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On October 22, 1904, the unbeaten University of Minnesota 
football team defeated Grinnell, 146–0.

The following day, the Minneapolis Sunday Tribune reported that 
the Gophers’ 146 points were a “Western” football record and the 
second highest in college football history. Only Harvard’s 158 points 
scored against Exeter in 1886 was greater.

Frank E. Force, the writer of the Tribune’s account of the game, 
had a pretty good view of the game. He was one of the referees.

Force, who was in his second year as the Tribune’s “sporting”  
editor, is arguably the father of sports journalism in Minnesota. 

NEWSPAPERS AND SPORTING EVENTS
Newspapers and sports events have been a part of the Minnesota 
landscape since the state’s territorial years.

In Bradley L. Morison’s book, Sunlight On Your Doorstep: The 
Minneapolis Tribune’s First Hundred Years, he wrote that “In the terri-
torial years between 1849 and 1858, some 90 newspapers sprouted 
from the frontier soil, most of them to wither and die after a brief, 
impoverished existence, a few to survive and eventually to flourish.”  

Sporting events have been contested in Minnesota since territo-
rial days as well. As early as 1836, lacrosse was played at Fort Snelling. 
The first baseball game in the state was played in 1857 — a year before 
the territory was granted statehood. Boxing matches were held in 
Minnesota as early as 1876 and the University of Minnesota fielded 
its first baseball team in 1876, and its first football team in 1882.

Daily newspapers that did survive from territorial days — 
among them in the cities of Minneapolis, St. Paul, and Winona — 
had increased opportunities to write about sports. But, in the second 
half of the 19th century, the newspapers didn’t report much on sport-
ing events. That changed in the first years of the 20th century.

For the first time, in the first years of the 1900s, newspapers in 
Minneapolis and St. Paul named sports editors and expanded their 
sports coverage.

Force, a reporter and editor at the Tribune, was named the paper’s 
first sporting editor in April of 1903. In the first week of December 
1903, the Minneapolis Tribune announced:

Recognizing the importance of the sporting interests of the 
greater Northwest, it has been decided that a whole section  
of the Sunday Tribune will hereafter be devoted to news of this 
character. it will be under the personal supervision of the 
well-known Sporting Editor Frank E. Force and will be better 
and more extensive than anything ever attempted by a news-
paper outside of New York and Chicago and as a matter of 
fact it promises to be just a little bit more readable than any 
sporting supplement published. It will make its first appear-
ance next Sunday.

SPORTS EDITOR
Before his appointment as “sporting editor,” Force, who was 24 at 
the time, had already had an interesting life.

After graduating from Minneapolis North High School, he served 
in the 13th Minnesota Regiment in the Philippine-American War. 
After surviving a life-threatening bout of typhoid fever during the 
war, Force returned to Minneapolis where he earned a bachelor of 
literature degree in 1900 and a master of literature degree in 1901 
from the University of Minnesota.

The first major sporting event Force covered as the Tribune’s 
sports editor was the Michigan–Minnesota football game at 
Northrop Field on the University of Minnesota campus in 
Minneapolis in 1903. The game, played before a crowd estimated at 
30,000 — the largest in Minneapolis history — ended in a 6–6 tie.

In his account of the game, Force wrote: “Minnesota. You have 
reason to feel proud today, for yesterday eleven of your sturdiest 
sons won honor for themselves and you. They battled honorably 
and nobly on a fiercely contested field, and came off the victors in  
a gridiron struggle that will down in college history as one of the 
greatest played. The score was a tie, but the score does tell the rela-
tive merits of Minnesota and Michigan.” 

The history of sports journalism in Minneapolis
BY JOEL RIPPEL

! Minneapolis Sunday Tribune, Sunday, November 1, 1903
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One obscure postgame event made the game even more memo-
rable. Following the game, the Michigan team left a water jug on its 
sideline. Dr. Henry Williams, the Gophers coach, told L. J. Cooke, 
the head of the Minnesota athletics department, that if 
Michigan wanted its jug back, it would have to win it. A tradi-
tion was born.

The teams didn’t play again until 1909, when Michigan won 
to reclaim its jug. The teams met only one more time before 
1919, when they began playing each other annually.  Today, the 
Little Brown Jug is the oldest — and arguably, most famous — 
rivalry trophy in major college football.

Among the subjects Force covered as the Tribune sports editor 
over the next few years were the Gophers football team, which 
won 42 of 45 games from 1903 to 1906, Minnesota horse racing 
legend Dan Patch, and the 1909 Minneapolis Millers, who won  
the American Association title with a 107–61 record.

In October of 1909, he was granted a one-year leave of absence 
from the Tribune to pursue a “business opportunity” in Asia. Force 
travelled to Borneo, where he arranged to bring a group of 45 Dyak 
tribesmen, described in an account in the Minneapolis Tribune as  
the “proverbial wildmen of Borneo,” to the United States.   

