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INTRODUCTION



With 11:04 left in the game and trailing Tampa Bay 10–6, Chicago’s quarterback Vince Evans jogged onto Soldier Field ready to lead a comeback. The Bears’ offense had been hibernating all game, and they needed just the right jolt. Few quarterbacks were as electrifying as Vince Evans. In the three games he had played in that 1979 season, he already recorded three touchdowns of more than 50 yards. As Evans gathered his teammates for the impending drive, CBS went to commercial.


The commercial highlighted Ford’s future. The car company touted a ceramic gas turbine engine that would improve gas mileage by 30 percent, a turbocharged four-cylinder Mustang with the power of eight cylinders, and a hybrid vehicle that ran on gas and battery power. This vehicle existed because Ford was facing multiple market challenges and knew it had to innovate.


Like Ford, the NFL was on the cusp of change. The difference was—its leaders and financiers didn’t know it yet. After fifty-nine years of the NFL, it was still a foreign concept that Black men could be the field generals. At the conclusion of that 1979 season, in fact, Ed Garvey, the head of the NFL Players Association (NFLPA), looked at the lack of Black coaches, Black general managers, and Black quarterbacks and labeled the league a “monument of racism.” But monuments crumble—or at least some racist relics are hidden from the public—and so too would the racist belief that Black men couldn’t lead or think well enough to play professional quarterback. Just when that day would come was unknown, but if one looked hard enough on September 30, 1979, they could see the future of football on Soldier Field. And the future was Black. For the first time in the modern NFL, in a contest that CBS called “the battle of the bombers,” two Black quarterbacks started against each other.


With a low-cut Afro, caramel-colored skin, and Hollywood good looks, Vince Evans was set to be the change. In college, the ex-USC quarterback had appeared in bit roles in episodes of The Six Million Dollar Man and Rich Man, Poor Man, and now he was ready for top billing. Like Hollywood, however, the NFL had few leading roles for Black men. He was one of four Black quarterbacks in the league, and one of two starters. The other starter, Doug Williams, was on the opposing sidelines.


Evans had crossover appeal. As one Chicago Sun-Times headline simply stated, he was bound for stardom. In just his third week as a starter, the onetime Rose Bowl MVP was the toast of the town. The car dealers wanted him, the sporting goods stores gave his phone a ring, Saks and Sears tried to get a piece, and the radios and local TV stations always inquired about his availability. Even little white boys on the north side of town argued among themselves over who got to play Evans in their sandlot games. Had things gone the way folks thought they might, Evans was poised to enter that rarified Chicago sports air that was reserved for only a select few Black athletes. If he kept gunning the ball like Al Capone, he’d be untouchable. He’d join Chicago’s pantheon of Black athletes, with Ernie Banks, Gale Sayers, Walter Payton, and later Michael Jordan.


At six foot two and 220 pounds, Evans had a combination of arm strength and speed that brought creativity from the world of sportswriters. At times, this writing dipped into racial stereotypes, but the point was made: he was a dual threat. He could “heave a football from Chi-town to China and run like the cops are after him even when they aren’t,” and he had “an arm modeled after a bazooka and feet that would do Fred Astaire proud.” It was true. Evans could throw the ball over Lake Michigan and run to the other side in time to catch it. If a coach used Evans correctly, he was the perfect weapon. The future of football.


When play resumed after the commercial break with the Bears on the Bucs’ 35-yard line, Evans set up in the I formation and surveyed the Bucs’ dominating 3-4 defense—three defensive linemen on the line of scrimmage with four linebackers behind them. Would he have time to get off his play-action screen pass to Walter Payton? To run a screen pass, the quarterback had to have quick feet, because the offensive linemen left the quarterback unprotected so that they could set up blocks for the intended receiver. Adding a play-action fake to a screen pass would take even more time. But with Evans behind the line, offensive coordinator Ken Meyer had faith. Evans was the fastest quarterback in football. When he called hike, he faked the run to Payton, dropped back 10 yards with a Bucs defender closing in on him, and lofted a perfect pass to Payton on the left side of the field. “Sweetness” did the rest. A 65-yard touchdown put the Bears up 13–10. Your turn, Doug Williams.


Doug Williams had grown up in rural Louisiana, where the Klan spent their weekends trying to intimidate Black citizens. A 3-point deficit was nothing to him. At six foot four and 212 pounds, he was cast in the mold of a perfect pro quarterback. The biggest quarterback in the league and the second fastest behind Evans, Williams also had the best arm. He just had the wrong paint job. With his dark skin, big brown eyes, and a deep and slow Southern accent, some pundits thought his all-white offensive line would not be able to understand him, let alone take orders from him. But his linemen understood football, and they knew Doug Williams was a football player. He had an arm made by God and a gun company. He could loft the ball 70 yards in the air and have it smoothly drop into his receiver’s hands like one would toss a toy to a baby.


