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            Introduction

         

         The clock stopped with fifteen seconds left in the fourth quarter—the first undefeated season in UCLA history now assured—and Kenny Washington was called to the sidelines by coach Babe Horrell.

         More than 103,000 fans had packed into the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum on a sun-splashed afternoon on December 9, 1939, to watch the USC-UCLA game. The outcome would decide which team went to the Rose Bowl and be in position to win the national championship. As Washington made his way to the bench, the crowd stood and roared. Even USC fans understood the magnitude of the moment and paid tribute to the player whose dashing runs and powerful arm had built the Bruins into a national contender.

         Washington had produced one of the greatest seasons in college football history, playing almost every minute of every game in leading UCLA to a 6-0-4 record and nearly conquering a USC team that had more talent, more swagger, and more history than the upstart Bruins.

         The game would end in a 0–0 tie—maybe the most impactful scoreless game in football history, given the circumstances and the stakes. And while the result might represent a failure by today’s standards, given how easy it has become to score points, this was an epic game—up to and including the dramatic 71-yard drive Washington engineered in the fourth quarter that nearly resulted in one of the biggest upsets of the season.

         Washington played at the left halfback position, giving him primary responsibilities in both the passing and the running game. He led the Bruins on a thirteen-play drive alongside teammate Jackie Robinson—yes, that Jackie Robinson—and his best friend, renowned end Woody Strode, getting the team inside the USC 5-yard line with a mix of his passing and running.

         USC stood up to the Bruins near the goal line, stopping UCLA on three straight inside runs, setting up a dramatic fourth-down play. This was an era when coach-to-player communication was prohibited from the sidelines, meaning that the players had to decide whether to go for the game-winning field goal—which might have seemed like a no-brainer but was complicated by the fact that UCLA had missed its last five extra-point kicks over the previous two games.

         A vote was taken in the UCLA huddle to decide their fate. Five players wanted to go for the touchdown. Five wanted to kick the field goal. Ned Matthews, ultimately responsible for the play calling, broke the deadlock. The Bruins would go for six points.

         Washington walked to the line of scrimmage and surveyed the USC defense. Crouching down low behind the center, he took the snap and faded back to pass. End Don MacPherson, lined up to the right of the formation, sprinted into the end zone and quickly cut to his right. Washington delivered the pass, but Trojans defender Bobby Robertson stepped in front of MacPherson to swat the ball away.

         The game would end in a scoreless tie, USC would get the Rose Bowl berth and eventually earn the national title with a win over Tennessee. But Washington’s impact was unmistakable against 14-point favorite the Trojans. Washington played all but a few seconds of the entire season—halfback on offense, where he was the leading rusher and passer, and safety on defense. He’d become the first player in Bruin history to win All-America honors and was considered among the best—if not the best—college players in the country.

         Now it was time for his curtain call.

         As he walked to the sidelines, the applause grew. It quickly reached a level almost never heard before in the stadium.

         Strode couldn’t believe how loud it got.

         “It was the most soul-stirring event I have ever seen in sports,” he later said. “As Kenny left the field and headed up to the tunnel, the ovation followed him in huge waves. It was like the Pope of Rome had come out.”

         As his eyes welled with tears at the emotion of his farewell to college football, Washington couldn’t have known then that the next time he walked onto this same field years later, he’d make history and open the doors of opportunity for thousands of players after him. Nor could Strode, his closest friend and teammate.

         
            *  *  *

         

         While Washington left to a thunderous ovation that afternoon, the NFL was in the midst of its annual college draft for the 1940 season. On a cold, overcast day in Milwaukee, representatives from the league’s ten teams gathered in the ballroom of the stately Schroeder Hotel.

         The draft would last twenty-two rounds, with each team taking twenty players. In all, two hundred players were selected, starting with Tennessee fullback George Cafego going first and five halfbacks among the first ten selections.

         Kenny Washington’s name was not called that day.

         Nor was Strode’s.

         All two hundred players selected were white.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Cleveland coach Paul Brown didn’t tell Marion Motley and Bill Willis why he wasn’t taking them to Miami. He just handed them their weekly salary and told them they wouldn’t be traveling with the Browns for their December 3, 1946, game against the Miami Seahawks.

         It was the next-to-last game of the inaugural season of the All-America Football Conference, and the Browns were dominating the eight-team league with a 10-2 record. Motley and Willis were two of Brown’s most indispensable players—Motley, the bruising fullback who teamed with quarterback Otto Graham to form one of the greatest backfields in pro football history; and Willis, the cat-quick defensive lineman and reliable offensive lineman who’d played for Brown at Ohio State and now was part of Brown’s team in the fledgling pro league.

         The letters came a few days before the game, and Brown was mortified. Yet he chose to withhold the information from Motley and Willis, the only two African-American players in the league. He didn’t tell them of the plot to murder them.

         “Paul decided he wasn’t going to let them travel to Miami to let them play,” said Willis’s son, Bill Willis Jr. “He just gave them $500 apiece to stay home. Paul did not say to them, ‘I don’t want you to go because they’re going to kill you.’”

         Instead, the coach kept the information to himself and decided not to take any chances.

         “They were not aware of the death threats until much later,” Willis said. “It would have been terribly upsetting if he’d told them at the time.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         The construction crew arrived at RFK Stadium in Washington, DC, early the morning of June 19, 2020. Workers carefully slipped heavy-duty straps around the ten-foot high monument of George Preston Marshall, founder of the then–Washington Redskins. The night before, the words “Change the Name” had been spray-painted on it in bold letters. Once the statue was secured, it was hoisted off its moorings by a giant crane and taken away from the place it had stood since Marshall had moved the team from Griffith Stadium in 1961.

         That the statue was removed on this particular day was not a coincidence. June 19—Juneteenth—is the holiday celebrating the official end of slavery. Also called Liberation Day and Emancipation Day, it commemorates the date of June 19, 1865, when Union Army general Gordon Granger announced slavery’s end in Galveston, Texas.

         Marshall owned the team from 1932, when he purchased the Boston Braves and then moved the franchise to Washington a year later, until his death in 1969. Marshall, who was behind an unwritten agreement preventing African-American players from joining the NFL from 1933 to 1945, was the last NFL owner to integrate his team. And he only did it in 1962, long after every other team, and only because then–attorney general Robert F. Kennedy and Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall threatened to prevent the team from playing at the stadium because it was on federally owned land.