The group was displayed at several US parks and state fairs in 
1910. After a run at Coney Island in New York, Force brought the 
group to the Minnesota State Fair.

Force returned to the newspaper in 1911. 

FORCE’S LEGACY
In 1914, shortly before he left the newspaper, Force hired a 16-year 
old high school student named Charles Johnson as a “cub” sports 
reporter. 

Johnson, who became the sports editor of the Minneapolis Star  
in 1920 at the age of 22, went on to a long and influential career, 
primarily as the executive sports editor, the Minneapolis Star and 
Minneapolis Tribune.

Johnson wrote upon Force’s death in March of 1964, “He was a 
colorful figure on the local sports front for many years.” 

Among the positions the eclectic Force held in his postcollege 
career were baseball umpire, boxing referee and promoter, radio 
announcer, real estate agent, English teacher, circus act promoter, 
and president of a professional baseball minor league.

Force, who was 85 at the time of his death, was buried at Fort 
Rosecrans National Cemetery in San Diego. More than 50 years 
after his death and more than 100 years after he left the Tribune, the 
Minneapolis morning newspaper still has a connection to Force.

In May of 1948, Johnson hired Dick Cullum and Sid Hartman 
from the Minneapolis Times after that newspaper folded. For the next 
10 years, the sports staff of the Minneapolis Tribune included Cullum, 
Hartman, Johnson, and George Barton. The four — arguably the 
most influential sports writers in Minnesota history — have a com-
bined 244 years of newspaper experience.

All four had their signature columns — Barton (Sport-O-Graphs), 
Cullum (Cullum’s Column), Hartman (The Roundup), and Johnson 
(Lowdown on Sports).

Barton was already considered the “dean of Minneapolis sports 
writers,” when he was hired by the Tribune in 1923 (after 20 years at 
the Minneapolis Daily News, where he provided competition for 
Force and the Tribune). Barton began his newspaper career in July  
of 1903 as the assistant sports editor of the St. Paul Daily News. He 
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George Barton, “Sport-O-Graphs,” January 9, 1955, 
Minneapolis Sunday Tribune

Dick Cullum, “Cullum’s Column,” June 14, 1948, 
Minneapolis Morning Tribune

Sid Hartman, “The Roundup,” August 31, 1955, 
Minneapolis Morning Tribune

Charlie Johnson, “Lowdown on Sports,” May 1, 1955, 
Minneapolis Sunday Tribune



Sunday, February 25, 1923, Minneapolis Sunday Tribune
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joined the Minneapolis Daily News in December of 1903.
Barton retired in 1957 after 54 years as a sportswriter. In addi-

tion to his newspaper career, Barton had an influential career as a 
boxing referee. Starting in 1915, he officiated more than 12,000 
bouts. He served on the Minnesota State Athletic 
Commission from 1942 until his death on May 
8, 1969. In 1957, Barton wrote his autobiog-
raphy, My Lifetime in Sports.

Cullum, who attended the 
University of Minnesota and was 
captain of the university’s first golf 
team in 1915, continued to write a 
column and cover boxing for the 
Tribune up until his death in 1982. His 
newspaper career had started at the 
Minneapolis Journal in 1921.

Hartman, who turned 98 in March of 
2018, continues to write his column regularly 
in the Minneapolis Star Tribune. Hartman remem-
bers the three Minnesota sports writing legends fondly.

Charlie Johnson (who retired in 1969) was like a second 
father to me,” Hartman said. “I was 8 years old when I met 
Charlie. I would go down to the Star to pick up the papers 
that I sold at my newsstand at 6th Street and Nicollet (in 
downtown Minneapolis). And while waiting for the papers, I 
would spend time around the Star sports staff doing odd 
jobs for Charlie and his three-man staff. Charlie always gave 
Force credit for his career. Some of my most enjoyable times 
of my sports writing career were on trips with Johnson, 
Cullum, and (Halsey) Hall. 
 It was my good fortune to work with Barton. For many 
years my desk was next to his. I could hear the top people in 
sports, especially in boxing, call him all the time for advice. 
One of the reasons Minneapolis was known as one of the 
best sports towns in the country is because of the great 
reputation built by Barton, Cullum, and Johnson. All three 
made a lot of contributions to this area.

As did Force and as Hartman continues to do.
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Joel Rippel is a news assistant in the sports department of the 
Minneapolis Star Tribune. A native of Trimont, Minnesota, and a 
graduate of the University of Minnesota, he’s written or coauthored  
10 books on Minnesota sports history. Joel’s a member of the Society 
for American Baseball Research (SABR) and has contributed as a  
writer or editor to a dozen SABR books. He lives in Minneapolis.

Article images used by permission from the Star Tribune. To read the 
complete articles, visit Hennepin History Museum’s reading room.

Sunday, May 23, 1948, 
Minneapolis Sunday Tribune

Sunday, February 18, 1923,  
Minneapolis Sunday Tribune
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