With a rocket launcher for an arm, Williams had the ability to score quickly, so all game long, the Bears defense had been playing to prevent the deep passes. For this fourth-quarter drive, he responded by deftly taking the Bucs up the field, mixing in short passes to go along with the Bucs’ punishing rushing game. Sitting at the Bears’ 8-yard line and staring at third and 2, everyone expected Bucs coach John McKay would call another run to get the first down and take time off the clock before going for a game-winning touchdown. Instead, he put the ball and the game in Williams’s large black hands. From the split back set, McKay called a quick slant/corner route for receiver Isaac Hagins. Calling for a double move meant the play would take time to develop. Williams would have to be patient and poised, characteristics critics claimed that Black quarterbacks lacked. He’d also have to help sell the inside route. Williams called hike, took a classic quarterback drop, and stood tall in the pocket. As Hagins broke inside for his slant, Williams made the defender jump the slant route by pump-faking a pass. In the NFL, few quarterbacks dared do that for fear of the ball slipping out. Besides, old-school coaches thought it was hotdogging. Doug Williams was new school. As the defender bit on the fake, Hagins faded to the corner of the end zone, where Williams lofted a pass in to his hands. Touchdown.


“Being a black quarterback,” Jim Murray of the Los Angeles Times once wrote, “is like being a member of the bomb squad. You’re allowed one mistake.” Right as Evans’s career was ready to take off in that September 30 game against the Bucs, his time as an NFL quarterback almost imploded. In his last two drives of the game, Evans threw two interceptions on passes that sailed over his receivers’ heads. The last interception brought a chorus of boos. Would Evans ever get another chance to prove himself? A staph infection that sent him to the hospital and ended his season put that question to bed for the moment, but to most people watching, it looked like Evans would be another victim of the Black quarterback syndrome, a belief that many Black people shared, inside and outside of football. The Black quarterback syndrome suggested that despite how good a Black person was, he or she would never be good enough for their white employers. Because of their visibility, the Black quarterback became the barometer of how many Black folks gauged gradual improvement in American society.


The matchup between Williams and Evans was one of the most significant games in regular season history. After years of denying Black men a chance to succeed in the sport’s most important position, the NFL had finally been unable to ignore the sheer talents of these two Black players. And they were two different types of quarterbacks. Williams was big and strong, and although he could run, his mentor, Eddie Robinson, taught him to stand in the pocket like a classic quarterback, so NFL teams would not try to switch his position like they did with so many other Black men. Evans had blazing speed and was more comfortable rolling outside of the pocket and presenting himself as a dual threat to the defense, where he could run or pass.


But few reporters or pundits could give the game proper social context. Clearly, the game meant something, but just how much? “There will be no speeches or blare of trumpets, but mankind will take another step forward Sunday at Chicago’s Soldier Field,” one writer chimed. Another added, “There was no need to start marching down the streets singing ‘We HAVE Overcome.’” True, Vince Evans wasn’t John Lewis and Doug Williams wasn’t Martin Luther King Jr., but what the game represented, and what the starting Black quarterback symbolized, was the true promise of civil rights: that merit would matter. One’s abilities and work ethic would finally cut through the racist stereotypes that for so long strangled the aspirations and advancement of too many Black Americans.


The pro quarterback was a symbol that carried weight in America. More than just a position in a popular sport, team owners, coaches, media, and the fans celebrated the quarterback as the ultimate sign of leadership and intelligence. As one white writer put it in the mid-1960s, “This is the glamour position. This is where the money goes. This is, most of all, the job which requires great physical skills, high intelligence, and the ability to lead. And this is where the Negro has never been given a complete chance.”


As modern pro football slowly started to integrate after World War II, there was a small window when the possibility of a Black quarterback didn’t seem so far-fetched. In fact, two pro teams, the 1946 Los Angeles Rams (Kenny Washington), and the 1949 Brooklyn–New York Yankees of the AAFC (Alva Tabor), had Black quarterbacks. But just as Black players reintegrated pro football, starting with Kenny Washington in 1946, the quarterback also became the most important position on the field. And very quickly, quarterbacking became the domain of white men. To protect that privilege, white coaches built nearly impenetrable defenses of stereotypes, excuses, and flat-out refusals to give Black men a chance. As Pittsburgh sportswriter Phil Musick once mused, “There are, of course, no such things as black quarterbacks; only figments of the liberal imagination. Somewhere on their way to the pocket—poof!—they became defensive backs, flankers, pulling guards, automobile mechanics, insurance salesmen.” He was right. For far too many Black quarterbacks, the NFL stood for “not for long.” That’s because pro football protected the position like a precious heirloom. Black quarterbacks, Kevin Lamb of the Chicago Sun-Times observed, “had to swim the moat white folks had built around the football position that stood for leadership and glory.” He added, “They’ve struggled more than most quarterbacks just for the opportunity to struggle at being a pro quarterback.” In other words, pro football had a caste system, and quarterbacks were a white-only class.


