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This book is dedicated to the Greek concept of Platonic justice and to the universal ideals of the Lord Jesus Christ, because these principles have made America the greatest country in the history of mankind.








I don’ need ta know history, I know now.


—Charles Barkley


Those who do not remember the past are condemned to relive it.


—Santayana


Res ipsa loquitur.


The thing speaks for itself (i.e., the thing stands on its own).


Ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.


—Jesus Christ, the Gospel According to John







Foreword

Winston Groom


By the late 1960s, University of Alabama football coach Paul “Bear” Bryant had seen the handwriting on the wall. Sometimes on Friday nights before a college game, he’d go to high school contests (many still played between predominantly black schools) and marvel at the size, speed, and athletic abilities of some of the black players. But there were no black players on Bryant’s football teams.


A few of the Southeastern Conference schools, Kentucky and Vanderbilt, for instance, had a few black players, but none of the old-line Deep South colleges such as Alabama, even though the school was integrated and blacks were already playing basketball there.


But Bryant was a canny enough politician to know that, with racial tensions running high as they were (this was the heyday of the civil rights movement), any black player who came to the university would have a large, glaring spotlight shining on him.


Schools cannot choose who their fans are going to be, Bryant knew—and there were probably some racists, maybe more than a few, among Alabama’s. Therefore, he concluded that the first black football player or players he recruited would need to be exceptional—actually, more than exceptional. Bryant knew that only in this way would the player gain immediate and unconditional acceptance and not have his youthful ego pounded into the ground by the screaming of seventy thousand mostly white football fans if he happened to throw five interceptions on a bad Saturday afternoon.


Bryant had been quietly trying to recruit blacks of exceptional caliber but had been unsuccessful. During depositions for a lawsuit that had been brought against the university, Bryant said that all the star blacks he spoke with did not want to attend the university, which only six years earlier had to be forcibly integrated. They wanted to go to schools such as USC or Michigan—places where they believed they would feel more welcome.


Finally the breakthrough came, but in the most disagreeable fashion—a stunning home-game loss to Southern Cal in 1970, in which two black players, Sam Cunningham and Clarence Davis, ran all over the famed Crimson Tide. And to make it even more embarrassing, Davis was from Birmingham, Alabama, then the site of ’Bama’s premier home games.


With this humiliating defeat staring everyone in the face, Bryant now felt safe enough to begin recruiting black players big time and out in the open. Soon he signed Wilbur Jackson, who led the Tide to a shared national championship in 1973, and the race barrier was broken forever at the University of Alabama.


In this book, One Night, Two Teams, USC graduate Steve Travers tells us all about the exciting and remarkable football contest that changed not only the way the game is played but also the way Southern whites look at their black brethren—and therefore changed the nation.


Winston Groom is an Alabama graduate who was acquainted with coach Paul “Bear” Bryant. He is the author of The Crimson Tide: An Illustrated History of Football at the University of Alabama . He also wrote Forrest Gump , as well as fourteen other books.
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Author’s Note


The truth, when witnessed in an American arena, is never misunderstood.


—Former USC football player John Papadakis




The above statement by John Papadakis is one the former Trojan linebacker has made many times in interviews and in public settings such as banquets. It succinctly tells the story (perhaps the only time John has ever been succinct) of what happened on the night of September 12, 1970, at Legion Field in Birmingham, Alabama. It describes perfectly the practicality of a football game and the spirituality that accompanied it.


When I set out to write this book, it was my intention to view this story as one primarily driven by Christianity. In interviewing many people on both sides—USC and Alabama, liberal and conservative, Christian and non-Christian—I posed this question and heard varied answers and interpretations on my theory. At the end of the day, I continue to hold to the belief that Christianity propelled the transformation of the American South and therefore lies at the heart of this tale of sports, race, politics, and religion.


It is necessary to briefly tell my story in order to put my opinions in perspective. I was baptized Lutheran but not raised in the church. I attended public schools. When I was a senior in high school, a classmate whose name I have forgotten but whose kind face I will never forget saw me sitting on a bench, eating lunch by myself. He asked if he could tell me about the Lord Jesus Christ. I said yes, and I accepted the Lord then and there. I did not immediately become a “good Christian” or regular churchgoer. I continue to this day to be a flawed, sinful man; but every year since then, my faith has grown stronger and my sins perhaps a little weaker. It is extremely important, at least in my case, to understand that I am not perfect because I am a Christian but that I need Christianity precisely because I am so imperfect!


When I was in college, I attended a basketball game and heard the Athletes in Action Christians talk about Jesus at halftime. The experience was an epiphany for me. Several of my baseball teammates who competed with me for playing time also expressed their benevolent Christian love to me. This opened my eyes. Many of my friends were Catholic, and I occasionally attended Mass with them, which I always found fascinating. After I pitched and won my first professional baseball game in the St. Louis Cardinals organization, I was the last to leave the clubhouse because I had to ice my arm afterward. Walking back to the hotel by myself through the quiet streets of a small Tennessee town, I had an emotional “conversation” with my Savior. I thanked Him for seeing me through to my goal in life, which was, up until then, to play baseball at the professional level.


Over the years, my achievements were matched by my failures. I came to recognize that becoming a millionaire baseball star was not God’s plan for me. Other priorities, such as fatherhood and the realization that the “plan” for me was to make use of my intellect and passion for writing, became self-evident. Throughout it all, I understood through Christ the nobility of struggle, thanking Him for what I had and realizing that what I did not have was a test of my faith over which I would prevail. At the heart of it all is the desire that, despite my selfish nature, I want to do good! I pray that in writing this book I have done that.


