road games. Sportswriters from southern newspapers, including many in North Carolina, covered the Redskins like a home team. A reporter was once startled to find a small Redskins contingent from Winston-Salem in Chicago for a game against the Cardinals.
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  The Redskins broadcast network in 1952 sponsored by Amoco. That year, legendary sportscaster Mel Allen handled the play by play.


  “We spent a lot of time in North Carolina, and there were a lot of Redskins fans down that way,” said Charley Taylor, a Hall of Fame receiver who played for the Redskins from ’64 to ’77. “In cities in North Carolina like Raleigh and Durham, they loved the Redskins, they grew up with the Redskins, they learned football through the Redskins. That’s what was presented to them—the Washington Redskins.”


  Eddie LeBaron, the Redskins’ quarterback for much of the 1950s, also felt Redskins fever in the South. “I used to speak at luncheons and quarterback clubs all over the South, and we were the ‘Team of the South,’” he said. “The Redskins were in Atlanta and the Carolinas and southern Virginia. That whole area was just a hotbed of Redskins fans. They would come to Griffith Stadium by train. It would be South Carolina day and Virginia day and North Carolina day and Georgia day. It was a big thing.”


  Marshall’s most powerful promotional tool was his radio and TV network. He contracted with the American Oil Company, otherwise known as AMOCO, and Marlboro cigarettes to sponsor the network, which consisted of about 40 TV and 100 radio stations at its peak and included a handful of stations in Northeastern states such as New York, Massachusetts, and Connecticut. The owner’s slogan was “The Redskins every Sunday . . . in your living room or at the stadium.”


  “Colonel Marshall, a man who insists that the South would have won the [Civil] war with a better defensive backfield, has gone out of his way to encourage Dixie acceptance of his Yankee team,” Bob Serling of United Press wrote in 1957.


  Meanwhile, Marshall made sure southern fans—whether those in the stands or others tuning in—connected with their regional brethren. He recruited standout players from the region such as North Carolina’s Charlie “Choo Choo” Justice, a Redskins running back in the early ’50s. The owner also coordinated extravagant halftime entertainment shows that reflected southern culture. He once invited a female band from Mississippi Southern College called the “Dixie Darlings” to perform. “Naturally, they will play southern-style music,” Marshall said in the Washington Daily News on June 19, 1958. “Also for the South, we’ve got the George Wythe Band coming in from Wytheville, Virginia. They’re a corking good outfit, too.”


  Just further evidence of how the Redskins were once a key piece of the sports fabric of the South.



  Washington on opening day and rolled to a 38–7 win before 24,136 at Comisky Park. Baugh’s 5-yard scoring pass to end Dan Sandifer tied the game at 7 in the second quarter, before Chicago scored 31 straight points.


  The Redskins responded with a 27–14 victory over Pittsburgh, breaking a three-game losing streak to the Steelers on the road. But in Washington’s home opener, the Giants raced to a 45–35 win. A Redskins name from the recent past, quarterback Charley Conerly, threw three touchdown passes, two within minutes of each other in the third period to break the game open.


  Baugh tossed three of his four scoring passes to end Hal Crisler in a 38–14 win over the New York Bulldogs that evened Washington’s record at 2–2. But the defending-champion Eagles pounded the Redskins, 49–14. After a 14–14 tie with the Bulldogs, Washington held a 2–3–1 mark at midseason.


  The rematch with the Bulldogs had been touted as a must-win situation for Whelchel, whose coaching status was becoming more tenuous each week. Despite a 27–14 win over the Steelers, Marshall handed the admiral his walking papers to ensure the shortest Redskins head coaching career at the time.


  The owner replaced Whelchel with head line coach Herman Ball, who joined the team in 1946 as chief scout and an assistant line coach. The Redskins subsequently lost to the Eagles, Bears, and Giants. New York’s Conerly continued tormenting his old team by completing 14 of 32 passes for 218 yards and “a pair of the prettiest touchdown passes of the year,” one reporter wrote.


