
For Those Who Give a Hoot: ‘Owl’ Game Firsts

By Penny Weichel

This year will be remembered for a lot of things, mostly bad and not all having to do with sports.
But one thing that’s not bad and does have to do with sports is the advent of the “live stream” as
must-see TV.

You can now sit at home and watch local high school teams play on your big screen, iPad or
phone – mainly because you have to since crowd size is limited for the games due the
pandemic.

With that in mind, let’s go back to yesteryear and visit another new-fangled concept: night
games for high school football.

1931: St. Joe is the first

The first night game in Venango County was played in Oil City, but not by the Oilers. No, it was
Oct. 2, 1931, when the St. Joe Hilltoppers – forerunners to Venango Catholic – took the field
under the lights against Stoneboro at the West End Grounds. Charley Gammello’s 3-yard
touchdown was the difference in the Green and Gold’s 6-0 victory before an estimated 3,000
fans.

West End Park had lights installed a few weeks before, but Oil City High School faculty manager
G.F. McAlevy and football coach Hud Wells said it wasn’t likely that the Oilers would be playing
“owl” games – although Wells said he wouldn’t mind practicing at night.

Incidentally, the first night football game in Crawford County was played a few weeks afterward,
Oct. 18, 1931, at Meadville, where the Bulldogs blanked Cochranton, 32-0.

Oilers go under in 1936

Mitchell Avenue Field, then home of the Oilers, was dedicated the next year in 1932, and Bill
Ryan had the honor of scoring the first TD on a 34-yard run in a 39-0 romp over Union City on
Sept. 24.

The complex, which was expected to provide for baseball and tennis plus a football practice
field, was state-of-the-art. Said The Derrick, "The most striking thing about the field besides its
completeness is its beauty. The perfect greensward forms a center circled by a track not yet
completed."

It wasn’t until Sept. 18, 1936, that the Oilers would host their first night game. About 3,000 fans
turned out to see Paul “The Thin Man” Magee score four touchdowns, including the first of the
game, in a 53-8 rout of Girard. Johnny Klescz and Paul Mitcham added two more TDs as the
Oilers rolled up 406 yards total offense.



For Franklin, it’s 1947

Although Miller Sibley had been its home field since 1916 (Leon Ross first TD), Franklin didn’t
light it up until 1947.

M-S underwent some tweaking in the late 1940s, beginning with the installation of floodlights
before the 1947 season. The Nursery drilled under the lights at home for the first time Sept. 4 in
preparation for their season opener Sept. 5 against Girard.

About 2,500 fans -- the largest home crowd in 15 years, according to The News Herald -- turned
out for the 8:30 p.m. kickoff. Franklin spotted the Yellow Jackets a 7-0 lead on a 74-yard
pass-and-lateral before John Coefield got the Nursery on the board with a 60-yard pick six. Ted
Marchibroda decided the game with his second-quarter 1-yard touchdown in a 12-7 Franklin
victory.

"The crowd overflowed the newly installed bleacher seats and hundreds stood several deep
around the gridiron," The News-Herald reported.

The Nurserymen also wore new uniforms -- red shirts and tan pants. "The big white numerals
made it easy to identify the players," the paper reported.

The only downer: The FHS band was unable to make an appearance because their uniforms
were at the cleaners.

The Miller-Sibley spiff-up continued in 1948 with the addition of bleachers to hold 3,000 fans.
Season tickets were sold at McGuire’s drug store and Russell’s dairy store for $5.83 (tax
included).

And for the finishing touch: "Four attendants will be on hand at the auto parking area to assure
orderly parking," the newspaper reported.

Franklin footnote

Franklin’s game with Titusville on Oct. 24, 1946, was played under the lights before 2,200 fans
at Oil City’s Ramage-Hasson Field. In fact, the Nursery drilled there Oct. 23 for what was
probably its first practice ever at night. The game was switched from Miller-Sibley due to the
lack of seating there. The Oil City School Board turned down a request that the game be played
at the Oilers' home field on Mitchell Avenue, but the Oil City Athletic Club came to the rescue
and allowed FHS to use Ramage-Hasson. Franklin fans sat on the first base line, and Titusville
rooters sat along third base.

The Nursery rallied for a 13-7 victory. The Rockets took a 7-6 lead on Dean Fortney's 44-yard
bomb to Don Roessner and Don Slater's kick, but, with two minutes left, Ted Marchibroda took
the kickoff on the 18 and returned the ball to the 30 where the Titusville tacklers were
converging on him.So he shot a lateral pass -- half the width of the field -- to John Boughner,
who took off down the left sideline for the winning TD.



Tom Beith made two interceptions for the Nursery, future Ole Miss player George Harris blocked
a punt and Curtis "Dusty" Rhoades averaged 43 yards on two punts...