This was intentional. White owners, general managers, coaches, and scouts did not believe the Black quarterback belonged in the league, and they found all manner of rationalizations. They said he was not smart enough to read a defense, his white teammates would not follow his leadership, and he did not have the courage to stand in the pocket and deliver an accurate pass with a defender barreling down on him. One unnamed coach even claimed in 1968, “I don’t know quite how to describe it, but the Negro is often sort of loosey-goosey. He seems to throw the ball a little differently. He doesn’t seem to keep his forearm as rigid. He tends to snap his wrist like he’s throwing a curveball. A pass thrown like this wobbles. It doesn’t have as much speed on it. It’s less accurate.” Then there was the Black quarterback’s vernacular. With most Black quarterbacks coming from the South, the stereotype suggested that white players would not be able to understand his Black Southern accent. One white writer wrote of Doug Williams, “In truth, Williams’ sentences are filled with a combination of black jargon and Louisiana bayou slang and it all adds up to distinctive listening.” Williams heard the nonsense and chided, “I know I have bad English, but I think everybody understands me.”


Then there was the Black quarterback’s speed. In a nation where racial stereotypes ran ripe, the Black quarterback could never outrun the belief that his speed was more valuable at any other position than quarterback. So, they threw him at receiver or tossed him in the secondary. If he wanted to play pro ball, he had no choice. When asked about what happened to him, Cornell Gordon, who starred at North Carolina A&T in the mid-1960s before playing defensive back on the 1968 Super Bowl Champion New York Jets, emphatically put it, “Sure, I wanted a chance to play quarterback, but they wouldn’t give it to me.” Most coaches had a special formula they used to evaluate Black quarterbacks: Black + quarterback = defensive back.


Why the secondary? Speed. Football experts believed cornerbacks had all brawn and little brain. According to the white power structure in pro football, cornerback was the opposite of the quarterback; there was no thinking involved. Very quickly, the cornerback became thought of as the domain for the Black athlete. In 1968, Sports Illustrated’s Jack Olsen vividly explained, “The cornerback areas resembled the middle of a cotton field in Crumrod, Ark. Three-fourths of the starting cornerbacks, 24 out of 32, were black.” An amazing stat considering the league was only 25 percent Black. As one ex-player once put it, “Cornerback is not a brains position. You pick up the split end or the flanker and you stay with him all the way. That’s it. There’s very little judgement required.” In the period between 1955, when Charlie “Choo Choo” Brackins played three snaps at quarterback for the Green Bay Packers, and 1968, when Marlin Briscoe became the Denver Broncos’ starting QB, pro teams switched the positions of every Black college quarterback that made a roster. The great majority of them became cornerbacks. It did not matter if they went to a big-time white school or a small Black college. Pro football had no use for them as signal callers. The list included men like Sid Williams (Wisconsin), Willie Wood (USC), Mike Howell (Grambling), Pete Hall (Marquette), Jim Kearney (Prairie View), Ken Riley (FAMU), Cornell Gordon (North Carolina A&T), Brigman Owens (Cincinnati), Ken Reaves (Norfolk State), Freddie Summers (Wake Forest), Charlie Stukes (Maryland State College), and Jimmy Raye (Michigan State). After seeing too many Black quarterbacks switched to defense, Black sportswriter Sam Skinner complained, “That’s the trouble with Negro quarterbacks. They’re blessed with this thing called speed. So they wind up somewhere else. A white boy comes along, he can only run the 100 in 11 seconds, so they have to let him play quarterback.”


There is a name for this phenomenon—moving people of color into specific roles. It’s called stacking. By the late 1960s, pro football looked as if Bull Connor was forced to pick an integrated team. All the so-called thinking positions down the middle of the field—quarterback, center, middle linebacker, and free safety—were reserved for white players. The positions that required speed and reaction were reserved for Black players. In a study conducted by Sports Illustrated, they showed that on one pro football Sunday in 1967, no Black quarterback or center played, and only three of the thirty-two offensive guards were Black. At linebacker, the numbers were just as bad. Only three of the forty-eight starters were Black. The middle linebacker, the so-called quarterback of the defense, had to wait until 1967, when Willie Lanier became the first Black starting middle linebacker. Walter Highsmith was the first Black starting center in 1968, the same year Marlin Briscoe became the first modern Black quarterback to start a pro game.


No position or player mattered more than the Black quarterback. When combined, the two words, Black and quarterback, hold a significant meaning in American society. They tell a story of race relations in post–World War II America. Understanding the history of the making of the Black quarterback is as much of a story about prejudices as it is promises of a future free from discrimination.


Both born in the Jim Crow South in 1955, Vince Evans and Doug Williams came into the world at the dawn of the modern civil rights movement. The Supreme Court overturned separate but equal in education with the Brown decision in 1954. Buses were next, then Black Americans would take their fight to restaurants, employment, housing, social rights, and the vote. In the meantime, as sports became more integrated after the Dodgers signed Jackie Robinson in 1945, and then Kenny Washington, Woody Strode, Marion Motley, and Bill Willis reintegrated pro football in 1946, activists fought for Black men to field leadership positions in sports—like coaches, managers, general managers, and of course the ultimate position of authority: pro quarterback.