         “This symbol of a person who didn’t believe all men and women were created equal and who had actually worked against integration is counter to all that we as people, a city, and nation represent,” read a statement by Events DC, which operates the stadium. “We believe that injustice and inequality of all forms is reprehensible and we are firmly committed to confronting unequal treatment and working together toward healing our city and country.”

         That same day, the statue of another former sports owner with ties to Washington and a racist past—Calvin Griffith, who moved the Senators to Minnesota in 1960—was taken down at newly built Target Field in Minneapolis.

         In a 1978 speech he made in Waseca, Minnesota, in 1978, Griffith said, “I’ll tell you why we came to Minnesota. It was when we found out you only had 15,000 Blacks here.…We came here because you’ve got good, hard-working white people here.”

         Both statues were removed during a national reckoning following the death of George Floyd, who was killed in Minneapolis on May 25 while in police custody. The forty-six-year-old African-American man died during an arrest after he had allegedly passed a counterfeit $20 bill in Minneapolis. Police officer Derek Chauvin knelt on Floyd’s neck for nine minutes and twenty-nine seconds, and he was later pronounced dead at a local hospital.

         The event was captured on video and led to monthslong protests around the country. Chauvin would be found guilty of second-degree unintentional murder, third-degree murder, and second-degree manslaughter.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The Forgotten First is the largely untold story of integration in pro football, a painful chapter in the country’s most popular spectator sport. It is the story of the first group of players to break the color barrier, the people who helped them get there—and the people who tried to block them.

         A year before Jackie Robinson became the first African-American to play in the major leagues, Washington, Strode, Motley, and Willis helped pave the way for the players to come after. While Robinson’s transformative story is an iconic piece of sports history and American culture, the first year of integration in pro football is mostly overlooked and doesn’t carry nearly the same impact as Robinson’s journey.

         Each year on April 15, every Major League Baseball player celebrates Jackie Robinson Day by wearing his No. 42 jersey to commemorate the day he played his first game for the Brooklyn Dodgers at Ebbets Field in 1947. It was the first time a Black man had played in the big leagues in more than fifty years.

         Even the most casual sports fan knows it was Robinson who broke baseball’s color barrier.

         Yet chances are even the most diehard football fan can’t tell you the first African-American to be signed by an NFL team. It was Kenny Washington with the Los Angeles Rams on March 21, 1946, followed by his teammate Woody Strode a few weeks after that. Bill Willis was invited by Brown for a tryout with the Browns that summer, and he and Marion Motley soon made their own history by integrating the AAFC.

         Washington, who played alongside Robinson in football and baseball at UCLA, made history against the wishes of the league owners, and only after public pressure was brought to bear on then–Rams owner Dan Reeves when he moved the team from Cleveland to Los Angeles.

         The impact of Paul Brown’s actions on integrating pro football was much more closely aligned with that of Dodgers general manager Branch Rickey in Major League Baseball in terms of intentionally bringing Willis and Motley to the Browns. It was Rickey who made the bold decision to sign Robinson to a minor league contract in 1945 that led to his Major League career two years later, even though Rickey knew there would be harsh blowback from fans and opposing players, and even some of Robinson’s teammates. Rickey felt the combination of Robinson’s talent and character would live up to the moment, as he once told Robinson he wanted a man who “had guts enough not to fight back.”

         Brown, however, was reluctant to attach the kind of racial significance that Rickey acknowledged. Even so, Willis and Motley knew the sacrifice made by their coach and the ramifications it carried, and they were grateful he would stand up for them and give them a chance. Motley and Willis would go on to produce Hall of Fame careers along with Brown, one of the most innovative coaches in sports history, who has a place in Canton alongside two of his greatest players.

         “This story needs to be told over and over and over, so our young people see how all of this led them to where they are now,” said former Browns Pro Bowl guard John Wooten, the longtime executive director of the Fritz Pollard Alliance, an organization dedicated to promoting coaching and executive diversity in the NFL. “That’s the history. That history is not told enough, in my opinion.”

         Wooten is right. Not enough people know the story of these men, and I—Keyshawn—speak from experience.

         I grew up in the same city as Kenny Washington and Woody Strode, played high school football twelve miles from Lincoln High School, where Washington was a legend. I played my USC home games at the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum, walked off the same field one last time, just like Washington did to those roars of more than 103,000 people on that December afternoon in 1939.

         But I’d never heard of Washington or Strode, never realized what Motley and Willis had to go through to blaze the trail for the players, like me and so many others, who came after them.

         Yes, the story of these men—the forgotten first of the NFL—really does need to be told. They need to be remembered for who they were, for what they did, and for what they meant.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Into His Uncle’s Arms

         

         The signs of neglect simply couldn’t be ignored any longer.

         Kenny Washington needed help—even if he was too young to understand what was happening. Uncle Rocky knew he had to rescue his nephew. He knew he had to step in and be the father his brother couldn’t.

         Edgar “Blue” Washington didn’t argue with his brother when Rocky insisted on taking Kenny into his home to raise him. After all, Blue had time to pursue his passion for baseball—he pitched in the Negro Leagues for the Chicago American Giants and Los Angeles White Sox and also played first base for the Kansas City Monarchs. And he loved to act, playing small roles in films like King Kong, Tarzan’s Magic Fountain, and Haunted Gold, starring John Wayne.

         He’d been given the nickname “Blue” by childhood friend Frank Capra, who grew up to be a renowned movie director; his 1946 classic It’s a Wonderful Life is seen by millions every year around Christmas.

         What Blue didn’t have enough time for was fatherhood.

         From the time Kenneth Stanley Washington was born on August 1, 1918, Blue was rarely home. Kenny’s teenage mother, Marion, struggled to provide a stable upbringing for her son. After she discovered that Blue had developed a relationship with another woman, she left.

         Rocky, who lived in the largely Italian and Irish neighborhood of Lincoln Heights in Los Angeles, knew this couldn’t go on, that he had to save his nephew before things got worse. All this happened before Kenny had even turned four years old.

         Rocky and Hazel Washington, along with Rocky’s mother, Susie, brought Kenny into their home.

         Finally in a stable environment and under the watchful and protective eye of Uncle Rocky—the first African-American lieutenant watch commander on the Los Angeles police force—Kenny could lead a normal life with a man who treated his nephew as if he were his son.

         “Kenny’s uncle Rocky was really the father,” Strode recalled. “Kenny made no bones about it. He’d tell people it was between Grandma Susie and Uncle Rocky that accounted for his success.”