  The Redskins ended their three-game losing streak by routing Green Bay, 30–0, before 23,200 fans, the smallest crowd at Griffith Stadium since 1942. But a 53–27 loss to Los Angeles in the season finale left the 4–7–1 Redskins with one of their worst records in franchise history.


  1950 3–9–0, 6TH PLACE—AMERICAN CONFERENCE


  Head Coach: Herman Ball


  Washington appeared to enter the 1950 season with more depth, power, and speed than any of its teams since its 1942 NFL championship squad. So much for preseason hype. That season, the Redskins posted the worst record in their 14-year history in the nation’s capital: 3–9.


  In the draft, Washington acquired promising players such as North Carolina running back Charlie “Choo Choo” Justice, Oklahoma running back George Thomas, Penn State fullback Chuck Drazenovich, Kentucky center Harry Ulinski, Purdue tackle Lou Karras, and College of the Pacific quarterback Eddie LeBaron. The 5-foot-7 LeBaron was seen as the successor to the aging Sammy Baugh but was immediately called to serve in the Korean War.


  The Redskins won all five of their exhibition games, including a sweep of the California teams, the Rams and 49ers. The San Francisco 49ers, Baltimore Colts, and Cleveland Browns migrated to the NFL that season from the defunct All-America Football Conference (AAFC).


  With the regular season about to begin, Ball was optimistic his team possessed the tools to become a championship squad, perhaps not in 1950 but at least by 1952.


  “Spirit and desire won five exhibition games for us, and it will win a good number of league games later on,” Ball said in the Washington Daily News. “But it is only natural that the 20 first- and second-year men we have on the squad will make mistakes.”


  Eleven Redskin rookies started in the season opener against the neighboring Colts. The Redskins posted a 38–14 victory behind sterling performances from two veterans: Baugh and end Bones Taylor. Baugh, who reportedly turned down the head coaching job at Baylor University in Texas in the offseason, threw 31- and 27-yard touchdown passes to Taylor and a screen pass to second-year back Rob Goode that resulted in a 56-yard scoring play. Taylor also caught a 46-yarder from quarterback Harry Gilmer.


  Such dominance influenced the press to peg the Redskins as the team with the best chance of beating Cleveland, four-time AAFC champions. Oddsmakers also thought highly enough of the Redskins to make them two-touchdown favorites over the Packers. But Green Bay’s 35–21 win left a bad taste in Ball’s mouth. “It isn’t good to lose any game,” he told reporters when it was suggested the loss might be a tonic for the team. “We’ve got to win and keep winning.” The loss kicked off an embarrassing Redskins collapse, starting by coming up short to Pittsburgh in their home debut, the first time the Steelers ever won in the nation’s capital.


  While Ball and his staff sought ways to stop the nosedive, the ’50 Redskins were suddenly being labeled the most-inept team ever to wear the burgundy and gold. News that a chipped bone in Baugh’s throwing arm might force him to miss the upcoming clash against the Giants and that Gilmer was ailing with a bad leg kept spirits down.


  Gilmer, ready by game time, played impressively, leading the Redskins on 80- and 92-yard scoring drives that gave them a 14–7 second-quarter lead. But Washington was haunted by its old nemesis, quarterback Charlie Conerly, who threw the game-winning scoring pass in the Giants’ 21–17 victory.


  The defeat knocked the Redskins virtually out of the league’s title race, and they still had two games left against powerhouses Cleveland and Philadelphia. Another five straight losses, including 35–3 and 33–0 to the Eagles, left the 1–8 Redskins in the cellar of the newly renamed American Conference with three games left. Marshall gave no immediate public indication he was thinking of firing Ball.


  Ball’s boys salvaged some pride with wins over Baltimore and Pittsburgh. But a devastating aerial attack by future Hall of Fame inductee Otto Graham in the season finale lifted Cleveland—the eventual NFL champs—to a 45–21 rout that put the Redskins out of their misery.


  1951: 5–7–0, 3RD PLACE—AMERICAN CONFERNECE


  Head Coach: Herman Ball (3 games), Dick Todd (9 games)


  Once silent on the coaching future of Herman Ball, Redskins owner George Preston Marshall left no doubt early in the 1951 offseason that his patience was growing thin. “I’m not going to sit tight with a 3–9 team, you can bet on that,” Marshall told the press.