As the civil rights movement progressed, the absence of a Black leader on the professional gridiron grew increasingly conspicuous. As a Maryland economics professor wrote about the position in 1958, “There have been great strides in abolishing barriers in football [but] it seems… one particular spot appears to be reserved ‘for whites only’—the quarterback. No doubt [this is due to] rationalizations about confidence in leadership and the necessity for harmony. When a pro team or even a major college team entrusts the signal calling and team leadership to a colored boy, then integration can be said to have been firmly established.” A decade later, sociologist Dan D. Dodson observed, “Sports and exhibitionistic professions such as show business have been used in this country for years by minority groups to come into the mainstream of American life.” He continued, “What is new today is the feeling on the part of the Negro leadership that they are going to come into the mainstream—not in the stereotyped job but in the jobs that require intelligence.” As Dodson put it, “The black players in professional football in the past have held the beef and brawn jobs, like being linemen, and now they want to demonstrate intelligence and nimbleness. And they are doing it in the name of race.” Seeing a Black pro quarterback signaled to White America that beyond the field, Blacks could lead and whites would willingly follow. That’s what Williams and Evans symbolized.


When Doug Williams and Vince Evans marched onto Soldier Field on September 30, 1979, they represented so much more than themselves. “Historians will remember Sunday’s game for a reason other than who wins and loses,” one reporter predicted. “When two black men start and not much of a fuss is raised about it, the National Football League will show it is, by one yardstick, in better shape than ever before.” For this historian, the game measures as one of the most monumental contests in NFL history. It was a promissory note from professional football that one day things would change in the game and in society.















CHAPTER 1



In early December 1942, the ranks of UCLA football fans were engaged in a long debate about quarterbacking. If Kenny Washington and Bob Waterfield played on the same team, they wondered, who would you start as your quarterback? It was a tough hypothetical question, because the two stars had quarterbacked under different offensive systems. Waterfield was UCLA’s current quarterback and played in the T formation, and a few years earlier, in 1939, Washington had led the team to national prominence as a single-wing quarterback. (In a single-wing offense, the quarterback often runs with the football, putting less emphasis on passing.) While Waterfield had star potential, many believed Washington was the greatest player to ever lace up cleats on the West Coast. A year removed from the attack on Pearl Harbor and in a city where the threat of a Japanese assault still felt very real, it may have seemed a trivial question. But it was a conversation that many fans and coaches would continue to have about other quarterbacks without admitting to themselves what they were really asking. Because in the end, this was not a question about skills and character; this was a question about color. Waterfield was white, and Washington was Black.


In 1942, UCLA head coach Babe Horrell thought he had the answer when asked the question by a local reporter. Horrell had coached both quarterbacks, as well as one other athlete whose potential at the position he had quickly dismissed: Jackie Robinson. After giving it a moment’s thought, he went with his current quarterback, Waterfield. Why? Speed. While Washington could throw the ball farther than anyone in the history of college football, Horrell would rather have the ball in his hands as a running back or a flanker. Waterfield was a passer. Washington was an athlete. It was an innocent answer, but a choice that countless coaches over the years would make. Put the Black guy in a position where he could be a natural athlete. Put the white guy where he can think and lead. Few could have known it at the time, but switching from the single wing to the T formation had devastating consequences for the Black quarterback.


THE BLACK MAN AND THE T


Political pressure brought Kenny Washington into pro ball. Although the NFL had started out integrated in 1920, a “gentlemen’s agreement” kept the league segregated from 1933 to 1945. In 1946, however, when the lily-white Cleveland Rams moved to Los Angeles with the intent of playing in the Coliseum, Halley Harding, a local Black sportswriter, saw their move as an opportunity to score a point for integration. Once the Rams had signed a contract with the Coliseum to play their home games, Harding forcefully argued to city officials that because the stadium was a public facility with a nondiscrimination clause, the Rams would have to integrate or lose access to the stadium. The city agreed. The Rams conceded. To help the Rams in their search, Harding suggested Washington.


Although Washington was six years removed from his college glory days at UCLA, Harding’s decision to push Washington as the first Black player to reintegrate the league was calculated. Kenny Washington was a quarterback. In the late 1930s at UCLA, flanked by Jackie Robinson and Woody Strode, the Black trio dominated the competition and dazzled the crowds with their athleticism and gracefulness on the field. As a Bruin, Washington played quarterback in the single-wing offense, that day’s most popular set. Used by more than 90 percent of teams before 1940, in the single wing, the quarterback was more like a running back who would throw the ball. But he was still the leader of the team. On offense, he stood a few yards behind the center, like one would in today’s shotgun offense, and had a fullback to his slight right; he also had an additional blocker lined up behind the right tackle, a tight end, and a receiver at the end of the offensive line. After the snap, he could hand the ball off to the fullback or throw a pass to one of his receiving options, but as the best athlete on the field, the quarterback usually found himself running forward behind his mass of blockers. With Washington taking the snaps, the Bruins also emphasized the deep ball. “Kenny was the greatest long passer ever,” Jackie Robinson claimed. Known for his long bombs, Washington completed six passes over 60 yards, including a 66-yard touchdown to Jackie Robinson. In 1937, he broke the college record for the longest pass from point of throw to catch when one of his moon shots traveled 62 yards. When the Jim-Crowed NFL rejected his services in 1940, he continued to play football with the semipro Hollywood Bears, where he wowed crowds with his running and throwing abilities.