         Kenny loved to ride his bike around the neighborhood, and the streets were mostly traffic free in those days, before the population in and around Los Angeles started booming in the 1930s.

         Lincoln Heights was one of the oldest neighborhoods near downtown Los Angeles, an early suburb once known as East Los Angeles and a place considered one of the area’s most appealing neighborhoods. The eventual commercialization of the area made it less appealing to wealthier Angelenos, and by the time Kenny Washington joined his uncle, the area was predominantly Italian-American.

         Kenny, in fact, spoke more Italian than English as a child, and his friends were often amused by Washington’s unique accent that wasn’t fully Italian but wasn’t entirely English either.

         He was a quiet but friendly child who began to thrive around the people who took him in. Kenny grew close to his aunt Hazel and uncle and was deeply attached to his grandmother. Susie was the custodian at the Avenue 19 Grammar School, and she was a mother figure of sorts, adored by the young students for her kindness or concern.

         Kenny would often run errands for his grandmother, and also do favors for friends of the family. One day, as he was running one of those errands on his bike, he got into an accident and fell to the street. He’d suffered fractures in both knees, and cartilage damage as well. The convalescence took months, and Washington eventually regained his strength, but not without complications in his knees that would flare throughout his life.

         He’d also suffered from a case of rickets as a young child. Brought on by a severe vitamin D deficiency, symptoms of the disease can include bowed legs and knock-knees—both of which Kenny developed.

         “At one point, he was malnourished,” said Marvel Washington, Kenny’s daughter-in-law. “Rocky and Susie fed him, gave him milk because of the rickets, and got him healthy again.”

         “Rocky nursed him back to being able to function the right way,” said Kenny’s grandson, Kraig, who lives in Los Angeles. “He was like a father to him.”

         Once Kenny did recover from his various knee ailments, particularly after the bike accident, sports became his passion, and he’d spend hours at the Downey Avenue Playground two blocks from his home. It was a place where neighborhood kids gathered, but also older residents who played baseball and football. A semipro baseball team called the Lincoln Heights Merchants played there, and Washington was drawn to the games, having become interested in baseball because of his father’s career. Even though Blue and his son didn’t see one another very often, Kenny had gravitated toward the sport.

         The coach of the team was a man named Paul Schultz, known to everyone as “Dutch.” He took a liking to Kenny and allowed him to shag flies with the players; eventually, Kenny became one of the team’s mascots. “Kenny showed me a team picture with him sitting on the ground in front of the players,” Strode recalled. “It was quite cute, this little Black kid with this white baseball team.”

         By the time Washington enrolled at Lincoln High School in 1933, he’d established quite a reputation among the locals for his athletic skills. It was baseball and football he gravitated to the most, and the school would soon reap the benefits.

         Lincoln football coach Jim Tunney knew he had someone special.

         “I was six years old when I first met Kenny,” said Tunney’s son, Jim, the longtime NFL referee whose dad was also a teacher at Lincoln. “I have a picture of my dad and Kenny, and I had no clue who he was or what he did. But my dad loved him. He was a wonderful ball player, and a wonderful human being. He and his family were great people.”

         As was the custom for football players at the time, Washington played both offense and defense, but his strength was on offense, where he excelled in running and throwing. His arm strength was incredible, and he could throw the ball more than 60 yards.

         He’d also developed a unique running style that was both impressive and awkward—almost physically impossible, actually. He’d had such a severe case of knock-knees that the bottoms of his legs would flare out with each step, making it look as if he were almost running sideways.

         But make no mistake: Washington could run faster than anyone on the team, and Tunney knew he had a coach’s dream.

         Washington did not disappoint. He was a one-man show during his junior and senior seasons, leading his team to a city championship as a senior before helping the school’s baseball team win the title the following spring. Washington dominated like few other players in the country. He ran. He threw. He played defense.

         As a junior against Beverly Hills High, Washington led an 80-yard drive and finished it off with a one-yard dive into the end zone in the final minutes to produce a 13–12 victory upset. A week later, Washington was a one-man machine in a 40–0 rout of Franklin High. He had two first-quarter touchdowns and single-handedly scored 24 points, which included a spectacular individual effort.

         “The third quarter found Washington sneaking through a small opening at left tackle and snake-hipping his way for 70 yards to again score,” said a dispatch in Lincoln High’s yearbook.

         As a senior, Washington was even better.

         He led the Tigers to an unbeaten season and a city championship for a team affectionately referred to as the Tunneymen in honor of their coach. But Tunney could thank his star quarterback for that memorable run, because Washington was the Tigers’ star player in every game, up to and including Lincoln’s 13–9 win over Fremont to win the city title.

         On November 25, 1935, Washington prevailed in a defensive struggle that was decided by his second-half heroics.

         “Early in the third quarter, Washington snatched a pass thrown by the pass-frenzied [Fremont quarterback] Dennis Francis, and hula hipped his way to the 17-yard stripe where, after a series of plays, he ploughed through for the initial score,” an article in the school’s 1936 yearbook read.

         Washington scored the eventual winning touchdown later in the quarter. On the two-point conversion, fullback Joe Garofalo completed a pass to Washington in the end zone.

         “Lincoln rooters went wild as the signal gun sounded at the end of the fourth quarter and the Tigers trotted off the Coliseum greensward undisputed city champions,” another 1936 yearbook dispatch read.

         Washington would walk off that same field twice more at the end of two more chapters of his football career, to even bigger ovations as Los Angeles’s favorite son, carving out his unique place in history both times.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            From “Beanpole” to Bruin

         

         Woody Strode could never have imagined he’d lead a life filled with an assortment of experiences so different, so diverse, so groundbreaking, and so filled with love. That he’d become a professional athlete who was part of a historic breakthrough…a football champion who celebrated by riding a horse inside a hotel lobby…a professional wrestler who would make enough money to buy a ranch in Glendora…an actor who helped blaze a trail for African-Americans who’d been shunned from the movie industry altogether or been given work as extras with racially stereotyped roles.

         No, when Strode grew up in southeast Los Angeles, he had no idea what awaited him. The son of a bricklayer whose family had moved to Los Angeles from Washington, Louisiana, in 1900, Woodrow Wilson Woolwine Strode was born on July 25, 1914. Named after the United States president and Thomas Lee Woolwine, the Los Angeles district attorney who earned a reputation for fighting against public corruption and once ran for governor in California, Strode was known simply as “Woody.”