  But Marshall retained Ball, who promised to deliver a winning team in ’51. The coach named defense as the Redskins’ key theme and figured an offense led by the passing of 14-year veteran Sammy Baugh and Harry Gilmer, Rob Goode’s running, and Bones Taylor’s receiving, plus the play of multi-threat and future Hall of Famer Bill Dudley, would produce a lot of points.


  But the defense looked anemic in a 58–14 loss to the Rams in the exhibition opener, and Marshall erupted with one of his customary tirades. “[The Redskins] looked like a school team, a school team that didn’t believe in fighting,” the owner blasted. “Our boys act like one big happy family—and they played that way. Why, that [49-yard Rams touch-down] run of Tank Younger’s was the worst I’ve ever seen. I could have run out on the field and stopped him myself. Our linemen stepped aside and let him go.”


  Washington was then blown out by San Francisco, 45–14, before beating the Lions, Giants, and New York Yanks to close preseason play. A future Hall of Fame inductee, quarterback Bobby Layne, made sure Detroit gained revenge in the season opener, completing 20 of 26 passes for 310 yards in a 35–17 win.


  Ball tinkered with his lineup to little avail. The Giants crushed Washington, 35–14, in the home opener at Griffith Stadium. Next came a 45–0 spanking by the Browns that left the Redskins in last place in the American Conference and prompted the following assessment in the Evening Star: “The once-proud Redskins have fallen to the low estate of whipping boys for the rest of the league. From end to end and back by back, they were woefully overmatched in personnel yesterday, and there is little hope for relief.”


  Meanwhile, a seething Marshall dumped Ball. “I don’t intend to take this lying down,” he said in the Washington Daily News. Names surfacing as possible replacements included Redskins backfield and former Texas A&M coach Dick Todd; Ray Flaherty, who coached the Redskins to NFL championships in 1937 and 1942; and Heartley “Hunk” Anderson, who co-coached the Bears to a 24–12–2 mark, including an NFL championship, in the 1940s.


  Media said Anderson was Marshall’s first choice for the job. But Bears owner-coach George Halas blocked the deal by refusing to release him unless the Bears got Redskins standout tackle Paul Lipscomb in exchange. Marshall refused and named Todd interim coach.


  The Todd era began with a 7–3 win over the Cardinals, followed by a 27-23 upset of the Eagles, against whom Baugh completed 8 of 17 passes for 203 yards and a 53-yard scoring pass to back George Thomas. Dudley scored 15 points, and Goode ran for 123 yards and a touchdown en route to setting a Redskins single-season record of 951 rushing yards. Goode also posted a team-record seven 100-yard rushing games that season.


  The victories buoyed Todd’s coaching status, although consecutive losses to the Bears and Giants virtually eliminated 2–5 Washington from playoff contention. But the Redskins didn’t shelve their cleats. Dudley’s three second-half field goals helped lift them to a 22–7 win over Pittsburgh, prompting Dave Slattery of the Washington Daily News to praised Todd: “In five weeks, Todd has transformed the Redskins from a listless doormat outfit into a hustling team that has won three of its last five games and today is an even bet to end the season with its best won and lost record since 1948.”


  The Redskins’ 3-2 finish over the last five games included a 31–21 upset of the eventual NFL-champion Los Angeles Rams. That win gave Washington five wins, indeed the team’s most since 1948. Against the Rams, the Redskins posted 352 rushing yards and a team single-game record 65 carries that stands.


  Todd’s 5-4 coaching record and 3-2 finish added bright spots to a season that once seemed headed for disaster.


  1952: 4–8–0, 6TH PLACE—AMERICAN CONFERENCE


  Head Coach: Curly Lambeau


  Redskins owner George Preston Marshall was so impressed with Dick Todd’s 5–4 record in 1951 that he promoted him to head coach in the offseason. Todd was gone in the blink of an eye.