The relationship of sports and race is another theme of this work, and again I have to start from my own perspective. I was born in California and raised in an affluent, almost entirely white suburb. Since I was a good athlete, I was part of a team that ventured past the narrow boundaries of our community. I earned a scholarship to play ball in college, where I further expanded my worldview. I played collegiate summer ball in Canada and the Midwest. I traveled and had teammates from different places and backgrounds, and I was a better man for it.


As a minor league baseball player, I traveled all over the South and the Rocky Mountains. My teammates and opponents were blacks from inner cities and the rural South; Dominicans and other Latinos, many of whom did not speak English; and young men from every educational, socioeconomic, and geographical background. Friendships and common understandings were formed. Baseball provided two essential things: travel with real-life experience that cannot be taught in a classroom, and a truly level playing field. Sports may be the fairest, most egalitarian occupation there is. Between the white lines, your talent and desire are all you have. You fail and succeed based strictly on these factors.


In trying to make sense of sports and religion in the Alabama of 1970, I discovered that integration succeeded for the same reason that America succeeds: the trident of religious morality, democratic freedom, and market capitalism. Those who take the cynical view that the South—specifically the University of Alabama—allowed blacks to play football only because their alumni wanted to win games are partly right. Those who see integration as America’s political promises finally being kept are also partly right. As they say, the Lord works in mysterious ways.


As a former professional athlete, I developed rapport with the ex-players and coaches I interviewed, a connection few writers ever get to make. The experience was not only enjoyable but also inspiring. Most anybody who has ever gone to high school or college has seen star athletes receive special treatment. The fact is, many popular athletes—especially males who play football, basketball, or baseball in high school, college, and especially professionally—often physically bully others, think of sex as their birthright, and have no idea that the world does not revolve around them. There are exceptions to this, but anybody in the sports media knows this stereotype is rooted in truth that extends across racial lines. I can make this observation because it describes me as a young man.


The athletes and coaches I interviewed were at the very top of their professions in the late 1960s and early 1970s. These were legendary head coaches, prized assistants, and first-rate scholarship blue-chippers playing at two of the best Division I programs in America, in the height of their glory. Many of these athletes went on to star in the NFL. Some were All-Pro, even in the Hall of Fame. The very best of the best.


Though this book revolves around a game, the nuts and bolts of that game—statistics, performance—take a backseat to the important issues that revolved around its larger meaning: civil rights, politics, social change, religion, and race.


My interviews were not centered on game performance. Instead, I challenged these men to address these very issues. The results were inspiring.


Thirty-seven years after the game, these men are no longer star athletes. The world does not revolve around them anymore, and they know it. Instead, they are political scientists, philosophers, lawyers, financial advisers, teachers, coaches, and husbands. Some are Christians; others are antireligious. Some of these former popular athletes are now divorced men who discovered that the girls who were their “birthright” at twenty no longer saw luster in them at fifty-five. Some are fathers struggling to impart wisdom to children who are just like they had once been.


Now these physically intimidating men, men of massive power and brutal strength, recall the event in the soft light of historical analysis, religious conviction, and personal relationships, which transcend the sport they played.


Something happens to people between the ages of eighteen and thirty in America: a natural maturation process often turns twenty-something unimpressives into responsible citizens a decade or so later. I found men tempered by life, by marketplace capitalism, by unfairness, by experience, and by this great nation we live in. Almost to a man, they are better off for having experienced the 1970 USC-Alabama game and for living in the United States in the succeeding years. All of them would state that sports have been a positive influence in their lives. They have unique perspectives on the effects of that game—racially, morally and personally.


I am a graduate of the University of Southern California, so I have heard the story of this game from the Trojan perspective. In this book, I was determined to give both sides a fair shake. I was struck by the differences between the perceptions of whites and blacks, USC and Alabama. I was also struck by the similarities brought about by the shared experiences of football in America. I am also happy to report that I could not detect one single case of even slightly latent or residual racism from a single Southerner I spoke to. Conversely, with perhaps one small exception, the black players from USC harbored no ill will. Furthermore, I am here to report that, after I did the research, Alabama coach Paul “Bear” Bryant emerges in my view as a true hero of the civil rights movement. His counterpart, USC coach John McKay, was a modern Moses of progressivism in their profession. I spoke to some who disagree with this analysis, and I report their opinions using their own words.


Although I’m a USC graduate, I hope I do not demonstrate bias in my writing. The fact is that my favorite team is the good ol’ U.S. of A. That’s right, I root for America.


I welcome feedback—positive and negative—from Trojan and Crimson Tide fans. I welcome the opinions of all college football fans, political pundits, religious theorists, and the like. My opinions are mine. I have well-thought-out reasons for them, and I offer them with respect. Please offer yours in the same manner.


Steven Travers


USCSTEVE1@aol.com


(415) 455-5971







Introduction


Segregation was the law. It was a violent time then.


—Former University of Alabama player and coach Sylvester Croom




In 1787, the Founding Fathers hammered out the U.S. Constitution. Written in part by Southern slaveholders, the document spoke to that “peculiar institution.” The Founders wanted to end the practice of slavery, but they needed the South’s agrarian economy to grow the young country. The compromise was that slavery would remain, but after around 1800, no more slaves would be imported from Africa. The theory was that over time, the existing slaves would die of old age, and the South would incrementally change its workforce according to capitalistic principles.


Slave importation was eventually stopped, but the plan “failed” because American slaves were clothed, fed, housed, treated medically, Christianized, and allowed to marry and have families that were sometimes kept together. Instead of “dying off,” the slaves grew in population, becoming a vital force in the Southern farm economy. Then, out of America’s Puritan Christian ethic grew the increasingly powerful abolitionist movement. Slavery was the driving issue behind the Civil War. When that war ended, so did the legal practice of slavery.


