
Gary Fay Wood 

(1942 - 1994) 

Gary Wood was born in Taylor, NY on July 9, 1942 
and raised by a single Mom. He grew up in Cortland 
and coached in small-fry football by former Cornell 
quarterback, Pete Dorset ’50 – quite likely the 
determining factor in Wood’s choice of Cornell. 

He attended and played football at Cortland High 
School, where he never played a losing game. 

Wood was lauded as “Cornell’s greatest ever 
quarterback” at a ceremony in in 2004.1  He 
became Cornell University’s starting quarterback in 
1961, his sophomore year. He set multiple records 
in college football. He was the leading rusher and passer for the Big Red every year 
in which he was the starter.  

His coach, Tom Harp, described Gary as “a 
very good passer and a great runner.” The 
Cornell defense was considered fairly weak, 
during Gary’s years there, so the offense had 
lots of opportunities to come from behind and 
claw back victories.   

In 1962, Wood led the nation in all-purpose 
yards, with 1,395 (155.0 yards per game). That 
season, he also set an Ivy League total offense 
record in a game against Penn with 387 yards 
(207 rushing, 106 throwing), and was named 
first team All-Ivy and to the AP All-East Team.  

Sports writer, Bill Wallace, wrote after that 
game, “maybe Gary Wood cannot walk on 
water, maybe Gary Wood cannot fly in sky, 
but Gary Wood can play football like nobody’s 
business.”3 He kept his game-winning drive 
alive, by catching his own pass!  After a Penn 
tackle batted down a fourth-down pass, Wood 
caught the deflection and ran seven yards for 
a first down to keep the drive alive.2 

  



In 1963 during his senior year, Wood was elected team captain.  He “was recognized 
as one of Cornell's all-time greatest, with Coach Harp declaring before the season 
that "Wood is a better quarterback than [Navy's] Roger Staubach" -- a future NFL 
Hall of Famer. While this may be hyperbole, Wood turned in another outstanding 
season, with 545 yards passing and an astounding 818 rushing. He was again named 
first-team All-Ivy (again as a halfback), and was named to the AP All-East team. A 
two-time All-American honorable mention, Wood set five Ivy League career and 
single-season offensive records, and remains the only Ivy League player to rush for 
2,000 yards and pass for 1,000 more.”3  In addition to his football prowess, Wood 
lettered in Baseball his sophomore year and was elected to the National Honor 
Society. 

Gary Wood was drafted from Cornell 
University in the 1964 NFL Draft by the 
New York Giants in the eighth round. He 
played for the NY Giants, was traded to 
the New Orleans Saints and then 
returned to the Giants.  In his time in 
the NFL, Wood had the misfortune to 
back up two Hall of Fame quarterbacks 
– Y. A. Tittle for and Fran Tarkenton.  
Combined with his smaller size and 
different style of play, his Professional 
career, despite good statistics, did not 
match up to his college one.   

Following two seasons in the Canadian 
Football League, Wood opened an 
insurance firm in New York City. He 
helped found Temple Beth Torah in 
Melville, New York. Wood died in March 
1994 of a heart attack, at his home in 
Dix Hills, Long Island, at the age of 51.   

On March 24, 1996, Wood was inducted into the National Jewish Sports Hall of 
Fame.  
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