  In a West Coast exhibition swing, the Redskins fell to San Francisco (35–0) and Los Angeles (45–23). Todd announced his immediate resignation after the Rams game, claiming that pressure from his business in Crowell, Texas, had forced him to step down, according to The Washington Post. The paper also reported that Todd and Marshall had exchanged words after the loss to the 49ers. “I told the players when I took over last year that either I would run the team my way or I wouldn’t coach,” The Post quoted Todd as saying. “I told the coaches the same thing this year. It was a choice between being a man or a mouse.”


  Marshall named several top candidates to replace Todd, including former Bears coach Heartley “Hunk” Anderson, the owner’s top choice to replace Herman Ball in 1951, and Green Bay Packers coaching legend Earl “Curly” Lambeau. He ruled out the possibility that Sammy Baugh would become the head coach, saying the Texas slinger would return as a player-coach for his 16th season. “It’ll be a pro, that’s certain,” Marshall said. “I’m tired of fooling around with these amateurs. I’m interested in getting a winner—and I don’t care whose feet I step on to get it. I’m going to be cold-blooded about it.”


  Marshall hired one of the most celebrated coaches in NFL history in Lambeau, the fifth Redskins coach since the ’48 season. After founding the Packers in 1919, two years before they joined the NFL, Lambeau coached them to six championships before resigning after the ’49 season. He coached the Cardinals in ’50 and ’51 but quit late in the 1951 season.
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  Rookie quarterback Eddie LeBaron gets a tip from 16th-year veteran Sammy Baugh in 1952. LeBaron was groomed that season to take over for Baugh, who retired at the end of the year.


  It was a surprising choice in a way, for one temperamental man, Lambeau, would be answering to a fiery, meddlesome owner. Controversy seemed inevitable. But Lambeau said he anticipated no problems even if Marshall interfered with the team’s direction. “George’s interference is constructive,” Lambeau told reporters. “For an owner to be interested in his team is a marvelous thing.”


  Lambeau was optimistic his troops would win at least seven games, a mark that appeared attainable on paper. Talented quarterback Eddie LeBaron was back from his Marine Corps duties in the Korean War. Plus, the Redskins traded for veterans who seemed capable of making immediate impacts, including running back Julie Rykovich, who rushed for more than 1,100 yards in three seasons with the Bears. The Redskins also drafted players with strong potential, including Northwestern defensive back Dick Alban.


  After enduring three more exhibition-game beatings, Washington pulled an about-face in the season opener, defeating the heavily favored Cardinals, 23–7, in Chicago. The 38-year-old Baugh was as sharp as ever, completing 11 straight passes in one sequence, including two touchdowns.


  From there, virtually everything went south, as the Redskins lost eight of nine games. By the time they fell to 2–8 with a 48–24 pummeling at the hands of Cleveland, Lambeau was ripping into his squad, according to press reports. At the same time, some players were disappointed in Lambeau. “He might have been a good coach when he was in Green Bay, but he suddenly forgot a lot of it,” Al DeMao, a Redskins center at the time, said years later. “He wasn’t much of a coach when he got here.”


  Marshall was nevertheless standing by him. “Curly will be back next year even if he doesn’t win another game,” the owner said midway through the season. “He’s on his way with this team, but he’ll need another year to finish the job—and we’re going to finish it. The Redskins will be back on top in another year.”


  The Redskins won their last two games. LeBaron, who handled the quarterbacking duties most of the ’52 season, the last year of Baugh’s storied career, sparked the Redskins to a 27–17 win over the Giants with a breathtaking aerial performance. He completed 13 of 20 passes for 260 yards and four touchdowns, including 65-, 60-, and 25-yard scores to Bones Taylor. A Washington Daily News headline read, “LeBaron Arm Flays Giant Hopes.”


  The Redskins carried their momentum into a season-ending 27–21 upset of Philadelphia, a sweet win that ruined the Eagles’ hopes of winning the American Conference. The Eagles needed a win to finish first in the conference, but LeBaron sneaked in from the 1 late in the game for the winning score.


  Despite finishing 4–8, the Redskins earned accolades by showing resiliency toward season’s end.