What followed was a century of hatred and recrimination. After Abraham Lincoln’s assassination, the Reconstruction was botched. The Ku Klux Klan rose in “righteous indignation.” For another century, Southern blacks lived a life of de facto slavery, confined by Jim Crow laws to a segregated world of “whites” and “colored” drinking fountains, bathrooms, restaurants, hotels, and, of course, schools. These laws were legitimized by the Democratic Party, which dominated Southern politics and supported the sordid practice.


The pride of the South was its colleges, ranging from venerable private institutions such as Vanderbilt to public colleges such as Alabama and Mississippi. No black man or woman dared enter these hallowed halls.


After World War II, the U.S. Army desegregated. In 1954, the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision ruled that segregation of public high schools (and by extension, at least in theory, colleges) according to race was illegal. President Dwight Eisenhower understood the Southern mind-set. He pursued an incremental approach to civil rights. Still, he attempted to bring forth legislation that would ensure black voting rights and other freedoms. Southern Democrats blocked his efforts.


In 1963, Vivian Malone and James Hood entered the University of Alabama, becoming the first blacks to do so. Governor George Wallace countered their entrance. Wallace made his celebrated “stand” and his infamous “segregation today, segregation forever” speech. A similar incident occurred at the University of Mississippi, where a courageous African American named James Meredith braved hatred to pursue higher education.


Black civil rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. had begun the bold practice of staging marches, sit-ins, and demonstrations in the heart of Dixie. He led the 1955–1956 boycott of the Montgomery bus lines. In 1963, he wrote “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” following a large-scale protest in that city. In the same year, he led the March on Washington, where he made his famed “I have a dream” speech in front of the Lincoln Memorial. He won the Nobel Peace Prize.


In 1964, King fought for black voter registration by leading the Freedom March from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama. He was jailed. His supporters, white and black, met with violence. Blood filled the streets. King insisted on maintaining the movement, in the tradition of Mahatma Gandhi, as one of nonviolent revolution.


President John Kennedy made tentative steps toward legal integration. When he was murdered in 1963, an unlikely torchbearer emerged. President Lyndon Johnson, from Texas, ushered in the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. The South was still widely Democratic and opposed it widely. Republicans, however, stepped up and helped pass the law.


At the 1968 Mexico City Olympics, African American athletes Tommie Smith and John Carlos finished first and third in the 200-meter dash. They raised black-gloved fists during “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Both were suspended and thrown out of the Olympic Village. Both athletes had been approached by African American Berkeley sociologist Dr. Harry Edwards in an effort to boycott the Games. Many black athletes, including UCLA basketball All-American Lew Alcindor (later renamed Kareem Abdul-Jabbar), joined the boycott.


In 1968, Richard Nixon began the tightrope act that helped transform Southern politics. He formed a delicate coalition of Republicans and supporters of Wallace who wanted their vote to count. His “Southern strategy” resulted in his election to the presidency. Eventually, this provided the impetus the Grand Old Party needed to husband Dixie back into the mainstream.


* * *


In 1892 William Henry Lewis became the first black football player at Harvard. He was a two-time All-American.


Fritz Pollard, a black man, played in the 1916 Rose Bowl for Brown and made All-American. The New York Times described him as “a player of such brilliancy as illuminated the gridiron about every half dozen years.”


Another African American, Paul Robeson, played at Rutgers in the 1920s. He later became a controversial singer, actor, and mouthpiece for Communism, apparently until a visit to the USSR opened his eyes to the evils of it, leading to a reported deathbed reversal.


In the late 1950s and 1960s, blacks made enormous strides in college football. Syracuse stars Jim Brown and Ernie Davis made their marks. Occasionally, Southern teams played integrated squads in bowl games, always with controversy and fan resistance. These contests were almost never south of the Mason-Dixon Line. Great black athletes from the South and East filled out college rosters in the Pacific 8 and Big 10 Conferences. Michigan State played the famous 1966 “game of the century” versus Notre Dame with a black quarterback, Jimmy Raye, and an All-American black defensive end named Bubba Smith, who hailed from Texas.


In 1966, basketball coach Don Haskins fielded an all-black starting five at Texas Western University (now the University of Texas–El Paso). He took Texas Western all the way to the NCAA tournament. His opponent was legendary coach Adolph Rupp, whose Kentucky team dominated the pre-UCLA and John Wooden era but was now finding itself left behind. When Haskins’s team won, the “old order” was upended. Rupp has been portrayed as a racist. To put it more kindly, he was a man of a certain time and place.


Birmingham, Alabama, was nicknamed “Bombingham” after the 1963 bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church. Four little black girls lost their lives. Condoleezza Rice, who would become the secretary of state, was growing up in Birmingham at the time and knew one of the girls.


It was “acts like these set Alabama apart in its savagery in the eyes of the country,” Chris McNair, the father of the youngest bombing victim, was quoted saying by writer Don Yaeger.


University of Alabama football coach Paul “Bear” Bryant and members of the board of trustees had been in Bear’s second-story office in a building on the corner, where they witnessed Alabama governor George Wallace’s infamous “stand in the schoolhouse door,” which occurred in Tuscaloosa the same year as the bombings.


Bryant was the child of sharecroppers. His nickname, “Bear,” came from his teenage years when he wrestled a black bear at a local fair in rural Arkansas.


“Bryant literally is the American dream,” said Taylor Watson, curator of the Paul W. Bryant Museum. “He understood that it all involved hard work.”


“Coach Bryant saw no difference between black kids and white kids,” said Allen Barra, author of The Last Coach: A Life of Paul “Bear” Bryant. “I think this goes back to his youth growing up in Morro Bottom.”


Indeed, Bryant had been raised on the “wrong side of the tracks,” as the saying goes, but in 1963 he was seen as part of the white establishment. If at this point in his life he saw “no difference” between the races, he was not somebody counted on as an ally by black folks.


He had been a star end opposite Don Hutson, playing in the 1935 Rose Bowl. He coached at Maryland, Kentucky, and Texas A&M before returning to ’Bama in 1958.