Understanding their limited options in 1946, the reluctant Rams leadership signed Washington. Unfortunately for Washington, the NFL had waited too long to give him his break. Those seasons in semipro football tore up his knees, and he needed offseason surgery before the 1946 season. Still recovering, he’d have to navigate the rough terrain of a racial pioneer on bad knees. The transition from the Hollywood Bears to the Rams as a quarterback would be even tougher, because when the NFL initially pushed Washington away in 1940, the game also changed. The Rams had no use for a single-wing quarterback. Like most pro teams, they ran a modern T formation.


Before it had a name, the T formation was just the “regular” offense that most teams used in the early days of football. In the T, the quarterback lined up directly behind the center and had three running backs behind him in a straight line, forming a T. Back then, the term quarterback had nothing to do with throwing ability, because until 1906, forward passes were not permitted. The quarterback got its name because he was a quarter between the center and the halfback. Teams ran the T because it was practical. Before the advent of the forward pass, the first player to touch the ball after the snap could not advance it, so they snapped the ball to the quarterback, and then he handed it off to one of the backs behind him.


Once the rules changed to allow the forward pass, the game and formations quickly shifted. Led by innovators like Pop Warner, who coached the Carlisle Indians, teams started to employ the single wing and variations of that set, like the double wing. The quarterback in the wing became a dual threat on the field as a passer and a runner. Most teams that ran the wing depended on size up front and speed in the backfield. Coaches started to look for the biggest players they could find to block for all their running plays. The game was played in a small space that formed around the offensive line and seldom used the whole field. Once players got to the pros, however, the single wing ran into problems. Plays of mass and might worked at the college level, but at the pros, when the defenders were bigger and stronger, offenses struggled to generate big chunk plays.


For most of its early history, pro football offenses were stagnant and dull, because few teams employed the pass as their main weapon, but in the 1930s, the league made changes to help the quarterback. First, they allowed the quarterback to throw the ball from anywhere behind the line of scrimmage. Prior to 1933, he had to be 5 yards behind the line, and while most quarterbacks dropped that far back anyway, lifting the restrictions allowed for more mobility like rollouts and bootlegs. In addition, the league decreased the size of the ball by two inches. This gave the quarterback better grip and control to throw the ball farther and with more accuracy. And finally, the league added inbound lines for where a ball had to be placed after it went out-of-bounds. Placing these lines 10 yards away from the out-of-bounds line opened play even more. Once teams got comfortable with the rules, the forward pass took off. By the mid-1930s, if a team didn’t have a top quarterback, they weren’t going to win a championship.


In 1940, the game changed even more when Coaches Clark Shaughnessy and George Halas reintroduced the T at the college and pro levels. Shaughnessy fashioned himself a scientist of the game and believed football should be wide open on offense, use the whole field, and rely on speed and deception. No longer should coaches just depend on big brutes; they needed nimble brainy guys too. According to football analyst Doug Farrar, Shaughnessy “did more to establish concepts that are still seen today than anybody else.” In the mid-1930s, noticing that Halas and the Bears were struggling in their T to generate offense, Shaughnessy, who coached football at the University of Chicago, offered Halas help, which Halas gladly accepted. Shaughnessy would spend all day working on formations, then come to Halas with a full briefcase bearing gifts of new plays. During summers, Shaughnessy would even send his wife away because he would rather fool around with Halas and the T. He kept the basic concepts the same. The quarterback was directly behind the center with three backs lined up behind him, but then the coach added more creative twists. Shaughnessy put a man in motion so the quarterback could read the defense better, he added more feints and deceptions from the handoff from quarterback to running back, added an end split farther from the offensive line, and emphasized that teams should pass more. The T just needed proof of concept.


In 1940, Shaughnessy packed up, headed west, and implemented his T at Stanford. With his new T, and a small, brainy quarterback named Frank Albert, Stanford caught western America by surprise and rattled off nine straight wins, including a 1941 Rose Bowl victory over Nebraska. During that same 1940 season, with Shaughnessy’s T concept, Coach Halas and his Bears won the NFL championship, concluding the season with a 73–0 shellacking over Washington. The modern quarterback was born.


Unlike the single wing, the T formation’s success depended on the quarterback’s brain and arm. The T quarterback had to master the feints to the running backs, he had to turn his head quickly to assess the defense to find an open receiver, he had to call the plays, he needed to know everything each offensive player was supposed to do, and he had to know what the defense would do to counter their plays. Or as Shaughnessy said, “They are fakers, deceptive, quick reacting type. They are smart, thoughtful, courageous, and never get rattled. They look for opportunities, recognize them.” No longer was he just the best athlete lining up behind the line and taking a snap like he had done in the single wing; he now had to be the smartest man on the field too. “The T is a great formation,” one college coach put it in 1946, “if you have the material, but without a brainy quarterback who can pass, you are playing under a handicap.”