  1953: 6–5–1, 3RD PLACE—EASTERN CONFERENCE


  Head Coach: Curly Lambeau


  The Redskins’ surge toward the end of the 1952 season left many in the team’s inner circle excited about the ’53 campaign—Curly Lambeau, for one.


  The man entering his 35th season of pro coaching thought the Redskins would be stronger than the previous year. He made it known he wasn’t aiming for a .500 finish but something closer to an NFL championship.


  “There are any number of reasons why I’m confident my team will be tougher,” he told the Los Angeles Times just before the Redskins began training camp at Occidental College in Los Angeles. “One of them is the fact that [quarterback] Eddie LeBaron has a year’s pro experience under his belt, and with Sammy Baugh gone, LeBaron is now the boss of the whole show. This kid just can’t miss being a great quarterback.”


  The dashing and resourceful LeBaron wasn’t the only talented quarterback at Lambeau’s disposal. The Redskins used their top draft pick to select Maryland All-American Jack Scarbath, a runner-up for the 1952 Heisman Trophy. It was a Maryland All-American again in the second round, as the Redskins picked bruising 250-pound tackle Dick Modzelewski. Following those picks, Redskins owner George Preston Marshall sang the state song, “Maryland, My Maryland,” to accompany “Hail to the Redskins.”


  The Redskins also drafted Michigan State All-American end Paul Dekker and 275-pound Nebraska tackle Don Boll and obtained rookie Oregon State back Sam Baker, who turned into an excellent kicker.


  Washington’s two signal callers divided the action in the season opener, when the Redskins surprised the Cardinals, 24–13. Scarbath threw a 52-yard scoring pass to Justice in the first quarter, and touchdown runs by Chuck Drazenovich and Leon “Mule Train” Heath in the fourth period helped erase a 13–7 lead.


  But a stingy defense—something Lambeau had built in training camp in order to prevent losses by embarrassing scores—deserved the most credit for the win. The defense set up the three Redskin touchdowns and a field goal by forcing mistakes that gave them the ball 1, 20, 41, and 52 yards from Chicago’s goal line.


  The Redskins, again underdogs against the Eagles, battled to a 21–21 tie. Niemi recovered a fumble in the end zone, and Scarbath threw 24- and 61-yard touchdown passes to Taylor, the latter giving the Redskins a 21–14 lead in the fourth period. The Eagles drove 91 yards in 15 plays to even the score but missed a potential game-winning 27-yard field goal with less than a minute left.


  A 13–9 win over the Giants ensured the 2–0–1 Redskins their best start since 1946 and put them a half-game behind first-place Cleveland in the newly renamed Eastern Conference. An excited Lambeau credited his team’s spirit for the victory.
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  Joe Kuharich took over as the Redskins’ head coach in 1954. He posted a 26-32-2 mark, with one winning season, in five seasons in D.C.


  “They never quit trying,” he told reporters. “Every man was up for this one. In beating the Giants, we beat a good club. The Giants also were fired up and were better today than they were in their first two games. But we also played our best game of the year.”


  It appeared the Redskins might stay unbeaten when they led the mighty Browns in the fourth quarter, 14-13. But Cleveland battled back, first with quarterback Otto Graham’s 25-yard touchdown pass to his star receiver, Dante Lavelli, followed a few minutes later by the clinching touchdown.


  From there, the injury-riddled Redskins lost by 10 points to the Colts and by 21 to the Browns, who virtually clinched the conference title with their sixth straight win. Washington split its next two games and won three in a row over the Giants, Steelers, and Eagles entering the season finale against Pittsburgh.


  For the 6–4–1 Redskins, a win would mean a second-place finish in the conference, plus a nice Christmas gift for the 22,057 fans at Griffith Stadium. It wasn’t to be. With Washington ahead 13–0 in the fourth quarter, the Steelers scored a touchdown and came close to another one before the Redskins crafted a goal-line stand and took possession on the 1-foot line with about eight minutes left. LeBaron, who had a miserable day with four interceptions, gambled to get the Redskins out of the jam, lobbing a short throw to Justice. But Pittsburgh’s Jack Butler intercepted the pass and waltzed in for the tying score. The conversion gave the Steelers a 14–13 victory.