In 1959, Alabama faced Penn State in the Liberty Bowl. Bryant was criticized for facing an integrated Nittany Lion team with five blacks. Local “citizens’ groups” in Tuscaloosa objected. Alabama lost the game, 7–0.


During the next eleven years, there was little improvement in racial opportunity for athletes in the South. Wake Forest brought in a token black player. Lester McClain was a black wingback at Tennessee from 1968 to 1970. But state laws precluded segregation in certain cases.


Richmond Flowers Sr. became a foil for Governor Wallace’s segregationist views. As Alabama’s attorney general, he prosecuted the KKK. But when he ran for governor against Wallace’s wife, Cornelia (who ran because her husband faced term limits), he was badly beaten. His son, Richmond Flowers Jr., was known as the “fastest white boy alive.” An Alabama prep track and football star, he engendered more hatred for the family by spurning the University of Alabama in favor of Tennessee.


“I really wanted to get out of Alabama and get it behind me,” sportswriter Don Yaeger quoted Flowers as saying. After starring at Tennessee, Flowers embarked on a pro career starting with the Dallas Cowboys.


Still, Bryant did not share the racist views of many of his fellow Alabamians. He knew that through education would come understanding. He had seen it in his own life.


Wallace was a political chameleon. He originally campaigned for black votes in the style of Earl and Huey Long, the demagogic Louisiana political brothers who spurred the “populist” movement during the New Deal. Wallace lost a gubernatorial election to a strict segregationist, John Patterson, in 1958. He vowed never to be “out-n––red again.” He became the most strident voice of segregation in the 1960s. Later he decided to change his segregationist stance in anticipation of the 1972 elections. In the meantime, Bryant monitored these issues, as had new university president David Matthews.


“Segregation was the law,” emphasized former Alabama player, assistant coach, and later Mississippi State head coach Sylvester Croom. “It was a violent time then.”


A documentary detailing Bryant’s career, aired in the mid-1990s, showed footage purportedly from 1970 or perhaps earlier of Coach Bryant saying blacks did not have the necessary attributes, at that time, to play big-time college football in the South.


However, Bryant left himself an out. He based his opinion not solely on black football skills, but on their ability to handle the academic course work. This would indicate that he was concerned about their social treatment and felt that the public schools failed to provide adequate education for them. Bryant, ever the politician, was mainly playing to his base constituency, which was white and segregationist. In truth, he had already taken steps to effectuate change. To those who knew Bryant well, he was never racist. Apparently he put on a different face for his varied friends, associates, and players.


On July 2, 1969, U. W. Clemon, then a Birmingham civil rights lawyer, “inherited” a lawsuit on behalf of eleven black people against Bryant and the University of Alabama, specifically with regard to the school’s lack of athletic scholarship offers to African Americans. One year later Bryant testified, “Three or four years ago we began looking in the state and this was prior to the time when they started blacks and whites playing one another. And our thinking was that [if] any good ones came along, we certainly didn’t want them to get away, and if we wanted to start, we wanted to start with Alabama boys.”


Bryant kept a list of the best players, which he protected for fear of “Auburn knowing who we are after.” Clemon stated that while taking Bryant’s deposition, he did not sense that the man was a racist. He said he had taken the depositions of many racists and had a “feel” for such a thing. Bryant noted several black prospects in the state, but he matter-of-factly noted that each had “gotten away,” recruited by another program, lost for one reason or another in the way that any blue-chipper might be scooped up by a rival. The deposition listed some ninety-three pages of these kinds of incidents—lack of academic qualifications, lost to Grambling, family said no, plucked up by a Western program …


The case was dismissed, but oddly both sides had made their point. The game versus USC was by that time scheduled for a couple months away. Wilbur Jackson was in school, John Mitchell would soon be recruited, and the times they were a-changin’.


Bryant had won national championships in the preceding decade. He coached two of the game’s most popular personalities, Joe Namath and Kenny Stabler. He knew how to harness these kinds of players.


“In the South, of course, being on the wrong side of slavery has a tough memory,” said Taylor Watson in the 2006 College Sports Television documentary Tackling Segregation. “It was hard to forget about the politics of race in the South…. Alabama doesn’t have a lot to be proud of, but Alabama football was something we could be proud of.”


They were proud, but the fact that he won with all-white teams perpetuated racist notions.


“And there were avowed racists roaming this land, and they could all point to the all-white team of Alabama as vindication for their theory that you don’t have to have integration, integration won’t work, and we can do it without getting blacks involved,” stated Clemon.


But the racial makeup of Bryant’s teams posed problems despite their success on the field of play. In 1966, the Stabler-led Tide ran the table, finishing undefeated with a 34–7 victory over Nebraska in the Sugar Bowl. Despite this, they finished third in the national rankings. Notre Dame and Michigan State had tied each other, and neither went to a bowl, yet they both finished ahead of Alabama.


“When it comes right down to it, many people have speculated that sportswriters and the wire service polls were biased against Alabama” is the “official” history according to the Paul W. Bryant Museum column on the 1966 season. “After all, this was the Alabama of George Wallace, ‘Bull’ Connor’s police dogs and fire hoses, and the Montgomery bus boycotts among other things.”


“I suppose,” Bryant said of the 1966 snub, “by then, the voters were tired of seeing us up there, and hearing Bryant brag on his quick little boys.”


On November 19, 1961, Jim Murray of the Los Angeles Times wrote that Birmingham was “the place where when they say ‘Evening Dress,’ they mean a bed sheet with eyeholes.” Alabama needed to integrate before they were considered a “legitimate national champion,” which they were that season. They also needed to play north of the Mason-Dixon Line, a fact accentuated because, due to a scheduling conflict, they had filled their open date in 1966 with Louisiana Tech, which impressed nobody.


