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Text of Master of Ceremonies Tom Burke’s Welcoming Speech

Gridiron Club College Awards Dinner

Thursday, January 12, 2006
Burlington Marriott Hotel

Welcome to the Bob Whelan College Football Awards Night. Thank you for being with us. Tonight marks the official end of the 2005 college football season in New England.

This evening is special for another reason. Tonight we start the second century of “Keeping the Flame” for the game of football. Thank you for being here, for being a part of it.

If this were 100 years ago, we would not be here. Or if we were, our gathering would probably be clandestine. That’s because after the 1905 season, President Theodore Roosevelt decided he’d seen enough of the rough and brutal game college football. 18 young men died playing football in 1905. 73 others suffered very serious injuries. Roosevelt threatened to ban the game in America.

And Teddy Roosevelt actually liked the game of football. He commanded the Rough Riders in the Spanish American War. Ten of his soldiers listed their occupations as football players when they signed up to fight with him. His sons Kermit and Ted both played the game at Harvard.

In 1903, he wrote to Kermit: “Tonight while I was preparing to dictate a message to Congress concerning the boiling cauldron on the Isthmus of Panama, which has now begin to bubble over, up came one of the ushers with a telegram from you and Ted about the football match. Instantly I bolted into the next room to read it aloud to mother and sister, and we all cheered in unison when we came to the Rah! Rah! part of it. It was a great score. I wish I could have seen the game.”

Teddy Roosevelt won a Nobel Peace Prize in 1905 for stopping the war between Japan and Russia. So he knew how to solve big problems. He summoned the presidents of college football’s Big Three - Harvard, Yale, and Princeton - to the White House. He pounded on the table and demanded that they eliminate foul play and brutality.

The college presidents got the message. They formed the Football Rules Committee. They forbade mass formations like the flying wedge and gang tackling. They increased the first down yardage requirement from five to ten yards. They introduced the forward pass.

And so it was that exactly a century ago, the president of the United States and a few enlightened college leaders saved the game of football and preserved it for generations to come. Now here we are, their heirs and successors, gathered to honor and thank the best our game in New England has to offer. 

Thank you for being with us. Your presence here is important. Thank you for joining the Gridiron Club in our Mission as Keepers of the Flame as we start our second century.
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Graber Associates vice president Tom Burke presents the 2005 Bulger Lowe Award for best defensive player in New England to Boston College assistant coach Keith Willis. Coach Willis accepted the award on behalf of BC’s All-America defensive end Mathias Kiwanuka, who was unable to attend the Gridiron Club of Greater Boston’s awards dinner.