         The Strode family lived in a three-bedroom house near Fifty-First Street and Holmes Avenue in an area called the Furlong Tract Community, one of the first Black neighborhoods in Los Angeles, which also attracted German, Italian, and Mexican immigrants. Today, the area is South Central Los Angeles.

         Like his father, Strode was physically strong and gravitated toward sports at an early age. As a teenager, he was tall but so thin that schoolmates called him “Beanpole,” a deeply hurtful nickname, he confided to his son many years later.

         “When he was in school and he wanted to play football, everybody told him he couldn’t because he had shot up so quickly but he hadn’t fleshed out,” said Pamela Larson Strode, the widow of Woody’s son, Kalai. “He was teased about it, ‘You’re a beanpole,’ they’d tell him. His fellow students said no way are you going to be successful, and he wasn’t fond of that. But he ignored them and kept pursuing it.”

         Strode would eventually blossom into a physical specimen, growing to six foot four, 210 pounds, with a chiseled physique and athleticism that were the foundation of his versatile talents. Football was his favorite sport, but he also became a track-and-field enthusiast and would become one of the country’s top all-around athletes.

         Strode didn’t find out until his teen years about his Native American heritage and was surprised when his father told him about his ancestors. Strode discovered that his great-grandfather was a slave who’d been captured in Africa and went to work on a sugarcane plantation in the South. He eventually escaped and was taken in by a tribe of Creek Indians. Woody Strode’s grandfather eventually married a woman from the Blackfoot tribe and moved to New Orleans.

         Strode said his father, Baylous Strode Sr., moved to Los Angeles in 1900 to get away from the discrimination he and his family had experienced in Louisiana. His father earned his high school diploma at Thomas Jefferson High School, where Woody attended. Woody would have been happy to take after his father and become a mason, but his father and mother, Rose, who’d been college educated in New Orleans, wanted Woody and his older brother, Baylous Jr., to focus on school and church.

         Not a problem for Baylous, who took after his mother and read constantly. Easier said than done for Woody—at least on the education front.

         Strode struggled with his schoolwork, preferring instead to play sports. It wasn’t until he was noticed by football coaches at UCLA that he realized he needed to focus on his academics to be eligible to play sports there.

         Woody was an affable child, but he had a temper that flared when he sensed danger. Once, his brother, who’d been reading a book in the park, was surrounded by a group of kids poking fun at him. Woody ran over and got into an argument, hitting one of his brother’s tormentors with a baseball bat.

         “I laid him out, completely unconscious,” Strode later recalled. “The playground director came and carried me away, but I was exonerated because I was defending my brother. That’s when Mama pulled me into church to try to teach me some rules.”

         Strode couldn’t get enough of sports, and after school and at lunchtime at the Holmes Avenue Grammar School and later at McKinley Junior High School, he grew to love football, baseball, and basketball. But football was what he loved most, even if his gangly build suggested he couldn’t stand up to the physical rigors of the sport.

         At sixteen, he stood six foot one and weighed 135 pounds. “I looked like a toothpick,” he said. Jefferson coach Harry Edelson, a terrific halfback at USC whose teams were 27-3-2 when he played for the Trojans, assigned Strode to be a backup end (what they called receiver in those days). A few games into his first year on the team, Strode went into the lineup after the starting end was injured. A switch went off once Strode started playing, and he became enraptured by the competition. “I was like a wild man, hitting anything that came my way,” Strode said. “When I got off the field, Harry said, ‘My God, Woody, I thought you were going to be broke in half.’…Harry Edelson taught me everything about playing the end. I played that position the rest of my career.”

         Strode went on to earn all-city honors in football, and he was an all-state athlete in track-and-field, where his versatility shone as a hurdler, high jumper, and shot putter. He could high-jump more than six feet, could throw a 16-pound shot fifty feet, and was the best high school hurdler in Los Angeles. In the 1933 city state championships at the Coliseum, Strode attempted what was termed “an odd double” in the low hurdles and shot put, finishing second in the shot put and third in the hurdles.

         By his senior season, Strode had filled out, gained forty pounds, and was widely recognized as one of California’s premier athletes. Had it not been for sports, Strode was prepared to become a bricklayer like his father. At Jefferson, there was an emphasis on learning a trade—carpentry, industrial math, and printing were stressed.

         Strode’s athletic ability attracted colleges, although many of the premier programs in the country—specifically nearby USC and Notre Dame—did not have integrated sports programs at the time. It was UCLA, which was more liberal in accepting Black students and athletes, that Strode gravitated toward.

         “USC and Notre Dame didn’t give Black athletes a chance to play,” Strode said, “so I ended up at UCLA, and that turned out to be one of the best things that ever happened to me.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

            The Big Kid from Canton

         

         Shakeful and Blanche Motley didn’t see a future for their family in Leesburg, Georgia, in the early 1920s, and word of a jobs boom in Ohio convinced them it was time to seek a better life.

         That was a sentence that could have been written about thousands of African-American families in the South at that time, families that felt the restrictive and prejudiced attitudes that impacted their everyday lives and forced them to seek opportunity elsewhere. It was an environment that led to what historians call the Great Migration.

         When World War I began in Europe and the United States later joined the conflict, industrialized areas—particularly in the North and the Midwest—needed workers during the manufacturing boom. Drawn by the promise of middle-class jobs, hundreds of thousands of African-Americans from the South moved to major cities including New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, Detroit, and Cleveland.

         The Motleys came to the Akron, Ohio, suburb of Canton, where they moved when Marion was two. Shakeful Motley got a job as a foundry moulder, and they made a home in the small town.

         It wasn’t long before Marion grew to be one of the biggest kids in town, and he eventually gravitated toward football.

         Motley was so much bigger than his classmates when he first went out for the junior high team, he wasn’t given the proper equipment, including pads, before practices started.

         “When I first went to junior high school, they wouldn’t give me a uniform,” he said. “I had an uncle who was in World War I, and he had these khaki pants with these laced boots. I took these khaki pants, rolled them up, and went out for the team.”

         Motley was so physical on the first day of drills that his teammates implored the equipment manager to outfit him with pads so his hits wouldn’t hurt quite so much.

         McKinley coach Johnny Reed had built a strong program, and lost only one game in 1936, Motley’s sophomore year. But Reed hadn’t yet realized then that Motley’s greatest gifts would be as a running back, so the coach initially had Motley play right guard.

         A year later, Reed put Motley at fullback, and it became immediately apparent that this was where the young athlete would flourish. In his first two games in 1937, Motley scored 4 touchdowns in his first two games and then ran for a whopping 239 yards and 2 touchdowns on just 20 carries against Cleveland Collinwood. Motley also threw touchdown passes of 63 and 36 yards, and McKinley reeled off eight straight wins.