Alabama should “change the lyrics [of ‘Dixie’] ever so slightly like ‘do the folks keep segregatin’—till I cai’nt win no polls…. Old Bear is tired of winning the magnolia championship. He wants to play some modern football,” Murray wrote after the 1966 polls were released.


The 1966 poll snub has been attributed to revulsion over Alabama politics, but there are other factors. In 1964, the Tide “won” an illegitimate national championship when the Associated Press awarded it to them, but their subsequent 21–17 loss to Texas in the Orange Bowl has led historians to revise that year’s real winner to the deserving Razorbacks of Arkansas. Bryant was right in assessing that the voters were indeed “tired” of seeing Alabama win it all, and the 1966 vote was also a “correction” of the flawed 1964 “national championship.”


Furthermore, the all-white 1969 Texas Longhorns would—with the imprimatur of President Richard Nixon’s “blessing”—win the national championship over Joe Paterno’s unbeaten integrated Penn State Nittany Lions, so the argument that social pathos entirely dominated the 1966 polls is not fully accurate. The “Catholic vote” favoring Notre Dame was at least as prevalent a factor.


However, after Ken Stabler’s departure, ’Bama declined in the late 1960s, barely maintaining a winning record. Schools with black players—USC, UCLA, Penn State, Ohio State, and Michigan—were among the dominant programs of the era. The Southeastern Conference was not mediocre, but they were not the top league.


Bryant knew that if anybody could integrate college football in Alabama, he was the man. He and a minority of others in the South began to see that if he wanted to continue his winning ways, then black athletes needed to be brought in.


“Negro players in the Southeastern Conference games are coming,” read an enlarged, highlighted text in a major article quoting Bryant in a 1965 edition of Look magazine. “We’re not recruiting Negro athletes; that’s a policy decision for others to make,” the coach added.


Behind the scenes, it was around this very time that Bryant was getting to know John McKay, whom he spent time with at a summer high school football camp in California run by a coach named Bob Troppmann. It was at those camps where the seeds of the 1970 game and integration were being discussed.


“We probably didn’t know at the time that segregation had lost its hold because it had been a way of life for so long,” said Dr. David Mathews, a professor at Alabama in the 1960s and eventually university president.


Furthermore, Bryant knew his team was not going to be strong in 1970. Some have questioned whether the 1970 USC-Alabama game was scheduled specifically to integrate the Bear’s program.


“In order to regain national prestige, Bryant knew he needed to beat national powers,” stated Allen Barra. “Southern Cal was perfect. They were already there. They had Heisman Trophy winners. He and John McKay were friends.”


“I have no question in my mind that it was all planned by Coach Bryant,” said Croom.


“Sports are a vehicle for change in this country, because you’re looking at heroes,” said Barra. “You’re looking at black men and white men with their arms around each other, cheering.”


“We realized we needed bigger, stronger, faster players,” said Pat Dye, an assistant on Bryant’s staff in 1970. “And the majority of bigger, stronger, faster players were black.”


“I think it was coming, and Coach Bryant was allowing it to happen, slowly,” said All-American lineman John Hannah. “I wouldn’t be surprised that in the back of his mind, he saw the success of Southern Cal’s stellar African American athletes and saw this as an opportunity.”


“It was just another game to me at first,” said USC’s Charles Young. “But the closer we got to the game, you began to realize the ramifications of the game. We were going not on the fields of Gettysburg, but we were going on the Legion Field. What was transpiring was two different cultures, two different ideologies, and it had to be demonstrated on that playing field so Bear Bryant can get done what he wanted to get done. So he took it to a stage. What better stage than a football field?”


“We can’t beat them this year but we can beat them next year,” said Bryant, indicating that he was spinning perhaps two or three records at the same time. He had scheduled not just a 1970 game at Legion Field but also a follow-up game at the L.A. Coliseum for 1971.


One Night, Two Teams tells the story of how two legendary coaches made the most of a football game played on September 12, 1970. It’s the story of one night, two teams, and the game that changed a nation.


The book gives an account of the game from the perspective of each team as well as from a journalistic standpoint. These chapters also tell the overall story, based on interviews with many characters and observers of the era, as well as the independent study of history. This is not the kind of revisionism that so many college students are subjected to. Instead, the true story is told. This book uses a football game as a metaphor for a changing America, tying the events before, during, and after September 12, 1970, with what Ronald Reagan used to colorfully describe as the “sweep of history.”


To understand the present, we must understand the past. This is the template that describes how we came to be what we are. Desegregation did not occur in a vacuum. It was the result of three thousand years of philosophy. The heavyweights of Western civilization are responsible, despite revisionism, for the successes of America. Those heavyweights—Plato, Lincoln, Gandhi, Dr. King, and most importantly Jesus Christ—are given their just due in this unique work, which appeals to both history buffs and football fans.


What happened that Saturday in 1970 can be described as a tipping point; all the events leading up to the game made it happen, and all subsequent events flow from it. The game was only part of the larger context of civil rights in America, but it remains perhaps the starkest evidence, and impetus, of change.








CHAPTER One

The Agenda


Segregation now. Segregation forever.

—Alabama governor George Wallace, 1963



It was the beginning of the long, hot summer of 1963. Everybody had an agenda.

In Washington, D.C., President John F. Kennedy had an agenda. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., that year’s Nobel Peace Prize winner, organized the March on Washington, in 1963, demanding equal rights for all Americans.

“I have a dream,” King told the assembled multitudes at the Washington Mall. The dream was that America would “live up to its creed” and that black people be judged “not by the color of their skin, but by the content of their character.”

