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played for Hammond, Indiana, pros in 1917 and signed 
a contract with the White Sox but played baseball for 
the Lakes. George Halas left the University of Illinois’ 
basketball team in the winter of ‘18. With Ensign 
Halas at end, the Blue Jackets, with Driscoll now at 
quarterback, edged the Naval Academy and routed six 
others to claim the Eastern naval title. They then went 
West to take on Mare Island Marines, which, coached 
by William Dietz, with seven of his Washington 
State collegians, overcame Aviators from Mather and 
Rockwell fields. The Lakes came through mountain 
passes filled with snow to win the Rose Bowl of 1 
January 1919.  Dietz, who lost his job with Washington 

State and served a brief prison sentence for avoiding 
the draft, later coached the Boston Redskins. 
	 Cleveland’s Naval Reservists, who did not 
play the Lakes in 1918, won most games, including 

one over the University of Pittsburgh by a point. An 
administrator objected to the behavior of reservist Ray 
Chapman (in 1920 he became the only major leaguer 
killed by a pitched ball). 
	 In 1917, Camp Jackson (South Carolina), 
with Alan Thurman (University of Virginia) and Josh 
Cody (Vanderbilt), shut out Camp Gordon’s “Steam 
Rollers.” The next year Gordon’s coach thought fans 
and reporters over-rated military elevens. Native 
American Lt. Frank Mt. Pleasant from Carlisle Institute 
(turned into a military hospital because of the war), 
von Kolnitz, and Sergeant Strupper, a recent Tech 
quarterback, had talent, but Georgia Tech clobbered 
Gordon, the losers also falling to Camp Hancock. 
Undefeated in collegiate play, Pittsburgh crushed Tech 
in 1918 for a mythical national college title. 

The “Shining Light,” George Halas, outfielder 
for the University of Illinois, 1917, a star in three 
sports. (Courtesy University of Illinois Archives)

Shellfire killed Captain Belvidere Brooks as he 
stepped out of a cave, August 22, 1918. A member 
of Williams College class of 1909, he was captain 
and quarterback. (Courtesy Archives and Special 
Collections Williams College)
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	 The best army eleven in the East, undefeated 
Camp Greenleaf (a school for medics in north Georgia), 
had little trouble destroying Camp Dix at D.C. for the 
eastern army championship. Why Dix played when 
several other camps had better records remains a 
mystery.   
	 In the Southwest, Camp Bowie had a top 
eleven in 1917. That season, Camp Cody, coming over 
from New Mexico, upset Fort Bliss, which had a West 
Point Camp 2nd team All-American. The Fort found 
revenge the next year, beating Cody with a totally 
different cast. 
	 After a brief season in January 1919 in France 
(the 36th Div. losing the finale), a couple of months 
later after elaborate playoffs, collegians from Texas 
and Oklahoma (trained at Camp Bowie) fought the 
89th Division, (Camp Funston), which scored two 
touchdowns in the second half, overcoming one by 
the 36th in the first half when Carl Mahseet, a Native 
American from Oklahoma State College, punted the 
ball from near his end zone.The ball rolled to the other 
end of the field, where a fumble resulted in a score 
	 Most every institution of higher education 
recorded deaths of student athletes, especially from 
varsity football. Williams College (Massachusetts) must 
hold the record for the most battlefield deaths, with at 
least ten lettermen, starting with the captain of the ’09 
eleven, killed in action in France. 

Boxing
       Most military posts including ships had pugilists. 
Army officers believed boxing translated into better 
bayoneting. Some 3,000,000 supposedly learned to 
box in the military. Reporters criticized Jess Willard, 
heavyweight champ, for not helping the war effort, 
while almost all those of lesser weight showed up at 
military camps and installations. Few had military 
rank, but they instructed thousands of recruits. Some 
arrangements proved problematical as with Jack 
Dempsey, who helped at Great Lakes but was tried for 
evading the draft (not guilty, acquitted). Many troop 
ships crossing the Atlantic had matches. In Paris, the 
29th Division chalked up nine straight over Frenchmen. 
A survey claimed 180,000 boxed between August 
through December 1918.  In mid-December 1918, the 

British Army took first in a tournament.  American 
Expeditionary Forces championships produced seven 
winners, including Marine Private Gene Tunney in 
the light heavy. Leo Patterson, a black from Pioneer 
Infantry, won the light weight. This interest may 
explain why the sport attracted so many fans after the 
war. 

