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of fans opposed
expanding
NFL season
8 games.

said they did not
consider Redskins an
offensive name.

cornerback at D-III Rensselaer Polytechnic
Institute, was concussed in a midfield collision
with a tight end during practice, his fourth
documented concussion since fourth grade.
Suarez loves football. “To me, it’s been pretty
much everything since fourth or fifth grade,” he
says. “I take pride in being the smallest guy on
the field.” Now he’s being strongly encouraged
by doctors and coaches to walk away. “I still
want to play,” says Suarez, “but I don’t want
to be one of those guys that gets carted off.”
The breakdown of an entrenched societal
institution such as football doesn’t occur over-
night or even over a few years. TV ratings and
rights fees for the NFL kept rising until the latter
reached the current level of roughly $50 billion
through 2022; fantasy football and other types
of gambling provided an entry point for huge
swaths of the population that otherwise lacked
hard-core interest. The NFL became a runaway
train, and there was a voracious innocence about

of fans said the
Washington Redskins
should change their
team name.

of all fans considered
the name Redskins
“very offensive.”
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of fans said they
believe that in

20 years, the NFL will
not closely resemble
today’s gamein
terms of rules
regarding contact
and player
equipment.

it all. Fans and media embraced the violence of
the game; ESPN even hosted a weekly segment
called “Jacked Up,” which enjoyed immense
popularity (and seems unconscionably tone-deaf
in hindsight). Domestic abuse was occurring,
but it was mostly out of sight.

Now that willful blindness is largely gone. On
Sept. 15, Geoff Gass, 38, shut down a popular
Vikings message board that he had run for
11 years because he was disgusted at posters
who supported Peterson’s behavior and brief
reinstatement. The hotel chain Radisson im-
mediately pulled out as a team sponsor, and
three days later Procter and Gamble withdrew
its participation in an on-field NFL promotion
planned for Breast Cancer Awareness month.

Yet even with all that’s taken place, much of
America remains addicted to the NFL and to
football, and like any addiction this one holds
a fierce grip. Stadiums will not suddenly sit
empty on Sunday afternoons (or on Friday
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Fans were asked: In general, do you support or appose
using taxpayer dollars to fund building NFL stadiums?
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TIM YARNELL

nights in Texas), televisions will not suddenly
go unwatched. Fantasy lineups will be filled,
suicide pools will be played. Last Thursday eve-
ning I rode my bicycle past a schoolyard where
22 little boys in oversized pads smashed into one
another while fathers yelled in their ear holes,
surely just like their fathers had yelled in theirs.

But the game is irretrievably altered. There’s
no more viewing an NFL Sunday without feeling
manipulated by the spectacle and wondering
about the collateral damage to the players and
their families. (Goodell’s press conference last
Friday could have turned the tide, but it served
only to further embarrass the league.) There’s
no more watching a football game at any level
without fearing for the brains beneath the hel-
mets and the overall long-term health of the
participants. Culture changes glacially, but we
are all in a different place. The joy I felt learning
the game, playing the game, writing the game?
That joy might be damaged beyond repair. O

of fans were not aware, before
taking this survey, that the NFL is classified
as o tax-exempt entity (page 28).

of fans don’t approve of this.
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One schaoal is bringing back
football, and it’s not alone

BY RYAN WHITE

BACK IN THE 1970S-WHEN a
concussion was getting your bell
rung, and getting your bell rung
made you tough—Robin Baker
was a high school quarterback in
Arizona who took one particularly
character-building hit. “Coach runs
out, puts ammonia in front of my
nose, asks me if I can count to
three,” says Baker, who is now the
president of George Fox University
in Newberg, Ore. Two plays later
the QB was back in the game. When
friends hear that story, they “look
at me and go, ‘We knew there was
something wrong with you,” Baker
says, laughing. “That may be true.”

There’s evidence to support
the claim. Given the negativity
surrounding the sport on and off
the field at all levels, why would
anyone start a football program
in 2014—especially the head of
a Division I1I school with 2,219
undergraduates and an athletic
department budget of $2.2 million?

To Baker, the answer is simple.
“Football’s part of the American
fabric,” he contends.

George Foxisn’t alone.
Seven schools, from NAIA up to
Division II, introduced teams this
year. According to the National
Football Foundation, that brings
the number of college teams
across all divisions to 767, an
alltime high. From his bright
third-floor office overlooking the
quad, Baker sees an endearing
tableau: college football that
looks like the idea of college
football, with student-athletes
reading books and pursuing real
majors and, maybe, wearing
letterman sweaters. The preferred
nomenclature is “cocurricular,”
not “extra.” Everything on
campus is part of the university’s
educational mission.

The Bruins last played in 1869,
after which football was axed

due to cost and difficulty finding
enough players. When Baker
moved from school provost to
president in 2007, bringing back
football became a “passion.” At
that point the biggest events on
the George Fox athletic calendar
were home soccer games on
Saturdays. Baker says he loves
soccer, but he wanted a sport that
created more campus atmosphere
on fall weekends, providing greater
engagement for current students
and attracting new ones.

George Fox set a fund-raising
goal of $7.2 million, an ambitious
figure, but more than 90% of it
has been raised. The school has at
least 120 more men on campus this
fall than it did two years ago (half
the team arrived in 2013]), which will
help balance a male-female ratio
that had grown to 62% female.

Concussions? A concern, but
they are for all athletes on campus.
Amateurism? That’s a richer
school’s fight. Agents? C’'mon.
Insurance? “They’re more than
willing to cover us,” Taylor says. It
just costs more than volleyball.

Back in Baker’s office, talk turns
to crisp fall days, to families and
friends mingling with students and
alumni—to football. Not the sport
so hotly debated these days, but
the one that makes millions dig
ratty sweatshirts from the closet
each September.

Why start a football team in
20147 Because the game won't be
a minor league ATM at George Fox.
It’ll be a sepia-toned piece of
genuine Americana. Because 3,659
people showed up on Sept. 6 to
watch George Fox lose, 30-27, to
NAIA start-up Arizona Christian,
and almost no one left unhappy. O
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