  Although his 6–5–1 Redskins had their first winning season since 1948, Marshall was upset after the game because his squad didn’t finish in a second-place tie with 7–4–1 Philadelphia.


  1954: 3–9–0, 5TH PLACE—EASTERN CONFERENCE


  Head Coach: Joe Kuharich


  From another head coaching change, to players bolting for Canada, to the death of a popular teammate, to a soft defense that essentially gave opposing offenses carte blanche—1954 evolved into one of those all-too-frequent Redskins seasons of gloom. Their 3–9 mark matched the franchise’s worst-ever won-lost record from 1950.


  Frustrations began boiling in the offseason, when some Redskin stars bolted to the Canadian Football League (CFL), which was raiding NFL rosters with offers of higher salaries. Washington’s biggest departures were quarterback Eddie LeBaron and Pro Bowl defensive end Gene Brito. They both disliked Redskins coach Curly Lambeau and signed with the Calgary Stampeders, reuniting with former Redskins offensive line coach and then-Calgary head coach Larry Siemering. LeBaron, who would likely have been Washington’s starting quarterback in ’54, played under Siemering at the University of the Pacific.


  Redskins owner George Preston Marshall was furious with the CFL for infiltrating NFL territory, offering his classic hyperbole: “The British empire has dragged us into three wars, and it wouldn’t surprise me if they got us into a fourth.”


  The Redskins started inauspiciously in exhibition play, getting pounded by the Rams and 49ers. After the loss to the 49ers, Marshall and Redskins coach Curly Lambeau engaged in a heated argument that included pushing by both of them in the lobby of a hotel in Sacramento, California, according to media reports. The ruckus stemmed from Marshall’s sighting of a few Redskins carrying packs of beer in the hotel, a practice he disallowed. The owner confronted the players, one of whom was reportedly end Bones Taylor, and berated Lambeau, who saw no problem with players consuming a little beer after games. Marshall then made a familiar move: He fired Lambeau, who had compiled a 10–13–1 record over two seasons in Washington.


  Marshall promoted Redskins offensive line coach Joe Kuharich to head coach. Kuharich, a star guard at Notre Dame in the 1930s who played three seasons for the Chicago Cardinals, posted a successful four-year coaching stop at the University of San Francisco, where he led one of the finest teams in college football history, the 9–0 Dons in 1951. He replaced Lambeau for the first time as Cardinals head coach for the ’52 season, finishing 4–8, before coming to the Redskins.


  The 37-year-old Kuharich, known as a strict disciplinarian, wasted no time implementing a much tougher training program. He also carved up the roster, cutting veterans who he felt were too complacent and acquiring young, hustling players. Half of the 33-man roster consisted of rookies by the start of the regular season, and only 12 players remained from the ’53 squad. The newcomers included offensive backs Billy Wells, Dale Atkeson, and Joe “Scooter” Scudero, a star on the ’51 San Francisco Dons; quarterback Al Dorow; and receiver Johnny Carson.


  Defensive back Vic Janowicz, a Heisman Trophy winner drafted by the Redskins in ’52, signed after playing two years of pro baseball. Talented running back Rob Goode rejoined the team after spending two years in the Marines.


  After Washington’s 0–6 exhibition season, the 49ers thumped the Redskins, 40–7, in the season opener. Washington’s lone touchdown came on a 13-yard reception by Scudero from quarterback Jack Scarbath, who started the game after passing for 862 yards and nine touchdowns as a rookie in ’53. Scarbath and Dorow alternated as the season progressed.


  The loss was a harbinger of things to come. The Redskins were routed by Pittsburgh (37–7), the Giants (51–21), Philadelphia (49–21), and the Giants (24–7). The defense allowed touchdowns in astronomical numbers, and the offense was pathetic. The Redskins gained 115 yards against the Eagles, then the team’s lowest single-game total ever.


  The 0-5 Redskins rebounded with a 24-21 win over the Colts at Griffith Stadium, receiving stellar performances from two Michigan State boys, Dorow and Wells. Dorow completed 8 of 13 passes for 139 yards with a 48-yard touchdown pass to Wells, who totaled 95 yards receiving and 73 rushing.