Basketball
       The war forced the closure of a couple of 
Pennsylvania pro basketball leagues; most colleges 
retained their schedules. Three from a starting five at 
Bellevue College (Omaha, Nebraska, a school that shut 
down as of June 1919) died at the front. In 1919, Great 
Lakes Training Station produced a quintet that included 
Driscoll and Halas. which, on tour, won against small 
colleges but lost to the powerful Crescent Athletic Club 
in New York, where a reporter praised Halas, expecting 
to see him in right field for the Yankees in the spring. 
He would, but not for many games. That fall, Halas and 
Driscoll could be seen in civilian professional football 
uniforms which some claim as the origins of the 
National Football League.
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Military Olympics
       General Order #241 (1919) authorized several 
A.E.F. championships, followed by Olympics for 
eighteen nations. When French workers balked for 
higher pay and given only 90 days to build Pershing 
Stadium financed by the YMCA, Pioneers completed 
the job.  The YMCA sent over 48 other athletes to 
supplement those still in France. Sol Butler, a black 
from Dubuque University who had played football the 
previous fall with its Student Army Training Corps, 
won the broad jump.  

	 Charlie Paddock, a recent high school grad, 
fired shells at the Huns as a Marine officer in 1918 and 
ran track at the University of Southern California in the 
spring. “The Human Fly” won the 100 and 220, helping 
the U.S. roll up 92 of the 120 points in track and field.  
	 The U.S. won titles in baseball (no pros), 
basketball (A.E.F. champions led by pro Max Friedman 
out of Eastern Pennsylvania), marksmanship, and 

swimming (Norman Ross, Stanford, 5 gold,). Belgians 
won the water polo matches. Australians were first in 
tennis, the U.S. without its top-ranked amateur who 
captured the A.E.F. officers’ title in the competition 
on the Riviera early in the spring. Americans won 8 
out of 12 boxing titles, Britain not taking part. Mostly 
Californian collegians gave France a battle before 
surrendering in rugby. The French, Americans, and 
British ended in that order in golf, with a city of 
Chicago and A.E.F. title holder and mates not matching 
the home country. One can only wonder about the 
results had Francis Ouimet participated. The winner 
of the U.S. Open at age 20 in 1913, Ouimet, rising 
from private to lieutenant, represented Camp Devens 
in several matches in the U.S.  Czechoslovakia (a new 
country) captured soccer. Italy won most equestrian 
events, followed by France and the United States. A 
wounded French soldier won the marathon. 

Private Solomon Butler, winner of broad jump, 
receives an award from General Pershing at the 
Military Olympics. (Source: The Inter-Allied 
Games, Paris, 22nd June to 6th July, 1919)

Francis Ouimet of Brookline, Massachusetts, 
joined the army in 1917.  Shown here (right) at 
Camp Devens, Massachusetts, where he took basic 
training. A prominent golfer, in 1913 he had won the 
U.S. Open. (Courtesy NARA)
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      A few days after watching awards distributed and 
listening to the American and French national anthems 
along with speeches, the Doughboys left France. 
They knew a lot about fighting wars, but they also 
appreciated the value of athletics.
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	 This cartoon in Ripley’s Believe It or Not 
describes Lieutenant Bohrle as the “luckiest war flier 
in all history” in a 1917 incident in which he was 
flying as an observer in an aircraft piloted by a Lt. 
Rosengart. The engine stopped suddenly, throwing 
Bohrle from the aircraft at a height of 13,000 feet. As 
the plane headed down, Lt. Rosengart felt a bump and 
found that Bohrle had been dropped back into his seat 
again by the wind. Rosengart managed to restart the 
engine and return safely to their base. 
	 The Ripley’s cartoon misses some key 
aspects of this case. First, they got a name wrong. 
The observer was Oberleutnant Behrla (not Bohrle), 
and his pilot was Vizefeldwebel Rosengart. On top 
of that, Behrla didn’t fall back into his seat. He was 
thrown from the cockpit, floated briefly above the 
aircraft, and then came crashing down on the rear of 
the fuselage. He broke through its plywood exterior 
and was trapped inside “as if in a coffin” and unable to 
return to his seat. Rosengart was able to land the plane 
safely and Behrla emerged unscathed. The incident 
took place on May 24, 1917. Behrla and Rosengart 
were members of Flieger Abteilung 44 and were flying 
Albatros C.V. 1211/16.                                                                                             
                                                                                                       
James Hamilton