JFK had gone back and forth on this subject one year earlier, when James Meredith needed federal troops to open the doors to the University of Mississippi. Governor Ross Barnett, who by virtue of his membership in the Democratic Party was theoretically a political ally of Kennedy’s, fought the president tooth and nail, albeit in the dulcet, gentlemanly tones of Southern propriety. It was enough to make Kennedy want to jump through the roof, if only his aching back would allow such dexterity.

Dr. King had an agenda. His national—and growing international—popularity was increasing by leaps and bounds. He had political capital and was willing to spend every dime of it. He would give Kennedy just so much lee-way, because the two men knew that they owed each other. In 1960, when King was jailed in Birmingham, Alabama, Republican presidential candidate Richard Nixon, fearing white backlash, declined to come to his aid. Kennedy courageously did help to organize Dr. King’s release, engendering the thanks of Coretta Scott King, the skeptical political favor of Martin Luther King, and the loss of support for Nixon of the black icon and former baseball star Jackie Robinson.

In the closest election up to that time, the “Birmingham jail” incident was a big deal in the black precincts of Cook County, Chicago, where the election ultimately was decided. It may well have given JFK the position he sat in now. He knew it. So too did King, Harry Belafonte, and the other black leaders and celebrities who were hounding Attorney General Robert Kennedy, the president’s front man on civil rights. But Kennedy knew what Nixon had known three years earlier, which was that if he got too heavily into this issue, it would create Southern enmity. Fence-mending trips to the South, including one to Vice President Lyndon Johnson’s home state of Texas, were in the planning stages.

Alabama governor George Corley Wallace had an agenda. An old-style Southern populist in the tradition of Earl and Huey Long, he had reached out with the hand of racial moderation in 1958, only to be beaten in that year’s gubernatorial campaign by John Patterson. Wallace adamantly declared he would “never be out-n––red again.”

Four years later, his campaign theme could be summed up by the phrase “segregation now, segregation forever,” infamous words he uttered at his inaugural on January 14, 1963. He was elected, and he was popular. Now, as the freshman class at the University of Alabama prepared to enroll for the fall semester of 1963, Wallace’s agenda was to appear to stand up to Kennedy and the federal government. They were using the nine-year-old Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court case as precedent to do at ’Bama what they had done at Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, and at Ole Miss.

Wallace marched to the front of the administration building and “blocked” it so that two black students could not enter and enroll in college. A curious mix of ’Bama state troopers, students, and faculty lolled about in the semi-insolent Southern manner that old black-and-white film clips demonstrate from that era. It was as if they wanted to get their way and look like there was never a doubt about it—a smug smile, a dangling cigarette, a splatter of tobacco juice for good measure.

Vivian Malone and James Hood had an agenda. Yes, sure, they wanted a college education, but amid this circus the sheepskin diploma of the University of Alabama was not first and foremost on their minds. They were hoping their federal escorts would protect them, not turn on them. They did not want to be shot, or roughed up, or spit upon. They wanted sanity.

University of Alabama football coach Paul “Bear” Bryant and president Frank Rose had agendas, too. Along with members of the board of trustees, they stood in the window of Bear’s second-story office, a building on the corner, where they were witnessing history. For better or for worse.

President Rose was a friend and ally of Jack Kennedy’s. He found himself walking a tightrope. The Democrats ushered the South into the modern era. Franklin Roosevelt’s works programs of the 1930s, particularly the creation of the Tennessee Valley Authority, made it possible for new generations of Southerners to pursue higher education at institutions such as the one he now presided over.

But ’Bama was a state university. His boss was the firebrand two stories below making the stand in the schoolhouse door—the man with the bushy eyebrows, the former amateur pugilist, the man L.A. Times reporter Jeff Prugh called “America’s merchant of venom.”

Bryant was the child of sharecroppers. His nickname, “Bear,” came from his teenage years when he wrestled a black bear at a local fair in rural Arkansas. He had befriended a black kid and almost gotten thrown into jail with him as a result of a youthful prank. He had served in the Navy, managed a blues band. He had been a star end opposite Don Hutson, playing in the 1935 Rose Bowl. He had tried to integrate the football programs at Maryland, Kentucky, and Texas A&M. At A&M, he was told the “last” thing that would ever happen at College Station would be integration.

“Waal,” drawled the Bear, “last’s where we’ll finish then.”

He was, despite his impossible-to-understand Southern mumble, a worldly man who, like Lyndon Johnson, sympathized with the plight of minorities because he too had come from the wrong side of the tracks.

When his 1959 team faced integrated Penn State in the Liberty Bowl, local “citizens’ groups” (read: the KKK) in Tuscaloosa objected. But in 1961, Bryant won a national championship. When you do that in Alabama you can walk on water, which Bryant did in Coca-Cola billboards along the Alabama highways. To top that off, he landed the most blue chip of all blue-chip recruits, a hotshot with bedroom eyes from Beaver Falls, Pennsylvania, named Joe Willie Namath. Namath, a junior that fall, created quite a stir by making quiet solo visits to the black neighborhoods of Tuscaloosa, where he mingled with the local citizenry.

“He looks like a cool jazz singer,” thought a black youth with an agenda, too. Sylvester Croom, growing up in those black neighborhoods, had football aspirations of his own. He dared not dream of playing for the Crimson Tide. But Namath was so … cool.

Maybe … just maybe….

So, everybody had an agenda.

Enter Nicholas Katzenbach, assistant to Attorney General Kennedy. Oh yes, he had an agenda, too. He wanted justice done, and he wanted it done without violence.

Aha. Nonviolence. At last, a crossroads in which all politics, which as former House Speaker Tip O’Neill famously put it, is local. On that day, the American political scene was indeed localized to the campus of the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa. Indeed, all the players in this Shakespearean drama wanted to avoid violence.