The Bears’ Sid Luckman was that man. The Columbia-educated intellectual became the early prototype of what a modern quarterback should be. He was smart, agile, and accurate. With Luckman leading the show, the Bears won the NFL championship three of the next four seasons, and Luckman was named MVP in 1943.


In a copycat game, teams at all levels of play and from across the country soon implemented the T. By 1945, it was estimated that 90 percent of colleges were using Shaughnessy’s version of the T, and by 1952, every NFL team ran the T after the Steelers stopped being the last holdout. Very quickly, innovators started to tinker with the T. In college came the split T, then the winged T, and in the pros, Paul Brown removed a running back from the backfield and put him as a receiver and split the other two backs wide behind the quarterback. With quarterback Otto Graham leading the way, Brown’s Cleveland teams revolutionized the game of football. In what became known as the pro-style offense, his teams thrashed the AAFC, winning four championships in the 1940s, and when they merged into the NFL in 1950, they won championships in 1950, 1954, and 1955. The success of the Bears and Browns, and more specifically Luckman and Graham, centered the T quarterback as the most important person on the field—and in all of sport.


Could a Black man run the T formation? While nobody openly asked this question in the early 1940s, people wanted to know. This was a query about what Americans thought of race, brains, and brawn that would shape the course of the history of the position. When the new T came into vogue, American sports fans were coming to terms with a trope about Black athletes. The success of Jesse Owens at the 1936 Olympics solidified a thought that had been percolating in white minds for quite some time: Black people were fast. But what explained Black speed? Was it nature or nurture? Some well-intentioned (though misguided) whites suggested that it was nurture. The migration from the South to the North gave guys like Owens (from Alabama to Ohio) an opportunity to leave the cotton fields, go to school, and get real athletic training. Then there were the not-so-well-intentioned whites, some say downright racists, that tried to say the Black athlete had natural speed. All brawn and no brains. Some believed the Black athlete acquired speed because they had different muscles, perhaps extra muscles. Some said they were even less developed in evolution. Some used the theory of “survival of the fittest” and slavery to explain Black speed, while others said that enslavers bred the enslaved to be big. Whatever the case, the stereotype of Black speed stuck. In football, this meant that if you had one on your team—and very few college teams had Black players in the 1930s and 1940s—you gave him the ball. Before the advent of the modern T, the Black athlete could be a single-wing quarterback like Kenny Washington because the offense got the ball in his hands primarily as a runner, and when he passed, he would just chuck it deep. He was not a thinker, just an athlete.


In the pros, in 1946, for a moment, Washington tried to be the guy when the Rams converted him to a T quarterback to back up Bob Waterfield. Understanding Washington had bad knees that would not allow him to play receiver, Coach Adam Walsh reasoned, “We have plays that would allow Washington to pass from either halfback or from fullback. We also have plays that allow the quarterback to carry the ball.… But because the quarterback does a minimum of running, and seldom gets mixed up in close formation play where he is liable to take a battering, I am going to try Washington at that position until I see how his knees that were operated on recently hold up.” With limited experience with the T and busted knees, the prognosis for Washington was bad. Here he was, a racial pioneer, the most popular Black player in football, the one who was supposed to be the best Black player ever, and now the football world waited and watched to see if Washington could master the thinking position.


To be sure, Washington failed at the T, but this was not a fair fight. And it had nothing to do with race. He would have had an easier time beating Joe Louis than trying to conquer the T. Even before he tried to be a T quarterback, Washington had his struggles. For one, the single wing did not rely on precision passing. Washington could throw the ball long but lacked touch and accuracy on intermediate passes. According to his college teammate Jackie Robinson, “He threw the ball so hard that receivers just couldn’t catch it.” Of course, this would be a stereotype the Black quarterback continued to hear. Doug Williams heard it. Vince Evans heard it. Every Black quarterback heard it. The stereotype just sounded worse when it came from a white coach or a white reporter, and not Jackie Robinson. As time went by and white coaches made conscious decisions to keep Black men from the position, it meant that the Black quarterback used his natural athleticism to throw, but never put in the hard work to learn how to be a real quarterback.


For Washington, trying to learn the T would take more than passing skills. He needed a crash course in football speak. Washington told the press the T was like learning Chinese. He didn’t know how to line up under center, he couldn’t figure out the feints, and worst of all, the press and his teammates mocked him as a signal caller. The Black man could not get the signals right. “When the Rams come out of the huddle the quarterback rattles off a series of code words that tell certain men what to do. Kenny’s teammates got a big laugh out of Washington when, to show his confusion, he inserted punctuation marks into his signal calling: ‘Ready, 75, 14, period, 26, down, comma, semicolon, right.” His teammates might have laughed at his self-mocking joke, but the perception of the unthinking Black quarterback was no laughing matter.


Regardless of his early struggles, Washington became the first Black quarterback to throw and complete a pass in the modern NFL, when he went 1 of 7 for 19 yards in the opening game against the Eagles on September 29, 1946. Given more time at the position, he could have been a great T quarterback. But the Rams did not want to spend more time teaching Washington to play quarterback. The Rams soon switched him to fullback, where he could use his athleticism. Reflecting on the old debate about the two quarterbacks, Waterfield and Washington, a writer stated, “today little green-eyed grid followers of the two former UCLA heroes now with the Rams can traverse their respective paths in comparative peace and safety for the argument has been settled, once and for all.” First one up, first one down. Who was next?