  Cleveland crashed the party, 62–3, epitomizing how far the Redskins had fallen in the post-World War II era. The 59-point difference stands as the second-largest margin of defeat in team history, and the 62 points allowed stands as the second-most ever by the team. The machine-like Browns, playing most of the game without star quarterback Otto Graham, amassed 515 yards and 33 first downs. Washington’s pitiful offense gained 64 yards, committed five turnovers, and averted a shutout only because of Janowicz’s 37-yard field goal. “Redskins Grateful for Field Goal by Janowicz,” a Washington Post headline read.


  Questions surfaced about whether Marshall might fire his second coach in the same season. The owner remained supportive of Kuharich, however, even telling the press his rookie-laden squad would be champions in two years.


  The situation worsened. After beating the Steelers, 17–14, the Redskins lost to the Cardinals, Eagles, and Browns, to plummet to 2–9. To compound their problems, 26-year-old tackle David Sparks suffered a heart attack a few hours after the second loss to Cleveland and dropped dead. The Redskins dedicated the season finale to Sparks, a 37-20 home win that gave the Cardinals the dubious distinction of the NFL’s worst team at 2-10.


  The returns on the season were horrible. The Redskins allowed 432 points and 57 touchdowns, both of which stood as team records for decades despite the brevity of the 12-game season. The offense threw 32 interceptions, a team record at the time.


  The embarrassment would end—albeit temporarily—in 1955.


  1955: 8–4–0, 2ND PLACE—EASTERN CONFERENCE


  Head Coach: Joe Kuharich


  Shortly after becoming the Redskins’ coach in August 1954, Joe Kuharich stressed patience during the rebuilding process, saying it would probably take three seasons to mold the squad into a winner. He hit his mark earlier than expected.


  Washington finished 8–4 in 1955, its best record since an 8–2 season in 1945, and placed second in the Eastern Conference. A key to the success was a defense that allowed 222 points and 25 touchdowns, compared with 432 points and 57 touchdowns in ’54.


  Kuharich made smart personnel moves to fortify the defense. He helped talk standout end Gene Brito into returning from his one-year hiatus in the Canadian Football League and lured one of Brito’s teammates, defensive back Norb Hecker. He also shipped middle guard Jim Ricca and defensive end Walt Yowarsky to Detroit for Pro Bowl linebacker LaVern “Torgy” Torgeson, and traded for 49ers tackle J. D. Kimmel and Cardinals end Ralph Thomas. Around mid-season, the coach claimed off waivers hard-hitting defensive back Roy Barni, who played for Kuharich at the University of San Francisco and with the Chicago Cardinals.


  Those players helped shape a formidable defense with existing Redskins such as tackle Volney Peters, linebackers Chuck Drazenovich and Nick Adduci, backs Scooter Scudero and Dick Alban, and end Chet Ostrowski.


  Quarterback Eddie LeBaron, who also returned after one year in the CFL, and running back Vic Janowicz, the team’s top rusher in 1955 with 397 yards, led Washington’s offense. Washington benefited, too, from the addition of halfbacks Leo Elter and Bert Zagers, two trade acquisitions, and rookie guard Lou “Red” Stephens, who proved to be an outstanding lineman.


  In the season opener, Washington pulled off one of the biggest upsets in team history. The Redskins shocked Cleveland on the road, 27–17, after losing the first nine games in their all-time series against the Browns. LeBaron was outstanding, throwing 24- and 17-yard scoring passes to end John Carson, and scampering 13 yards for the clinching touchdown. He also threw a 70-yard pass to Elter.


  Two CFL transplants also produced big plays. Hecker intercepted two passes by future Hall of Fame quarterback Otto Graham, and Brito stole the ball from the Browns’ other quarterback, George Ratterman, to set up a touchdown.


  The Redskins then nipped Philadelphia, 31–30, after erasing a 16–0 deficit in one of the most bizarre sequences in NFL history. It began when Brito recovered a fumble on the Eagles’ 32; LeBaron threw a touchdown pass to Janowicz on the next play. Hecker’s kickoff appeared headed out of bounds and, while the Eagles watched to see which way it would go, Thomas pounced on it at the 2 and slid into the end zone. Philadelphia fumbled the next kickoff, Torgeson recovered, and Janowicz ran for a score.