         That set up a battle against the unbeaten Massillon Washington High School Tigers, coached by Paul Brown, who had built his team into a legendary Ohio powerhouse. With nearly thirteen thousand spectators packing the stands at Massillon on a frigid afternoon on November 20, 1937, Brown’s team dominated the game, thanks to some ingenious tactical maneuvers by Brown and one gigantic misstep by Reed.

         Brown had secretly installed a new offensive alignment during the week, incorporating misdirection plays in the running game that would fool the McKinley defenders.

         The Tigers went on to a 19–6 win, outgaining McKinley 252–51 on the ground and limiting the visitors to just 8 first downs.

         Reed made a fatal mistake with Motley that might have cost him the game and a state championship. Instead of keeping Motley at fullback, he had him move back to guard to allow Tip Lockard, who was back from an injury, to play fullback. It doomed McKinley’s chances.

         Years later, when Brown and Reed appeared at a football banquet, the former Massillon coach wouldn’t let Reed forget that mistake. Especially after Reed had been fired at McKinley, in large measure because of his inability to beat Brown’s Tigers.

         “You know, John, anyone who would play Motley at guard should get fired,” Brown said. He and Reed shared a laugh, but that one hurt. And carried some truth to it.

         By his senior season, Motley was a bruising six foot one, 220 pounds, and was a machine in the running game. He ran for 264 yards and 4 touchdowns on just 11 carries against Canton Lehman in the opener. He had 223 yards and 4 touchdowns on just a dozen carries and also threw a touchdown pass against Alliance. And then 223 more yards and a pair of touchdowns on 15 attempts against Steubenville. Oh, and he threw for two more scores and had 3 interceptions while playing on defense.

         Once again, Motley’s unbeaten season came down to a matchup against Brown’s Tigers. And once again, it was a loss—this time by a 12–0 margin to end his high school career. This time, his game ended prematurely after being injured on a tackle by Lin Houston. Three years, three losses—all to Brown.

         Motley finished with 1,228 yards on just 69 carries as a senior—an astonishing 17.8-yard average—and threw for 454 yards and 7 touchdowns.

         “Many people dispute his rushing average, but it’s totally legitimate,” McKinley football historian Charles Bowersox said in a 1999 interview in the Akron Beacon Journal. “He was just so much bigger and faster than everybody he played against. He could run, pass and kick, and he was a great tackler as a linebacker. I would have to say he’s definitely the greatest player in McKinley’s history.”

         “I did the math myself,” said Larry Phillips, managing editor of Richland Source in north central Ohio. Phillips’s book, Ohio’s Autumn Legends, includes a chapter on Motley. “When they reported the yards and attempts, they added up.”

         But Motley’s accomplishments weren’t recognized as they should have been, and Phillips can only conclude there was one reason behind the snub.

         “He played for one of the state’s powerhouse teams, but he did not make first-team All-Ohio,” Phillips said. “I can only pin that on racism. If you look at his statistics, they’re almost jaw-dropping.”

         Neither Motley nor Brown knew it at the time, but they would eventually reconnect after embarking on their uniquely different football journeys in the years ahead.

         When they did, they made history.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

            Out from His Brother’s Shadow

         

         Claude “Deacon” Willis was a legend at Columbus East High School, an All-City and All-State fullback who thoroughly dominated his opponents.

         He got into his younger brother’s head, too.

         When it came time for Bill Willis to play, his natural position would have been the same as his brother, who was six years older.

         “Until his dying day, whenever we’d talk about football, he would always mention how much better a football player his older brother was,” Willis’s son, Clem, said.

         It was to the point that Bill refused to follow in his brother’s footsteps. He simply didn’t think he could live up to the legacy left behind by Claude.

         “One day, some of my friends were playing in the park throwing a ball back and forth when one of the people shouted, ‘Let’s see if you are as good as your brother!’” Willis recalled in a later interview with former Ohio State teammate Don Steinberg. “The ball came sailing through the air, I jumped to catch it, and I dropped it. ‘Well, you ain’t no Deacon Willis, that’s for sure.’”

         Bill told Coach Ralph Webster before the 1938 season he’d rather play along the offensive and defensive lines. Webster preferred the younger Willis to be a running back, because Bill had such speed and agility that he’d be a natural.

         Willis refused.

         So they settled on this: Bill would play tackle and end (receiver) on offense, and be a down lineman on defense.

         It worked out perfectly. Within a year, Willis had carved out his own niche for the Tigers, using his catlike quickness, especially on defense, to help revive the school’s fortunes. In a game against Findlay, Gene Fekete, who would become Willis’s teammate in college and the pros, summed up Willis’s performance like this:

         “The only recollection I have of that game is that we had a fifth man in our backfield,” Fekete said. “It was him.”

         Football was a terrific outlet for the Willis brothers, who didn’t have it easy growing up without their father, Clement, who died when Bill was just four. Clement and his wife, Williana “Anna” Willis, had moved to Columbus from Georgia in 1922. Like Marion Motley’s parents, they were part of the Great Migration and traveled north.

         “What brought [Clement Willis] north to Ohio was the railroad,” Bill Willis Jr. said. “During the Great Migration, a lot of jobs were available because of the railroad.”

         The family lived at first in the “Flytown” section of Columbus.

         “It was a destination for new migrants to Columbus,” Willis Jr. said.

         Why the nickname?

         “They had meatpacking and other industries that attracted flies,” he said. “Or, people would stay thirty days and ‘fly’ up to another place. It was a hardscrabble place, and it was hard to get steady employment. Uncle Claude used to say you didn’t tell people that you were new to Columbus, because that meant you didn’t have friends to back you up. If they know you don’t have friends, you get picked on because the kids perceive you to be the weakest link.”

         Clem’s death rocked the family.

         “This tragedy left my mother to rear two sons [and three daughters] in dire poverty during the Depression of the Thirties,” Willis said. “[My mother] did housework in homes in Columbus to support her children and was ever mindful of the necessity to educate her sons.”

         After Clem’s death, the family eventually moved to the east side of town, and by then, members of Willis’s extended family had moved to the area to help with raising the children—it was Bill and Claude and three sisters. Claude welcomed the role of big brother.

