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siting the Stadium, and whether by luck

or wisdom found an ideal location. “That

turns out to be the only piece of land that

could have supported so heavy a struc-

ture,” says R. Victor Jones, Wallace professor of applied physics.

“Until the dam went in [in 1911], the Charles River was very much

a tidal stream and most of the land nearby was swampy and

gummy. Other structures of this sort disappeared into the

ground.” But borings at the Stadium site disclosed hard gravel

and clay to a depth of at least 40 feet.

The architectural plan modeled itself on ancient Greek stadia

—Harvard Stadium’s length of 576 feet matches that of the great

stadium in Athens—and the design

also recalls a small Roman circus. The

architect was Charles Follen McKim of

the New York firm McKim, Mead, and

White (an honorary master’s degree re-

cipient in 1890), who took o≠ from a

design sketched several years earlier by

assistant professor of civil engineering

Lewis J. Johnson, A.B. 1887, along lines

laid out by the Athletic Association.

Much of the work was done by

McKim’s associate George B. de Gers-

dor≠, A.B. 1888. Under Professor Hol-

lis’s supervision, o∞cers, advanced stu-

dents, and recent graduates of the

Harvard Division of Engineering tack-

led the engineering tasks. The design

called for 37 sections, with 31 rows per

section, and a seating capacity of

22,000. In 1909 and 1910 the colonnade

was added; that, plus wooden track

seats on the field, brought the seating

to nearly 40,000. (In 1929 additional

steel stands enclosed the open end,

boosting capacity again, to 57,750; these

were dismantled in 1952 and today the

Stadium seats 30,898.) Regarding other

possible uses for the space beneath the

seats, the 1904 Harvard Engineering Journal
mentions handball courts and specu-

lates that “The first addition will prob-

ably be a rifle range, as 130 yards can be

found entirely free from obstruction

and located in such a way that by no

possible chance could a passer-by be

injured.”

The groundbreaking on June 22, 1903,

kicked o≠ an amazing frenzy of heavy

work: the Stadium rose into the air in

only four and a half months. That sum-

mer and fall, tireless construction

crews poured 200,000 cubic feet of

Portland cement. (Another 50,000

cubic feet were added the following

spring.) All but one end of the east

stand was finished when Harvard op-

posed Dartmouth on November 14,

1903, for the first game played there.

More than 200 Italian workmen who

had built the Stadium were in atten-

dance, as was Franklin D. Roosevelt,

A.B. 1904, who proposed to his date, his

cousin Eleanor, the following day. The

The Empty Seat
For as long as i can remember, there has been a man sitting next to me in Row 00 of

Section 28 at the Harvard Stadium: Robert D. Hall, class of 1955. Hall, I soon discovered,

was an exceptionally devoted Harvard alumnus. He interviewed potential scholarship

candidates. He attended Harvard athletic meetings. And he always knew something about

the background of the Harvard football players we watched on autumn Saturday after-

noons. He even knew whom to watch and worry about on the visiting teams.

As season-ticket holders, we attended every home game. I continue to drive from York,

Maine, to Cambridge (I am class of ’38), enduring gridlocks on Route 128 and never-ending

construction after exiting from Route 2. But Robert never drove to games from his home

on the Cape, always coming by train or bus. By the same means, he also went to every away

game for which public transportation was available. Despite occasional surprises—like

the return train to Boston from a Penn game at Philadelphia that made an unscheduled di-

version to Springfield, Massachusetts—he persevered

season after season. He even forgave the Harvard

Ticket O∞ce for blindsiding him in the fall of 2001 by

selling him a ticket for The Game in New Haven that

turned out to be on the Yale side of the Bowl.

Over the years the Harvard Athletic Department

has periodically shifted us Varsity Club season-ticket

holders farther and farther down field from the 50-

yard line. Our present seats on the 20-yard line are ac-

ceptable only because they are still high up in Row

00, only one row below the colonnade, and have a

view of the whole field. When I was asked to accept

these downshifts, I always consented subject to the

condition that my new seat not be separated from

Robert Hall’s and that the Row 00 height level be

maintained.

I last saw Robert, though not to talk to, at the Cor-

nell game on October 12, 2002. We had each retreated

to the colonnades because it was raining. Robert, ar-

riving early, had found a seat higher up on the colonnade’s wooden benches than I dared to

climb, but we waved.

Robert didn’t occupy his seat in Row 00 at the Northeastern game on October 19. As I

had adjoining seats for my son Brook, his wife, and four children under seven years, and

the kids were a distraction because they couldn’t sit still, I figured that Robert had taken a

look at the situation and found himself an empty seat elsewhere. This would have been a

realistic precaution because I missed one out of every two plays myself.

The next two games were away, but when Robert didn’t show up for the Columbia game

on November 9 and the Yale game on November 23, I wrote to him at his law o∞ce on the

Cape, expressing my concern that he might be ill, as I knew that only a serious health prob-

lem could have kept him from attending the last three home games of the season.

By return mail I received a letter from Robert’s secretary advising me of his death on No-

vember 11, two days after the Columbia game. He had gone to Cambridge earlier that day,

intending to go to the football game, but never got there.

I will renew my own season tickets for the 2003 football season. Even though the hal-

lowed seat next to me will be sold eventually to someone else, for me it will always be

Robert Hall’s empty seat. �alvah w. sulloway
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From left, Alvah Sulloway and
Robert Hall at the Stadium
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