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running back the Ivies have ever seen.
Dawson transferred to Harvard from

Northwestern, where he was red-shirted
during his freshman year. (That’s the
practice, common in large football colleg-
es, of holding a player out of intercolle-
giate games to preserve his four years of
eligibility while he develops for another
year.) “I wasn’t playing any football,” he
says. “There was talk of my switching to
cornerback—but I had never played de-
fense.” Though Northwestern is an NCAA
Division I-A college and Harvard is I-AA,
Dawson says he is “very happy with the
level of play” in the Ivy League, which now
regularly sends alumni to the National
Football League (NFL).

Dawson had a second freshman year at
Harvard, where he quickly established
that running the ball, not tackling, was
what he was meant to do. “We knew from
the first practice that we had something
special,” says head football coach Tim
Murphy. “He did things you can’t teach:
speed, hitting holes, and his ability to slip
tackles.” Against Lafayette, Dawson ex-
ploded for 218 yards (the fifth-highest sin-
gle-game mark in Crimson history) and

four touchdowns. He went on to set the
Ivy League’s freshman record (1,187 yards)
and became the first freshman o≠ensive
player ever to make the all-Ivy first team.

As a sophomore, he joined the company
of some Harvard legends. His 108 points
scored surpassed the Crimson season
record of 94 points that Charlie Brickley
’15 established in 1912. Dawson also gar-
nered first team all-America status, be-
coming the first Harvard o≠ensive back to
do so since Barry Wood ’32 in 1931. Last
fall, minor injuries slowed Dawson down
a bit, but not enough to keep him from
running for 1,139 yards, or being a unani-
mous first team all-Ivy selection for the
third consecutive year, or catching 10
passes as well as scoring the game-win-
ning touchdown in the third overtime pe-
riod of Harvard’s 30-24 triumph over Yale.

At a muscular 5 feet, 10 inches and 210
pounds, Dawson is built to run, and does
so in the aggressive style of the late Walter
Payton, who was happy not only to dodge
tacklers but to knock them for a loop. “I’m
not a guy who steps out of bounds,” is
how Dawson puts it. “I am more than
willing to run through them.” Murphy

says Dawson’s very physical style of play
makes him, “for a true running back, the
best blocker I’ve ever seen.” Dawson says,
“I really enjoy blocking—it’s a close sec-
ond to running the ball. Blocking is an in-
dividual battle. Very satisfying to control
a guy who outweighs you by 50 pounds.”
During his red-shirted year at Northwest-
ern, Dawson went up against Big Ten line-
backers in practice every day. “You had to
quickly get the fear out of you,” he recalls.
“I came to Harvard pretty confident.” As a
Crimson frosh, he soon practiced against
the likes of linebacker Dante Balestracci
’04, the first player ever to achieve all-Ivy
first-team status four years running
(Dawson could become the second).

Born to Jamaican parents in Scarbor-
ough, Ontario, outside Toronto, Dawson
grew up the youngest of six in an athletic
family: all his siblings,  male and female,
excelled in track and field, especially
sprints. Dawson himself was fast enough
to win Toronto championships in the 100
meters in the ninth and tenth grades.

His speed, strength, and endurance
helped him excel immediately during
summer seasons with the Toronto Thun-

Clifton Dawson has become a
standout running back because of
what he has done, but he has also
excelled at not doing something:

fumbling the football. In 721 career carries (and 798 touches, including pass recep-
tions and kickoff returns), he has fumbled only five times.“I don’t know what it is
with this guy,” joked head football coach Tim Murphy last fall, after Dawson com-
mitted a rare turnover in a Crimson win.“Every couple hundred carries, he fum-
bles the ball.”

It’s no accident. Like the rest of the Harvard offense, Dawson focuses on ball
security. “Turnover ratio is the number-one factor in winning games,” he says. “If
you get more turnovers than the other team, 95 percent of the time, you’ll win.
You can run 80 yards and make a one-handed catch of a pass, but if you drop the
ball, it doesn’t matter.”

On the sidelines, Dawson nearly always has a football in his hands; he is con-
stantly renewing his feel for the pigskin. He hates wearing gloves and avoids them
whenever possible. In a game, Dawson keeps the ball secure with five “pressure
points” of contact—fingertips, palm, forearm, bicep, and chest. He also makes a
point of using an “eagle claw” grip, holding the pointed tip of the football between
his second and third fingers. “A lot of people put a finger on the tip of the ball,”
he says.“But that’s a weak point of pressure.”

Dawson also carries the ball high against the upper chest. “You never want to
carry the ball low, especially in traffic,” he explains. “That’s where a defender can grab
at it.” Of course, ball security, like everything else, has its price. “From holding the ball
so tightly,” he says, “someday I’m definitely going to have arthritis in my hands.”

How Not to Fumble

Dawson demonstrates the “eagle claw” grip, a
key to ball security.

Carrying the ball high on the chest helps keep it
away from grabby defenders.
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