         “Uncle Jim and Claude helped teach my dad to swim,” Bill Willis Jr. said, laughing at the memory of the story told by his dad. “They took him to a little puddle of water somewhere, and said, ‘We’re going to teach you how to swim. You lay in the puddle, you wiggle your feet and you flail your arms.’”

         Bill was helpful around the home, excelled in school, and was well-liked by his teammates in sports; in addition to football, he also played basketball and was on the track team. While he was intimidated by his older brother’s athletic prowess, it was somewhat ironic in light of the fact that Bill was every bit as fast as Claude—maybe even faster.

         The Willis brothers were known around the neighborhood for their athletic talents, not to mention their friendly demeanors as two of the nicest people in the area. They spent summers playing pickup games, and even crossed paths with a young man who came down with his family from their home in Cleveland to visit with relatives in the Columbus area.

         “Jesse Owens used to come down in the summers when he was a kid,” Clem Willis said. “They’d play pickup games on the west side. It was a small universe of people who were making their way. Jesse was more around Claude’s age, but they all knew each other.”

         Owens, of course, would go on to become a world-famous athlete, winning four gold medals for the United States Olympic Team in the 1936 Berlin Olympics. The United States had seriously considered boycotting the Games because of the vile behavior of the German leader, Adolf Hitler. But Owens became an important symbol to combat the vicious racial and ethnic stereotypes being propagated during these years.

         Bill Willis would also enjoy a solid track career, but nothing close to Owens. Football was what he did best, and while he helped a struggling Columbus East program improve its fortunes in his junior and senior seasons, the Tigers didn’t have enough around Willis to compete against the city’s better teams. Still, Willis was recognized for his talents, earning Honorable Mention All-City recognition as a senior.

         It was during his senior year that he encountered racism for the first time. After a 1940 game against Toledo DeVilbiss, Willis and two Black teammates went to get sandwiches before heading back on the bus.

         “The proprietor made the sandwiches, which we paid for, and then he said, ‘We don’t allow you boys to eat in the restaurant.’”

         Willis and his teammates were incensed.

         “We sat at one of the tables discussing what to do,” he said. “First, we thought we could just leave the sandwiches uneaten, but then decided to open the sandwiches and then throw them on the floor as we left the restaurant. This we did, and raced back to the bus and hid under the seats until it was time to leave for home.”

         Bill became further disillusioned when Claude was passed over by Ohio State coach Francis Schmidt. His unique talents would certainly have helped the Buckeyes’ program, but there were no Black players at Ohio State, and Schmidt recommended that Claude look to play at an all-Black school. He did just that, attending Claflin University in Orangeburg, South Carolina.

         “When my uncle [Claude] was in high school, some folks from Ohio State said, ‘Let us know when you graduate,’” said Bill Willis Jr., referring to the potential of a scholarship offer that school officials had hinted might be available for the Columbus schoolboy star. “Well, when he graduated, he reached out, but they said, ‘We”re fresh out of scholarships.’”

         Webster, the Columbus East coach who was convinced Bill Willis could play at a big-time program, encouraged him to attend Illinois, his alma mater. Willis declined.

         But Webster remained in touch with him, and after Paul Brown was hired at Ohio State in 1941, Webster arranged a meeting between the two.

         Neither man’s life would ever be quite the same afterward.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

            UCLA Beckons for

Washington and Strode

         

         Kenny Washington was the best high school football player in Los Angeles and had his sights set on a college career after two brilliant seasons at Lincoln under Coach Tunney. With Uncle Rocky continuing to serve as the dominant influence in his life, Washington dreamed of playing for the most storied college program in the country: Notre Dame.

         By 1936, the legend of the Fighting Irish had already been well established. During Knute Rockne’s tenure from 1918 to 1930, the team had amassed 105 wins, three national championships, five unbeaten seasons, and a Rose Bowl victory in 1925. The famed backfield of the 1924 team—Harry Stuhldreher, Don Miller, Jim Crowley, and Elmer Layden—were forever transformed into football lore after sportswriter Grantland Rice assigned the nickname to the group: “The Four Horsemen.” Four years later, Knute Rockne had delivered his famous “Win one for the Gipper” in honor of the late All-America halfback/quarterback George Gipp at halftime over previously unbeaten Army.

         Washington wanted to add his name to the Notre Dame mythology so that he, too, might capture the imagination of the nation’s college football fans.

         But Notre Dame did not want Washington.

         The school’s football team wasn’t integrated until 1953, when Wayne Edmonds and Dick Washington became the first Black players to appear in a game.

         Washington needed to look elsewhere to pursue his football dreams, and he didn’t have to go far to see where his next step would take him.

         USC had expressed interest, but there were suspicions the Trojans weren’t as committed to him as they let on.

         “They were interested in sitting him on the bench so none of the other schools could have him,” Strode said.

         Tunney, Washington’s high school coach who had great interest in making sure his player had the best opportunity to succeed in college, was under pressure from his alma mater at Loyola University in Los Angeles to get Washington to play there. But Tunney knew Washington couldn’t create a high profile at the smaller, private Jesuit school, no matter how well he played.

         “Loyola is my school and they want me to get you to go there,” Tunney told Washington. “But look, go to a big school so that when you graduate, you can get national recognition. At a small school, who cares if you ran 100 yards against Pomona? But at a big school, you can get national recognition and capitalize on that.”

         UCLA already had a keen interest in Washington. Bill Ackerman, a former UCLA student who became the team’s tennis coach and also took on the role as head of Associated Students UCLA, and Bruins head football coach Bill Spaulding, who came to the school in 1925 from the University of Minnesota, saw Washington’s final high school game at the Coliseum. They knew then he could help vault the program into national prominence.

         With Notre Dame out of the picture and USC and Loyola having limitations for different reasons, Washington settled on UCLA.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Woody Strode, meanwhile, took a more circuitous route to UCLA, one that required more time after his high school days had ended because of an admitted lack of desire to focus on his studies. He’d really hoped to go to USC, especially after the Trojans’ 1931 upset win over Notre Dame at South Bend made an indelible impression.

         Notre Dame was headed for what appeared to be an easy win, building a 14–0 lead. But the Trojans came back to win it, 16–14, on Johnny Baker’s 33-yard field goal with a minute left in the game. “Johnny Baker’s 10 little toes and three BIG points” was how sportswriter Maxwell Stiles called it.

         Strode marveled at what came next, when more than three hundred thousand fans gathered in Los Angeles to celebrate the win over Notre Dame, which had a twenty-six-game unbeaten streak broken and was USC’s first win ever in South Bend.

