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A Brief History of American Football 
 
How much do you know about the history of American football and the Super Bowl, the most 
watched television event of the year in the United States? Here are some facts about the 
sport’s history, from the very first chaotic college matches, its deadly era in the early 1900s, to 
the Inventor of American Football and the first paid athletes in the sport…. 
 
American football – also known as ‘gridiron football’, for the vertical painted yard lines that run 
across the rectangular pitch – originated in North American colleges in the late 19th century, 
evolving from the British sports of rugby and association football (soccer).  Early versions of the 
game were brutal and chaotic, often called ‘mob foot-ball’ by contemporaries, with a mix-and-
match set of rules, large numbers of players per side and high injury rate. 

The match generally accepted as the first American football game took place in 1869, played 
between two north-eastern college teams, Princeton and Rutgers (Rutgers took the victory). 
The game would have been unrecognizable to today’s spectators, as the players weren’t 
allowed to pick up the ball. Instead, they advanced towards the scoring zone by kicking or 
swiping at it with their hands.  Variations of the game were adopted by many north-eastern 
colleges of the era, and an early effort at standardization was made when the first 
Intercollegiate Football Association (IFA) was established in 1873. A number of colleges 
retained their own rules, including Harvard College which preferred its ‘Boston Game’ (a ‘rugby-
style’ with a mix of carrying and kicking the ball). Throughout the late 19th century, 
intercollegiate matches led to rules and styles being borrowed and swapped between 
institutions. 

Walter Camp and the invention of American football 

It wasn’t until the 1880s that the game became more codified, and the man credited with 
managing the game’s evolution towards its modern form is Walter Camp (1859–1925), often 
known as the ‘father of American football’. Camp was a Yale undergraduate and medical 
student between 1876–81, and as well as playing halfback and serving as team captain, he 
became a key member of the second American Intercollegiate Football Association, which was 
reformed in 1876 and in existence until 1892. Under Camp’s direction, the IFA established 
common rules including the system of ‘downs’ (the need for the ball to be moved downfield a 
certain distance within an allotted number of attempts) and the number of players per side(11). 
Camp coached the Yale football team from 1888 through 1892, earning a remarkable 67 wins in 
69 games. 

When did American football turn professional? 

A significant milestone for the game came in November 1892, when William ‘Pudge’ 
Heffelfinger was paid $500 to play a match for the Allegheny Athletic Association (though the 
payment was not revealed until 80 years later). Though other players may have been paid 
before this point, the AAA expense sheet is the first evidence of a documented cash 



payment, often referred to today as ‘pro football’s birth certificate and it marked the sport’s 
first step towards a professional era. The first fully professional game followed in September 
1895, when the Pennsylvania-based teams Latrobe Athletic Association and Jeannette Athletic 
Club met. In 1897, the Latrobe Athletic Association paid all of its players for the whole season, 
becoming the first fully professional football team. 

Though there was increased regulation, conditions for the players remained brutal; fractured 
ribs and limbs, and broken noses were the norm. In 1904 alone, reported the Chicago Tribune, 
there were 18 football deaths and 159 serious injuries, and a further 19 deaths in the 1905 
season. The toll was so significant it attracted the attentions of US President Theodore 
Roosevelt, who summoned college representatives to the White House in October 1905 and set 
in motion a period of reform – for instance, matches were shortened, and forward passes were 
made legal. Remarkably, helmets didn’t become mandatory for college football players until 
1939, and in the NFL until 1943. 
 
The first American football leagues and the formation of the NFL 

The early years of the 20th century presented further challenges. During the First World War, 
there was a shortage of athletic men, which created bidding wars and steeply rising salaries as 
desirable players were sought across state lines. The need for regulated player transfers led to 
the creation of the American Profession Football Association in 1920, though it changed its 
name to, the National Football League (NFL), in 1922. This early league saw much jostling for 
business; more than 40 different teams formed in the first dozen years, only to go out of 
business and drop out – though some familiar names remain. The Arizona Cardinals are the 
oldest surviving franchise, while Wisconsin’s Green Bay Packers joined the league in 1921. (The 
Packers took their name from the Indian Packing Company, after their coach Curly Lambeau, a 
shipping clerk for the company, successfully asked the company’s owner for money 
for jerseys and use of the company’s athletic field in 1919.) 

Today, the NFL selection meeting, known as the ‘draft’, is a hugely competitive and anticipated 
event, a recruitment showcase for the new players available to the league. But it hasn’t always 
held the same prestige. During the first annual draft of college players, held in 1936, the first 
player to be selected, Jay Berwanger, chose to pursue a career in rubber and plastics 
manufacturing instead. 

When war came to the US once more in 1941, the league faced another struggle to survive. In 
1943, Pennsylvania team the Pittsburgh Steelers (named after the city’s dominant steel 
industry) joined forces with state rivals Philadelphia Eagles (the franchise took its name from 
the eagle symbol on Roosevelt’s ‘New Deal’ that sought to promote economic recovery after 
the Great Depression). Both had been unable to field a complete team and, for one season, 
temporarily joined forces as the ‘Phil-Pitt Steagles’. 

Weathering the conflict, the NFL continued to grow. When a tense and torrid championship 
game in 1958 between the Baltimore Colts and New York Giants – often called the ‘Greatest 
Game Ever Played’ – drew 45 million viewers on NBC, it was clear that the sport had firmly 
captured the attentions of the nation.  



The First Super Bowl 

The first Super Bowl was played on, January 15, 1967 and saw the Kansas City Chiefs take on 
the Green Bay Packers at the Los Angeles Memorial Stadium in California – and despite the 
fixture’s huge popularity today, the first match didn’t even sell out. The Packers earned the win, 
under their coach Vince Lombardi (1913–70). Famed for his grueling training regimes and high 
standards, Lombardi had joined the Packers in 1959 after the team’s worst losing season in its 
history. He went on to coach the team to three successive NFL Championships (between 1965–
7) and victories in the first two Super Bowls. To this day, teams in the Super Bowl compete for 
the Lombardi trophy, renamed after the coach’s death in 1970.  The Super Bowl is the premier 
sporting fixture of the year in the United States, and many of the matches rank among the most 
highly watched television events of all time. 

Answer the following questions from the reading 
Why is American Football also known as “Gridiron Football”? ____________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Originated in North American Colleges in the late 19th century Football evolved from what 
British sports? __________________________________________________________________ 
 
Who is considered the “Father of American Football”? _________________________________ 
What Ivy league college did he play and coach at? _____________________________________ 
 
What significant event that occurred in November of 1892 marked the first steps toward 
football becoming a professional sport in America? ____________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What team became the first fully professional football team in 1897, when they paid all of their 
players for an entire season? ______________________________________________________ 
How many deaths and serious football injuries total were reported in the 1904-1905 seasons? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What is the oldest surviving franchise in the NFL? _____________________________________ 
Where did the Green Bay Packers get their name from? ________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What two teams had to join together during tough times for a season to form the “Phil-Pit 
Steagles” to field a complete team? ________________________________________________ 
 
When & where was the first Super Bowl played and who played in it? _____________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Who coached the winning team? __________________________________________________ 
What is the name of the award teams play for in the Super Bowl? ________________________ 