Dr. King figured that out a long time ago. He studied Mahatma Gandhi, how he had forged Indian independence. Passive resistance. Satyagraha. The delicate art of putting your morality on the other guy, of making his crimes against you crimes he was committing against himself. Dr. King saw in his approach a morality attached not just to his cause but also to his “enemies,” whom he did not see as his enemies but as his brothers. In the Christian South, Dr. King saw humanity where so many others saw hatred, violence, and ignorance. So, too, did Bear Bryant.

“When people are ignorant,” the Arkansas “hillbilly” said, “you don’t condemn ’em, you teach ’em.”

So it was that all the Bard’s players were in place when Katzenbach arrived with a solution that would, at least for the time being, meet the agendas of President Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., Governor George Wallace, Vivian Malone, James Hood, Bear Bryant, Frank Rose, and Sylvester Croom.

Katzenbach, he of the Kennedy school of “back-room deals”—the Boston politics of “Old Man Joe” and “Honey Fitz” that their children had learned so well—made a back-room deal with Wallace.

“Governor,” Katzenbach told him, “you don’t want a riot, I don’t want a riot. TV cameras are here. But you’ve got your constituency. Here’s what we’re gonna do. We’re gonna enroll Malone and Hood the day before. Then we’re gonna send them to the administration building. You can make your speech and say what you have to say. We won’t be using troops to enforce anything, but you can look like you stood up to the federal government.”

George Wallace knew a good deal when he had no other choice in the matter. It was a Henry Kissinger–style offer, a triangulation, which Kissinger learned in his studies of post-Napoleonic Europe. A face-saver. The two men shook on it. It was not until Jeff Prugh, now covering Southern politics for the Atlanta bureau of the Los Angeles Times, uncovered this political maneuver that it became publicly known in 1978.

But Bear Bryant found out about it. Nothing got past him. This was a man who made his living orchestrating organized mayhem, but in a world gone mad, a world of riots, police dogs, and rubber hoses, he wanted nothing more than to accomplish the important tasks at hand smoothly. Like a baby’s cheek.


Other Voices: Alabama Football Fans

These are e-mails and postings culled from Alabama football websites and in response to e-mail inquiries I made as part of my research around the winter of 2004–2005. At the time, rumors of a book and possibly a movie about the 1970 USC-Alabama game were prevalent.

Earle Self usually posts as “TIDE-HSV.” He is an administrator on the Tidefans.com website.

I declared against segregation in 1955, when I was a sophomore in high school. I’ve seen a lot change in the South since then. The Huntsville Times has an intern from England who came to write about the remaining vestiges of segregation in the South. He wrote a column in the Times confessing he couldn’t find any in Huntsville. (Of course it remains, but remember—he’s English). Much later in my life, I found that, of my great-grandfathers, both Alabama natives, one had fought in the Union Army, and the other was a member of the Union League—had all his property confiscated by the Confederate government of Alabama. He sued to get it back, and continued his suit after the Civil War. The defense of the new government (same people, pretty much) was that the taking had been done by an illegal government, and the present one wasn’t responsible.

As trivia, you might be interested to know that Coach Bryant detested the nickname “Bear,” although he was not above using it in advertising. Younger ’Bama fans sometimes call him “Bear,” but that just tells me their age. Those of us who were around as fans and grads at that time refer to him as “Coach Bryant.” His contemporaries in coaching referred to him as “the Bear,” if they used the nickname at all. Even when I hear it used innocently and ignorantly, it still irritates me—I can’t help it. I do have friends who played under him around that time. I’ll check with them and see what they remember.

ROLL TIDE ROLL!!!!!

Originally posted by TommyMac

My guess is that this will be just another movie painting the South in the worst possible light. Southerners will be generally portrayed as ignorant, crude, ugly, backward, unwashed racists. On the other hand, the Southern Cal contingent will be cast as all that is good about the human race. They benevolently condescend to teach us the errors of our ways in a noble attempt to bring us into the twentieth century.

In other words, more of the same old tripe from Hollywood….

… I hope they do Coach Bryant’s legacy right and not make him out to be the bad guy. He would have integrated the Alabama football program a lot sooner had it been up to him.

The other thing I’m sure they’ll not cover is the fact that the very next year Alabama went out to Los Angeles with pretty much the same white boys and beat USC on their home turf. It was the unveiling of our wish-bone running attack used throughout the 1970s.

Let me quote Coach Bryant: “I’m just a simple plowhand from Arkansas, but I’ve learned over the years how to hold a team together, how to lift some men up, how to calm others down, until finally they’ve got one heartbeat, together, a team.”


He take his’n and beat your’n and take your’n and beat his’n. (Bum Phillips on coach Paul “Bear” Bryant)



Originally posted by Ramah Jamah (www.al.com/alabamafootball/i…ear/story6.html)

“Is it true that Coach Bryant brought Sam Cunningham in to the Alabama locker room after that game?” The former ’Bama players say no.


Let’s face it, there’s a lot of prejudice against Alabama, and a lot of people dislike Coach Bryant and a lot of people dislike Alabama just because they know we don’t back down to anyone. “We don’t take anybody lightly and no one takes us lightly, and we like it that way.” (Defensive tackle Warren Lyles on his frustration with the poll’s lack of respect for Alabama early in the 1979 season. From the book A Time of Champions by Steve Townsend.)



… Well, if he tells the story right on the Alabama side, at least it will set the record straight about the single colored-ness of Coach Bryant’s roster at the time not being as he wanted it.

E-mail from Bruce H. Franklin

In your tagline you said that you were working on a book about the 1970 USC-Alabama game. I hope you mention the 1955 Navy-Mississippi Sugar Bowl and have a lot about the 1956 Pitt-Georgia Tech Sugar Bowl; both were true segregation busters. The former was the first major game in the South where there was not segregated seating because Navy had distributed its tickets without racial consideration and the bowl honored that, and the latter is the first major game in the South with an African American (Pitt’s Bobby Grier) player starting for one of the teams. After that game Louisiana passed a law not allowing integrated play, but the damage was done and that law was struck down by the Supreme Court later on. That game is practically a book in itself—and the role of the Sugar Bowl was huge in both drawing attention to segregation and (reluctantly at first) helping to eliminate it.