         “When the Trojans got home, the city gave them a ticker tape parade downtown,” Strode wrote. “USC was the biggest, richest, most popular school.”

         It was also the school that gave Strode and other Black players hope. At least initially.

         Guard Brice Taylor was a star on the 1925 team and became the school’s first All-American football player. He was also one of the first Black players in Trojans history. (Taylor’s accomplishments were not fully recognized until much later; it wasn’t until the 1950s when influential African-American sportswriter Brad Pye Jr. successfully lobbied to have Taylor’s name added to the USC media guide that listed All-Americans.)

         Admittedly, Strode wasn’t good enough as a player to be recruited by USC, so eventually he gravitated toward UCLA. But not before having to resort to some creative tactics. Because he didn’t have the grades to immediately matriculate at UCLA, Strode had to take classes to try and meet the school’s requirements.

         He also followed up on the advice of a friend to keep UCLA’s attention on him. Cliff Simpson suggested that Strode enter a 1934 AAU track meet in San Diego to “compete against somebody with a reputation and get yourself a headline.” Jesse Owens was among the headline athletes at the event, but it was the high jump event that gave Strode an opening.

         Discus thrower Ken Carpenter befriended Strode at the event and suggested he try the high jump. Strode didn’t have the proper footwear, so Carpenter lent him a pair of shoes. Strode leaped over the bar at six feet two inches, but broke the shoes. When they moved the bar up to six feet four, Strode cleared it—barefoot—to win the event.

         There was his headline.

         “That’s how bad I wanted to go to UCLA,” he said.

         It was also around this time that Strode had attracted the attention of the infamous German filmmaker Leni Riefenstahl, whose movies were a key part of the Nazi propaganda machine.

         Why would she have gravitated toward Strode?

         Well, since his high school days, the onetime Beanpole had developed into a powerful athlete with a chiseled physique. He’d dabbled in some professional modeling. Unbeknownst to Strode, in the run-up to the 1936 Berlin Olympics, he had somehow caught the attention of German authorities. Even Hitler himself.

         “The Nazis were interested in me because I was a mixed breed,” Strode wrote, referencing his African-American and Native American heritage. “Somewhere they saw a photograph of me, and they came over to do some paintings for their Olympic Art Show.”

         Strode was contacted by Riefenstahl, who came to LA to do a photo shoot with Strode and have the Art Show paintings made. She brought him to a club in the Wilshire District of Los Angeles, where they went into a room with an artist. She had him remove his clothes down to his underwear so the artist could take some measurements. The artist did two paintings—one of Strode doing the shot put and another doing the discus.

         “When Hitler saw my pictures, he couldn’t believe how I looked,” Strode said. “He sent Leni Riefenstahl back here to shoot some film on me.”

         Strode was willing to go, but by then, some friends had told him more about Riefenstahl.

         “People started whispering, ‘Don’t you know who she is? Don’t you know what’s happening over there in Europe?’”

         Strode called and told her he couldn’t make it.

         “I was a goddamned innocent,” Strode wrote. “I’ve often thought that if Hitler had won the war, they would have picked me up and either bred me or dissected me.”

         Strode did hope to compete in the 1936 Olympics, but passed up a chance to attend the U.S. Olympic trials to make up some course work for entrance requirements at UCLA.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Strode and Washington developed a friendship quickly during their early days at UCLA. The two had plenty in common. Though they didn’t know each other growing up, despite their high schools being just seven miles apart, they’d been two of the city’s finest athletes. More important, they were the only two African-American players on the team.

         Their personalities also contributed to their friendship; Washington was mostly serious and reserved, while Strode was more outgoing and gregarious. It was a perfect fit.

         While UCLA was known for its more progressive attitudes on race relations, things weren’t always smooth for Washington and Strode during their early college days. As freshmen, they’d heard some grumbling about a varsity player who would refuse to play on the same team as African-Americans. Strode recalled that it was a tackle from Oklahoma named Celestine Moses Wyrick—nicknamed “Slats”—who would refuse to play with them.

         While the freshmen couldn’t play with the varsity, Strode knew there’d be a problem the next year.

         Spaulding would put Strode into the lineup at left end—next to Wyrick—and Slats would walk off the field. After it happened a few more times, Spaulding told Wyrick he had to stay on the field. But he kept walking off.

         “He said, ‘I can’t play next to a n—r because my folks would disown me.’”

         Spaulding decided to line Strode up on defense instead—right across from Wyrick.

         “The whistle blew, the scrimmage started, I threw a block and Slats went down,” Strode recalled. “He said, ‘You Black son of a bitch.’”

         The two exchanged punches before coaches and teammates broke up the fight.

         But out of that exchange grew an unlikely friendship and a defining moment for the team.

         “He didn’t know what kind of guts we had,” Strode said. “He had no respect for Negroes, but I stood up for myself and he respected that.”

         When the Bruins played Oklahoma later that season, Strode said Wyrick went up to some Oklahoma players he knew and told them, “Kenny Washington and Woody Strode are my friends. They may whip you, but you’d better respect them for the good players that they are.”

         It was Washington who exploded onto the scene in his first game on the varsity, leading the Bruins to a resounding win over Oregon on September 24, 1937, at the Coliseum. United Press International reporter Ronald Wagoner described the performance as follows:

         
            The University of California at Los Angeles placed on display a sensational sophomore halfback here tonight and opened the 1937 Pacific Coast Conference football season with a 26–13 victory over the University of Oregon.

            Sparked by Kenneth Washington, a 200-pound negro left half who defied the superstitions of his race and wore a huge golden “13” on his purple jersey, UCLA played a wide open game to turn back a fighting club from the great northwest before 35,000 fans.

         

         Wagoner went on to write that “Washington was virtually the whole show for UCLA. The big negro’s first effort in the opening quarter was a 57-yard run for a touchdown through the entire Oregon team.”

         Washington and Strode had begun to attract attention, in large part because they were the only Black players on the UCLA team—and among the only African-Americans to play big-time college football in the country. But their brilliance on the field created a passionate following. Los Angeles Examiner sportswriter Bob Hunter dubbed them the “Gold Dust Twins,” which later morphed into the “Goal Dust Twins.”

         Hunter might have meant well with his nickname, but it actually had racist overtones because of the advertisement from which it was taken. There was a popular soap product called “Fairbank’s Gold Dust,” which featured two young African-American children playfully cleaning up in a bathtub.