WILLIE THROWER


Two years after the Rams switched Washington, the New York Yankees of the AAFC signed Tom Casey, a single-wing quarterback from Hampton, but switched him to the secondary, and the following year, they signed Nevada’s Alva Tabor to play as their T quarterback, but Tabor never saw action in the 1949 regular season. In 1951, the Browns became the first team to draft a Black T quarterback when they selected Syracuse’s Bernie Custis in the eleventh round, but after one day, Paul Brown switched him to safety, telling him, “Bernie, we’ve decided you’ll fit in best on the Cleveland Browns as a free safety. You’ve got the speed.” Instead of facing the indignity of being switched, Custis headed to Canada to play quarterback in the CFL. For those waiting to see if a Black quarterback would ever get a chance to play professional quarterback, they would have to wait until 1953, when the Bears signed Willie Thrower from Michigan State.


Thrower had played sparingly at MSU, but with his large hands that made a football look like an orange and his moon shot throws that made one Lansing scribe rave, “Willie can pitch a football with the ease of a kid eating ice cream,” the Bears and George Halas decided to take a chance in making a Black man a T quarterback.


Thrower had potential, but he didn’t have time. Pro quarterbacks took at least three to five years to develop into stars, and no team was going to give a Black man that long to learn. The media knew there was a long learning curve, but it didn’t stop them from jumping all over Thrower early. “They are shoving things at Willie pretty fast,” a reporter noted. “I think at this stage he is just a little confused, but they told us he was getting along well.”


Despite his early struggles, Thrower made the team and made his first appearance against the San Francisco 49ers on October 18, 1953. Coming off the bench, Thrower gave his team a spark, bringing the Bears to the 49ers’ 15-yard line. Although Thrower skillfully moved the Bears to the red zone, Coach Halas reinserted starter George Blanda to lead the team to a touchdown. I know I would have gotten the team in for that touchdown, Thrower thought. Thrower only played in one more game before being cut at the end of the season.


While today, many remember and celebrate Thrower as the first modern Black quarterback—it’s actually Kenny Washington—what was said and remembered during his time is just as important to the story of the Black quarterback. On the one hand, it was clear Black fans understood the meaning of the moment. “A lot of blacks from around Chicago went to the games then and I remember them cheering when I went out there,” Thrower recalled. He continued, “I think a lot of them remember me from playing on a national championship team at Michigan State and they were excited and proud to see me step in. They knew I was a passer supreme.” On the other hand, his white teammates looked at his Blackness and assessed he did not have what it took. All brawn and no brains. Years later, team captain George Connor told a reporter, “In the excitement and pressure of a game—even an exhibition game—the complex assortment of Bear plays froze in his mind. He was hopeless as a quarterback.” He continued to explain, “I found that out that first time the Papa Bear used him in an exhibition.” According to Connor, Thrower took too long to call the plays, and he seemed unsure of himself. “‘I think I’ll call,’ began Willie, groping frantically for a play to call. We waited and waited until I began to worry that we’d be penalized for unnecessary delay. Then he blurted out, ‘I think I’ll call 43 left on 3.’” Eventually, Connor went to Coach Halas and told him, “We need a new quarterback. This one has just exhausted his repertoire.” Connor continued to tell this story, but as years went by, he switched the game in the story from a meaningless exhibition contest to the match against the 49ers that everyone considers the first time a Black quarterback played in the NFL. Once again, Thrower’s life was adapted to fit an unkind stereotype, rather than the other way around.


CHARLIE “CHOO CHOO” BRACKINS


In the summer of 1955, just as Vince Evans and Doug Williams were coming into the world, Charlie “Choo Choo” Brackins tried to make his own breakthrough. Drafted in the sixteenth round by the Green Bay Packers, the Black two-time all-American from Prairie View A&M was forecast by some pundits to “become the first full-time Negro quarterback in the modern history of professional football.” At six foot two and 200 pounds, the T formation quarterback had the tools and makings of a professional quarterback: height, leadership, arm, brain. As one white writer put it, “Brackins has tremendous qualifications for the role of ‘first quarterback.’ In addition to his mechanical skill—throwing, punting, and running, Brackins is highly courageous and, according to scouts, an ‘excellent team leader.’” Black sportswriter Bill Nunn Jr. described Brackins as a “clever quarterback who ran and passed the opposition dizzy, can do everything with a football but eat it.” Packers coach Liz Blackbourn once said Brackins had a better arm than Bart Starr. But as Brackins discovered in just a matter of months, he had one disqualifying deficiency—his skin color.


When Brackins entered his first professional training camp, everything seemed to be headed in the right direction. Within weeks, he surpassed two other quarterbacks on the depth chart to win the backup role behind Tobin Rote. Brackins played well in training camp, throwing for 180 yards in an intra-squad game. He also saw action in all six preseason games, showing enough promise for Packers fans to envision a future with a Black quarterback. Unfortunately, the team saw other possibilities.