  The 2–0 Redskins, who suddenly held first place in the Eastern Conference, were the surprise of the NFL. They dropped three of the next four, however, to nearly fall out of the title race with a 3–3 record.


  But Washington did another about-face, winning four straight starting with a 34–21 victory over the Eagles. It was the first time since 1942 that the Redskins had beaten Philadelphia, preseason favorites to win the conference title, twice in one season.


  Washington then took sole possession of second place in the conference with a 7–0 win over the 49ers. Several Redskins made key defensive plays, including Brito, who barreled into quarterback Y. A. Tittle late in the third quarter, knocked the ball loose, and recovered it on the 49ers’ 33. Three plays later, Zagers ran 13 yards for the game’s only touchdown. The Redskins followed with their second straight shutout, 31–0 over the Cardinals. Janowicz produced 13 points on a touchdown, field goal, and four conversions, and an unyielding defense held Chicago to 72 rushing yards.


  In Washington’s fourth straight win, 23–14 over the Steelers, Elter scored on 33- and 20-yard runs, and Scudero returned a punt 49 yards for a touchdown. Due to the Browns’ 35–35 tie with the Giants, the Redskins trailed Cleveland by a half-game for first place in the conference.


  But the Giants ruined the Redskins’ conference title hopes with a 27–20 win at Griffith Stadium. The Redskins held a 20–17 halftime lead, but a Giants’ field goal and a touchdown pass by onetime Redskins castoff Charlie Conerly put New York up by seven. Later, with 1:03 to play, a LeBaron pass was picked off in the end zone, sealing the Redskins’ fate. The Browns clinched the conference title by beating Pittsburgh en route to capturing the NFL championship.


  The Redskins finished in second place in the conference with a 28–17 season-ending win over the Steelers. A then-record seven Redskins made the Pro Bowl—Brito, Drazenovich, LeBaron, Peters, Torgeson, center Harry Ulinski, and Scudero, who gained 1,000 yards returning punts, kickoffs, and interceptions. Redskins owner George Preston Marshall signed Kuharich, the consensus choice as NFL Coach of the Year, to a three-year contract.


  1956: 6–6–0, 3RD PLACE—EASTERN CONFERENCE


  Head Coach: Joe Kuharich


  Washington’s 8-4 season in 1955 turned out to be a tease. The Redskins returned to familiar territory in 1956—mediocrity—finishing 6–6 after suffering a late-season collapse. Off the field, a tragic accident deprived them of vital offensive production.


  Coach Joe Kuharich had hoped to build on the surprising success of his 8–4 squad. In the offseason, he traded star defensive back Dick Alban to Detroit for Dick Stanfel, perhaps the best blocking guard in football and a two-time first-team All-Pro and two-time Pro Bowler. Stanfel also starred when coached by Kuharich at the University of San Francisco.


  Kuharich made draft picks, too, that paid off handsomely. The Redskins used their second-round choice to take Pittsburgh defensive end John Paluck, who would play eight solid seasons in Washington. Later in the draft, the Redskins selected Oregon halfback Dick James, an exciting player on offense and defense in his 10 NFL seasons, eight with the Redskins. Plus, kicker-halfback Sam Baker, halfback Billy Wells, and receiver Steve Meilinger were all back after stints in the U.S. military.


  Two car accidents, however, put a dagger in Kuharich’s plans. The first one happened after Washington upset the Rams, 39–21, in the exhibition opener. Star halfback Vic Janowicz, the NFL’s second-leading scorer in 1955 with 88 points (seven touchdowns, six field goals, 28 extra points), was in a car that spun out of control and hit a telephone pole. He suffered serious injuries, including brain damage, and never played another down in the NFL.


  Hours later, quarterback Al Dorow broke two ribs and experienced kidney and back injuries in a separate accident. He was out for about a month.


  Dorow’s absence contributed to a dearth at quarterback.
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