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Weriting biography is a difficult task. Writing a biography of a football coach is difficult
indeed. How does one determine the extent to which a coach is responsible for a team’s
success or failure? Most people agree that motivation is important in athletic success, but
how important is the coach in generating that motivation and/or a blue print for victory.
Some observers would argue that the team with the most talented players will usually win
irrespective of the coach. In Rockne of Notre Dame and When Pride Still Mattered, Ray
Robinson and David Maraniss, both journalists, provide biographies of two of the most
revered coaches in American sports. Both writers acknowledge that myth usually helps
transform athletes and coaches into legends, and wisely organize their works around the
powerful myths that surround Rockne and Lombardi.

Robinson provides a straight forward account of Rockne’s life from his birth in Nor-
way to his death in a plane crash in 1931. He portrays Rockne as an innovator who used
shock troops (substitutes) to soften up an opponent, expanded the concept of intersec-
tional play through his scheduling, and became one of the first coaches to earn big money
as a motivational speaker and commercial pitcchman. Robinson, unlike Maraniss, focuses
almost exclusively on Rockne’s career in football. We learn very little about Rockne’s pri-
vate and family life except that the long hours he invested in football and commercial
interests (like Lombardi) caused him to neglect his wife and children. Although Robinson’s
sources are more limited than those of Maraniss, more commentary on the private Rockne
and his family would have been a welcome addition to the book.

Robinson discusses the various myths associated with Rockne, offers his own evalua-
tion of their significance and validity, and challenges the reader to decide the issues for
himself. In the case of Rockne’s famous “Win One for the Gipper” locker room speech,
one of the foundations of the Rockne legend, Robinson basically accepts the traditional
story despite evidence provided by Murray Sperber and others that the Gipper yarn is
tainted by fabrication and embellishment. Although Robinson correctly points out that
Rockne and Gus Dorais are given too much credit for popularizing the forward pass, he
generally credits most of the myths and stories that contribute to the Rockne legend. He
acknowledges that Rockne was a “trimmer” in upholding NCAA rules and absolves him
by pointing out that many other big name coaches did the same. His own narrative,
however, suggests that Notre Dame was basically an “outlaw” school in the early 1920s
when it came to admission standards and the recruitment and subsidization of athletes.
Comparing Bob Zuppke of Illinois with Rockne in terms of NCAA rules violations, as
Robinson does, is like comparing a petty thief to bank robber. Robinson would have
profited by using the 1929 Carnegie Report on intercollegiate athletics as a guide in terms
of discussing illegal activities by various coaches and schools. He would have found that
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Rockne and Notre Dame cheated rather blatantly, even under the standards of the time.
This might have raised the question of how a supposed moral and motivational leader,
Rockne, reconciled that role with the illegal activities (by NCAA standards) that he en-
gaged in at South Bend in order to win football games. Robinson’s book might have been
more valuable if it had been grounded more firmly in the football history of the period.

Maraniss’s biography of Lombardi reads like a novel and is well written, but is also
very detailed and sometimes repetitious. We are told three or four times what snack Lombardi
had in his easy chair after a grueling day of practice. Maraniss traces Lombardi’s career by
examining the forces which shaped his character and coaching skills such as his family, his
Jesuit education at Fordham, and his tenure as an assistant under Army head coach Earl
Blaik. The book is held together, in part, by focusing on a series of myths and coincidences
about Lombardi’s life which were important in elevating him from a very good football
coach to legend by the end of the 1960s. Maraniss points out the importance of his being
one of the Seven Blocks of Granite at Fordham, having one of Notre Dame’s Four Horse-
men as his college coach (Jim Crowley), and associating briefly with General Douglas
MacArthur, among other things, as adding to the mystique about Lombardi once he
became a winning coach in the National Football League (NFL).

Maraniss is fair in his portrait of Lombardi, showing the many sides of a complicated
man. He is not above manipulating the evidence a bit, however, to make his case that
Lombardi’s motivational skills and coaching ability were largely responsible for his suc-
cessful teams. Maraniss spends considerable time, for example, mocking the decrepit state
of the Green Bay Packers before Lombardi arrived in 1959 and then heaping praise on
him for instantly turning around the program. Only after the reader is awed by Lombardi’s
talent does Maraniss explain that Green Bay scout Jack Vainisi had rounded up excep-
tional talent for the new coach. Certainly Lombardi deserves credit for reversing the for-
tunes of the Packers in his first season as head coach, but how much credit is more difficult
to determine.

Relying upon interviews with players thirty or more years after retirement can be
risky. They tend to remember the good things and are unlikely to be anything but lauda-
tory about a coach of their championship team(s), especially if he is a legend like Lombardi.
Former Green Bay halfback Paul Hornung may have summarized the majority of football
games with his remark about the Packers’ 16-7 victory over the New York Giants in the
1962 NFL Championship game; he noted the Giants’ extreme intensity, but explained,
“We just had a better football team, that’s all” (334). Both authors might have benefited
from carefully studying the origins and development of football coaching. A good place to
begin would be Robin Lester’s Stagg’s University, a book which neither cites.

