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SKOKIE, Ill. — On the 
afternoon of Nov. 27, 
1937, in South Bend, Ind., 
Notre Dame needs a 
miracle, the kind found in 
Hollywood screenplays, 
not football playbooks. It 
is late in the fourth quar-
ter, and the Fighting Irish 
are tied 6-6 with Southern 
California. Suddenly, 
Notre Dame fullback 
Mario ''Motts'' Tonelli 
takes a hand-off deep in 

Irish territory, and the bleachers erupt as No. 58 
races down the field. After 70 yards, the 5-11, 195-
pound Tonelli is tackled, but he scores the game-

winning touchdown seconds later. 

 

Afterward in the Notre Dame locker room, Tonelli 
confesses, ''I don't remember that run. I don't know 

just what I was thinking about, except just to run.'' 

 

And for the former football star and war hero, it's 
been that way since the beginning. At 6, he suffered 
third-degree burns on 80% of his body when a trash 
incinerator toppled onto him.  Tonelli's immigrant 
father, Celi, a former quarry laborer in northern 
Italy, stonewalled a doctor's notion that his son 
might never walk again. He fastened four wheels to 
a door and taught his first U.S.-born offspring how 
to move about using his arms. Within months 
Tonelli was back on his feet, and by 1935 he was 
the pride of Chicago's prestigious DePaul Academy, 

a prep standout in football, basketball and track. 

 

Dozens of colleges courted him. After a whirlwind 
recruiting trip, he was sold on Southern California. 
But his mother, Lavinea, after a visit from Notre 
Dame coach Elmer Layden and a priest fluent in Ital-

ian, decided otherwise. ''You're going to Notre 
Dame,'' she said. ''It's a Catholic school, and you 
won't be far from home.'' ''And that was it,'' Tonelli 

says, laughing. 

 

Tonelli spent three years with the Fighting Irish var-
sity, leading Notre Dame to the brink of a national 
championship in 1938. Following the College All-
Star Game in 1939, he received his gold class ring, 
on the underside of which he had his initials and 
graduation date—M.G.T. '39 — engraved. He wore 
the ring proudly during a stint as an assistant coach 
at Providence College in 1939 and one season of 

pro football with the Chicago Cardinals in 1940. 

 

In early 1941 Motts joined the Army and was as-
signed to the 200th Coast Artillery Regiment in Ma-
nila. Although the ''Pearl of the Orient'' was a pre-
war paradise of sun-drenched tropical beauty and 
cold San Miguel beers, Tonelli hoped to fulfill his 
one-year commitment and return to his new wife, 

Mary, and the Cardinals by the 1942 season. 

 

Those plans were irrevocably altered in the early 
morning hours of Dec. 8, 1941, when Tonelli was 
roused from his bunk near Clark Field by an air-raid 
siren. At 0230 hours, a frantic trans-Pacific message 
had crackled over the airwaves: ''Air raid on Pearl 

Harbor. This is no drill!'' 
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