FABLED IRON INDIANS OF 1953 REMEMBERED

IN NEW BOOK PUBLISHED IN AUGUST

By Pete Kalison ‘57

(W&M Sports Information Director, 1955-57)

A legend of William and Mary’s football past has come to life with the recent publication of “The Iron Indians” by Rene Henry ‘54, the story of one of the most improbable football teams in the history of the College.  The writer, Rene Henry, knows his subject well; as he was the Sports Information Director for the program as a student during that long ago fall of 1953.

For those who are unfamiliar with the saga of the Iron Indians, the basic facts are as follows: after a major honors violation involving cheating on an ROTC final exam, a large number of students, including football players, were dismissed from school.  Combined with injuries and defections from the squad this left the Tribe with just 24 players for the 1953 season.

Those 24 players faced a brutal schedule, including games with Navy, Virginia Tech, Wake Forest, Cincinnati, and N.C. State.

The coaching staff was diminished as well. Head Coach Jackie Freeman ’46, a former great player for on W&M’s 1942 Southern Conference Champions and other Indian (as they were called then) squads, had just five assistants including the W&M basketball coach and a graduate student.  One of the two athletic trainers was a Williamsburg fireman.

What Rene Henry has done in his absorbing book is tell us the stories of the players and coaches; not just the games and how they battled adversity almost daily, but what happened to them afterwards in life…and it is this that gives the story of The Iron Indians (a nickname given them by a Richmond sportswriter) a humanity and richness.

The Iron Indians name fit perfectly with the College’s Indian nickname of the time.  The College cafeteria was called the Wigwam … the Student Handbook was named Smoke Signals … cheerleaders dressed as Indians … The freshman team was named the Papooses.  How times have changed!

All but one of the 24 players graduated.  They became teachers, coaches, military officers including a jet pilot, lawyers, business executives, NFL and CFL players and coaches, a city councilman, an FBI agent, and a dental surgeon.

They had nicknames like Bullet Bill, Little Lindy, Hump, Fitz, Shorty and Hadacol.

Nine of the 24 married William and Mary co-eds.  This included a Homecoming Queen and a Miss William and Mary.

One graduated Phi Beta Kappa.

Their placekicker stood 5’8” tall and weighed perhaps 125 pounds with all his pads on.

One player was recruited directly from the student body and had never played football in his life. He played the entire season.

There weren’t enough players to scrimmage at many practices and at times Coach Freeman used tackling dummies in the empty spaces.

Every player played both offense and defense.  One player, Bill Marfizo, played as many as seven positions in one game and routinely would play two or three different positions during a four-play set, earning the nickname, “Mr. Versatility”.

The players and coaches were honored after the season in December by the president and faculty of the College in a special ceremony in the old Phi Beta Kappa Hall. The event packed the old Hall, as it drew almost all of the 1,650 students on campus.  Ironically, this was also the last public event ever held there; PBK Hall burned down to the ground during the Holiday Break two weeks later.

The team started out with five wins, two losses and a tie but lost its final two games when they were reduced to just 19 healthy players.

The team had two quarterbacks, both of whom also played defensive back. One was Charlie Sumner (who also returned punts and kickoffs), who went on to play seven years in the NFL and then became a two-time Super Bowl Champion defensive coordinator

The other man under center was 5’8”, 160-pound Al Grieco, who was a very good passer and could control the ball for long periods with short passes.

The opening game with Wake Forest was played in Richmond as part of the then big Tobacco Bowl festivities.  The 16-14 W&M win was highlighted by a winning field goal from L.Q “Hadacol” Hines and a 72-yard touchdown run by “Bullet” Bill Bowman. 

The team’s greatest moment came against undefeated Navy, the No. 1 ranked team in the east at the time of the game.   W&M fought Navy to a 6-6 tie at Farragut Field in Annapolis with Grieco hitting end Tommy Martin with an 18-yard, fourth-quarter TD pass.  That effort gained national coverage when Life Magazine had major coverage of it, including photos of Coach Freeman in tears after the game holding the game ball, and Marfizo, with a severely dented helmet, tackling a Navy runner to stop a drive.

Rene Henry tells it all in this fascinating book about one of the most remarkable seasons any W&M team has ever had. He captures what it was like at what was a far different William and Mary than we have today.

Henry’s book is for sale at the Alumni House Gift Shop and through Amazon Booksellers.  It is a must read for William & Mary alumni, fans, and supporters.