—JOHN M. CARROLL
Lamar University

Spring 2001 143



	LA84 Foundation Home Page
	LA84 Foundation Search Page
	Journal of Sport History Volume 28 Number 1 Spring 2001
	Contents
	An Appreciation of Clarence A. Forbes.
	Articles
	From Bikinis to Boardshorts: Wahines and the Paradoxes of Surfing Culture.
	Sport or Political Organization? Structures and Characteristics of the Red Sport International, 1921-1937.
	Hardhat Hunters: The Democratization of Recreational Hunting in Twentieth Century Pennsylvania. 
	Hoosiers in a Different Light: Forces of Change v. the Power of Nostalgia.

	Film, Media, and Museum Reviews
	Price of Glory.  (Film, Media, and Museum Reviews)
	Austrian Sport Museums. (Film, Media, and Museum Reviews)

	Book Reviews
	Amstaedter, Rainer.  Der Alpinismus: Kultur—Organization—Politik. (Book Review)
	Burstyn, Varda.  The Rites of Men: Manhood, Politics, and the Culture of Sport. (Book Review)
	Deardorff, Donald D.  Sports: A Reference Guide and Critical Commentary, 1980-1999. (Book Review)
	Donnelly, Peter, ed.  Taking Sport Seriously: Social Issues in Canadian Sport.  Robinson, Laura. She Shoots, She Scores: Canadian Perspectives on Women and Sport.  (Book Review)
	Donnelly, Peter, ed.  Taking Sport Seriously: Social Issues in Canadian Sport.  (Book Review)
	Downward, Paul, and Alistair Dawson.  The Economics of Professional Team Sports.  (Book Review)
	Mangan, J.A.  Athleticism in the Victorian and Edwardian Public School.  (Book Review)
	Phillips, Murray.  From Sidelines to Centre Field: A History of Sports Coaching in Australia.  (Book Review)
	Sperber, Murray.  Beer and Circus: How Big-Time College Sports is Crippling Undergraduate Education.  (Book Review)
	Swaddling, Judith.  The Ancient Olympic Games (2nd ed.)  (Book Review)
	Hansen, Jern and Niels Nielsen, eds.  Sports, Body and Health.  (Book Review)
	Pumroy, Eric L., and Katja Rampelmann.  Research Guide to the Turner Movement in the United States.  Hoyt, Dolores.  A Strong Mind In a Strong Body: Libraries in The German-American Turner Movement.  (Book Review)
	Beck-Burridge, Martin, and Walton, Jeremy.  Britain's Winning Formula: Achieving World Leadership in Motorsports.  (Book Review)
	Ross, Donald J.  Golf has Never Failed Me: The Lost Commentaries of Legendary Golf Architect Donald Ross.  Thomas, George C., Jr.  Golf Architecture in America: Its Strategy and Construction.  (Book Review)
	McCaughey, Martha.  Real Knockouts: The Physical Feminism of Women's Self-Defense.  (Book Review)
	Gems, Gerald R.  For Pride, Profit, and Patriarchy: Football and the Incorporation of American Cultural Values.  (Book Review)
	Robinson, Ray.  Rockne of Notre Dame: The Making of a Football Legend.  Maranis, David.  When Pride Still Mattered: A Life of Vince Lombardi.  (Book Review)
	Charroin, Pascal and Terret Thierry.  Une Histoire du Water-Polo: L'eau et la balle.  (Book Review)
	Fitzpatrick, Frank.  And the Walls Came Tumbling down: The Basketball Game That Changed American Sports.  (Book Review)
	Nelli, Bert and Steve Nelli.  The Winning Tradition: A History of Kentucky Wildcat Basketball. (2nd ed.)  (Book Review)
	Roberts, Randy.  'But They Can't Beat Us': Oscar Robinson and the Crispus Attucks Tigers.  (Book Review)
	Abrams, Roger I.  The Money Pitch: Basketball, Free Agency, and Salary Arbitration.  (Book Review)
	Brashler, William.  Josh Gibson: A Life in the Negro Leagues.  (Book Review)
	Chalberg, John c.  Rickey and Robinson, The Preacher, the Player and America's Game.  (Book Review)
	Knickerbocker, Wendy.  Sunday at the Ballpark: Billy Sunday's Professional Baseball Career, 1883-1890.  (Book Review)
	Koppett, Leonard.  The Man in the Dugout: Baseball's Top Managers and How They Got That Way. (expanded ed.) (Book Review)
	Levine, Peter.  The Rabbi of Swat.  (Book Review)
	Littlewood, Mary L.  Women's Fastpitch Softball–The Path to the Gold: An Historical Look at Women's Fastpitch in the United States.  (Book Review)
	Rossi, John P.  The National Game: Baseball and American Culture.  (Book Review)
	Thornley, Stew.  Land of the Giants: New York's Polo Grounds.  (Book Review)
	Tygiel, Jules.  Past Time: Baseball As History.  (Book Review)
	Rich Westcott.  Phillies '93: An Incredible Season.  (Book Review)

	Journal Surveys
	North America. (Journal Surveys)
	Europe. (Journal Surveys)
	Africa. (Journal Surveys)