         The Gold Dust Twins was also the name of a popular radio show in the 1920s, which was sponsored by the maker of the soap product. The name was phased out in the 1950s, when it became more obvious to the sponsor that the racial stereotypes of the images were inappropriate.

         At the time, though, Washington and Strode thought nothing of the nickname. Just as Washington hadn’t minded being called “Kingfish” when he was becoming a football and baseball legend at Lincoln High. “Kingfish” was a character on a radio—and later television—comedy series called Amos ’n’ Andy. The creators of the show, Freeman Gosden and Charles Carrell, were both white, but the characters they played were two Black men from the South who moved to Chicago to seek their fortune. George “Kingfish” Stevens was a character who tried attracting them to get-rich-quick schemes. Protests from within the African-American community about the show’s racial stereotyping began in late 1930 and continued until the show’s cancellation nearly two decades later.

         The rest of Washington’s 1937 season was unremarkable record-wise; the Bruins were winless in seven of their next eight games to finish 2-6-1 and next to last in the PCC. But there was two transformative events late in the season—the first when the Bruins were scheduled to host Southern Methodist University on November 20.

         There had been discussion before the game about whether SMU would even take the field against UCLA, because the school had never allowed its players to compete against a team with African-American players.

         The Mustangs had won a share of the national championship in 1935 in a split decision among three voting bodies that separately had SMU, Minnesota, and Texas Christian University winning the title. (A year later, the Associated Press would settle on a single national champion.) UCLA was anxious to host the Mustangs, and SMU coach Madison “Matty” Bell wanted to make the trip to the Coliseum.

         But only if Washington and Strode played.

         It would be another thirty years before SMU’s Jerry LeVias became the first Black player to be offered a scholarship by a Southwest Conference team, but Bell was adamant about playing against an integrated team. In what was considered a stunning interview with Wendell Smith, the renowned columnist at the Pittsburgh Courier, a leading Black newspaper that had national influence, Bell foretold of the eventual integration of sports in the south. He wasn’t just years ahead of his time; he was decades ahead.

         “I don’t believe in drawing the color line in sports, because when you do, it takes something out of it,” Bell said. “I think that every boy should have his chance to participate, regardless of his color.

         “Someday, a Colored boy will make a good record in athletics in high school and some southern white school is going to take him in.” Bell added, “Southern college must realize that they cannot keep on making such demands [to prohibit Black players]. It not only weakens teams when they must bench these Colored stars, but also creates a lot of ill feeling.”

         Bell paid tribute to Washington and Strode afterward.

         “Kenny Washington is one of the best football players I have ever seen,” he told Smith. “Why, that guy can do everything. He passes, runs, kicks and is a great defensive man. He sure had us worried in that game.”

         Bell said Strode “played a great game, too. He’s a sweet end. He wasn’t as great as Kenny, but believe me, he’s a wonderful player.”

         The season ended with a matchup against USC at the Coliseum—a home game for USC that drew seventy-five thousand fans. It wasn’t certain that Washington would even play in the game, because he’d taken such a pounding by playing both offense and defense.

         “Kenny got so beat up he’d spend his weekends at the Hollywood Hospital getting glucose dripped into his arm,” Strode recalled. “Before the USC game, Kenny told me, ‘Boy, if we weren’t playing USC, I wouldn’t be playing. My ribs are really hurt. I haven’t told anybody. Promise you won’t tell anybody, Woody.’”

         Strode kept the secret.

         And Washington put on a show.

         While it appeared through the early going that USC would cruise to an easy victory, building a 19–0 lead, Washington led a furious fourth-quarter comeback. First, he fired off a 44-yard touchdown pass to right halfback Hal Hirshon, with Walt Schell kicking the extra point to make it 19–7. On UCLA’s next possession, Washington heaved the ball 65 yards in the air to Hirshon, who turned it into a 73-yard score to make it 19–13.

         As the clock wound down late in the fourth quarter, Washington again drove the Bruins deep into USC territory. The Bruins were down to their final play—fourth and 13—one last chance to pull off one of the greatest upsets of the college football season.

         Strode would be the intended target, as he ran a hook pattern to the 1-yard line. Strode broke free from his defender and was wide open as Washington delivered a perfectly thrown pass.

         As the ball sailed toward him, Strode delighted in the possibility of completing the dramatic result.

         It wasn’t to be.

         The ball went through his hands and fell incomplete, assuring USC the win.

         “As I turned, I saw the ball coming at me like a bullet,” he said, “and like a bullet, it went right through me.”

         The missed pass would bother Strode for years.

         “Sorry Kenny,” he told Washington after the game. “That potato was just too hot to handle.”

         “That’s OK, buddy,” Washington told him. “I knew it was hard, but I just had to open up on that one. Those Trojans were charging in too fast for me.”

         After the game, Spaulding went to the USC locker room to congratulate Coach Howard Jones. “It’s all right to come out now,” Spaulding yelled to Jones from outside the door. “Kenny’s stopped passing.”

         Though the comeback fell short, it offered further proof that Washington’s ascension into stardom was continuing. It was therefore no surprise that Washington, as well as his friend and reliable receiver Strode, helped the Bruins achieve a breakthrough season in 1938. UCLA went 7-4-1 and began to take some of the attention away from USC as the unquestioned No. 1 football draw in Los Angeles.

         The two stars helped the Bruins improve to 7-4-1, with victories over Iowa, Washington, Stanford, and Washington State highlighting a 5-2 start.

         The rematch against USC was a letdown, however, as the Trojans were ready for whatever UCLA had and routed the Bruins 42–7.

         The season ended with a three-week trip to Hawaii, as Spaulding brought his team via ocean liner to the island, first for a game against the Hawaiian All-Stars and then for a January 2 game against the University of Hawaii. UCLA won both by huge margins—46–0 against the All-Stars and 32–7 against Hawaii in the Poi Bowl at Honolulu Stadium.

         The trip would be especially memorable for Strode, who met a woman named Princess Luukialuana Kalaeloa, a relation of the former Queen Lili’uokalani, the last monarch of the Hawaiian Kingdom. He didn’t know it at the time, but he and Princess Luana—as she came to be known—would fall in love and soon be married.

         The improved record and a first-ever bowl win weren’t good enough for Spaulding, however, and he was fired after the season. Over the coming months, two critical decisions set the stage for a 1939 season that was one of the most celebrated in the school’s history.

         The first was the hiring of Babe Horrell as Spaulding’s replacement.

         The second was the successful recruiting of Pasadena Junior College star athlete Jackie Robinson.
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