Brackins quickly ran up against the old stereotypes that would typecast Black athletes into specific roles for their speed. Although only a few Black players had made NFL rosters at that time—the Packers had three the previous season—Black players’ immense athletic talent was undeniable. The previous year, despite being a small percentage of the league, Black skill players led the NFL in three of the eight offensive categories. This meant that for Black quarterbacks like Brackins, the league would value their brawn and not their brains. During the regular season, he punted, they tried him at wide receiver, but he saw little action at quarterback. His only playing time at quarterback came during a 41–10 drilling by the Cleveland Browns on October 23. Backed up on his own 10-yard line, against the best defense in the league, he went 0 of 3.


On November 8, the Packers waived Brackins for undisclosed reasons. “Well, Brackins,” his coach said, “I think we’ve given you an equal shot to make the football team. You don’t seem like you’ve arrived!” A frustrated Brackins pleaded that he had only played in one game, a contest against the defending champions, where he had to battle their top defense while being buried near his end zone. That was hardly a fair shot. When asked for a comment after Brackins was let go, Coach Blackbourn cryptically claimed, “There are certain things you can’t talk about in public. All I can tell you is it had nothing to do with his football.”


Nearly a quarter of a century later, Coach Blackbourn told the truth. It had nothing to do with Brackins’s brain or brawn, but it had everything to do with his Blackness. “He wasn’t bad until he made the ball club,” the coach claimed. “But then he went hot dog on me. He ordered a lot of stuff at the tailor; he acted up pretty good.” Blackbourn continued, “The night before the Bear game Borden and Switzer [Nate Borden and Veryl Switzer, two Black Packers players] reported him as going out all hours. That’s when I let him go. I knew he was getting a little hot doggish and his play was running down a little bit.” Hot dog, of course, was a coded phrase. It meant that Brackins did not know his place. In other words, Charlie “Choo Choo” Brackins was too Black to lead a team. During the civil rights movement, it would be hard to convince any Black kid growing up in America that they’d have a chance to play quarterback at the highest level.




















CHAPTER 2



Born on August 9, 1955, to Robert and Laura Williams, Douglas Lee Williams came into the world at the dawn of the modern civil rights movement. His dreams of playing quarterback sprouted in a rural community so small, he once put it, “it doesn’t have a name.” He and his friends couldn’t hang out on the corner because “there was only one road running straight through.” So sure that folks would not even know where he was from, Williams often told people he was raised in Zachary, Louisiana, the closest town to Chaneyville.


Chaneyville wasn’t a city. Chaneyville wasn’t a town. Chaneyville was a community, a fiercely independent Black community whose origins can only be told in oral histories from the Black elders who held on to memories of a prideful place built to protect them from prejudice. This is where Doug Williams, the Black Hope, was made.


The area known as Chaneyville is a rural community that sits roughly twenty-five miles northeast of Baton Rouge. In the late 1700s, white enslavers from the Carolinas and Georgia settled that territory to grow cotton. Outside government had little influence over rural Baton Rouge. The large plantation owners, the Drehs, Kellys, Norwoods, Carneys, and the Chaneys, ruled. By the 1850s, the area was half free whites and half enslaved Black people.


After emancipation, Black families like the Squares, Thompsons, Franklins, Moores, Shanklins, Barbers, Whitleys, Matthewses, Dyers, Davises, Wallaces, and Williamses stayed around the plantations they were once forced to labor on. Like many newly freed people, Black folks in that area defined freedom by their ability to control land, protect their families, and finally receive proper educations. In short, they wanted to be as independent from the former enslavers as possible. Landownership would be central to this quest for independence, but the combination of President Andrew Johnson’s administration and white violence ended most hope of Black landownership in Louisiana. By the end of the decade, only two hundred Black families in Louisiana received land throughout the Southern Homestead Act. During Reconstruction, only one Black family in the Chaneyville area owned land, siblings Buckner and Sarah Florida.


In the meantime, those who stayed had two options to work the land: tenant farming or sharecropping. At first, the former attracted most Black families, as they hoped that through hard work and cooperative weather, paying a predetermined rent or lease amount to the white landowner would be more profitable and provide a bit more independence than sharecropping. As tenants, they didn’t have to worry about the trap of perpetual debt that came with sharecropping, the exploitive system most Black Southerners had to settle for. In sharecropping, the sharecropper agreed to split all his profits with the landowner fifty-fifty. A typical sharecropper would work from 50 to 250 acres of land, but to do that, they needed supplies, food for their families, clothes, work tools, and a mule if they could get one. That all added up to debt, and debt came with white control. The tenant farmer could leave after his lease was up. The sharecropper had to work off his debt. If he chose to escape, the local authorities were ready to nab him, throw him in jail, and force him to work off his court costs and fines as part of the racially exploitive convict lease system.


No matter what system they chose, the white man was there to cheat them at the scales. Longtime Chaneyville resident Johnnie Hughes remembered going to the scales in Zachary with his grandfather George Hughes:
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