There are, I understand, a bunch of games such as that USC-Texas one; for your argument, the ones to look for are in Alabama (as you are doing), Mississippi, Louisiana, and Georgia, where Jim Crow laws were strongest. The Sugar Bowl, being the premier college game in the South at the time, had a national significance that other games did not. Until the Pitt game, teams from the North who played in the game would either not bring their black players or agree not to suit them up. The other game to check from the period outside of these states is the Cotton Bowl. Again, because of its national stature, that bowl had some problems with segregation early on. I agree with you that college football was more important to desegregation than is generally known.





Other Voices: Art Spander


Art Spander is part of the “Jim Murray generation” of educated sportswriters who looked beyond the “hits, runs, and errors,” writing about the games and the people who play them with a social pathos. He has been in the business for the better part of forty-five years and offers special insight into the events of the 1960s and the aftermath of a chaotic period in American history.

I grew up in Los Angeles and graduated from UCLA. At UCLA I worked in their sports information department. From 1960 to 1961, I served in the Army. When I got out I went to work for the old Santa Monica Evening Outlook. I got my break at the San Francisco Chronicle and was there from 1965 until 1979, and I was with them in 1970 when this game was played. I moved on to the Hearst-owned San Francisco Examiner and eventually moved across the bay to the Oakland Tribune, which is now part of the Alameda Newspaper Group, where I’m as active today as I ever was.

In the Bay Area, everybody knew a guy named Sam Skinner. There’s a plaque honoring Sam in the SBC Park press box. Sam was from San Francisco, but he was a prominent African American writer who knew all the angles and was especially in tune with sports events that played to an African American angle. He passed away in the mid-1990s, but Sam was a guy who talked about and wrote about that 1970 USC-Alabama game. To the extent that this game passed through the public consciousness, but was revived and recognized for its importance, it was African American sportswriters like Sam who played a big role in this. But Sam was a friend of many, white and black. For instance, when Dan Fouts was at St. Ignatius High School in San Francisco, he was not getting recruited by big schools. Sam arranged for him to get a scholarship at the University of Oregon, and they remained close all the remaining years.

I don’t believe he and I ever talked about this game, but I know that because of the importance of the game toward integration, Sam was on top of it and its historical importance. My wife was his travel agent, we were friends away from work, but I don’t know specifically his take on that game. But over the years, as black athletes and sportswriters progressed, as the racial situation improved, you’d see Sam at games, all over the Bay Area, at luncheons, at the Bay Area Sports Hall of Fame banquets, and his reputation as a pioneering black member of the media was increasingly evident.

I covered USC and UCLA. I knew everybody. I knew John McKay very well. I knew guys who played at both schools. I knew all the SIDs, Jim Perry, everybody.

McKay had a real personality. He was good friends with and had a lot of respect from Paul “Bear” Bryant. This is what I’ve heard, unless you really knew Bryant, and he had been at Texas A&M, then Alabama; he was not antiblack. Society down there was. In 1967, I was the golf writer for the Chronicle. I went to the Masters in Augusta for the first time, and they had this golf writer’s tournament the weekend before the Masters. The whole idea was for the Northeastern writers to go to Augusta and get acclimated to the place and be charmed by the Southern hospitality. I get off the plane, and the paper reads, “USC Signs First Black Player.” I’m like, huh? USC down there is the University of South Carolina. But this article told me the times were changing.

I don’t think Bryant per se was against blacks, but you got the sense of what was going on in Alabama, which was particularly racist. The people running things were. As you moved down from the Mason-Dixon Line, North Carolina was better than South Carolina, which was better than Georgia. Then there was Alabama and Mississippi. Medgar Evers had been shot, and all that stuff was going on. I don’t know if Bryant actually connected with McKay in terms of “planning” this game in order to change society, but McKay respected Bear. Bryant knew McKay well, and I think Bryant was looking to get the blacks who left the South. J. C. Caroline left for Illinois. Bubba Smith and those guys made Michigan State a power-house, and Bubba’s brother went to USC. I was at UCLA with Mel Farr; I think he was from down there somewhere. The point is, they were losing great athletes to the Midwest and the West.

Can I say that Bryant was a liberal progressive? No, but he also was a realist. Whether Bryant set it up, I don’t know, but by Sam Cunningham having that great game and supposedly Bryant saying, “We gotta get people like that or we gonna lose,” well, that speaks for itself.

Jim Murray wrote a lot about this issue. He had a real social conscience. I met him in 1959 when he was with Sports Illustrated. I picked him up, I was the student SID at UCLA, and I took him to some football players for interviews, then I got to know him well.

Jim and I were very good friends. He was a great guy and a fantastic writer. He once wrote that Alabama was “the King of the Caucasians.” There was debate about Alabama winning the national championship one year, and Jim influenced the votes by emphasizing that Alabama didn’t have blacks and didn’t play teams with blacks. There was a lot of stuff in the papers about that. I can’t say for certain, but I think Murray got involved in this whole debate, but when I heard that Sam Cunningham “integrated” Alabama football, then all the South, well Jim influenced these events.

When you look at basketball teams, they’re all black, but none of them are old enough to remember that when Walt Hazzard was at UCLA in 1963 and ’64, he could not stay in the same hotel with his team in Houston. Kids today would have no clue as to what it was like.

Unless you do a lot of reading, but nobody reads anymore. Oscar Robertson and Jerry West are the same age. I see Oscar at the Final Four, and I say, “I know how good you were,” and he says nobody reads anymore. TV is so dominant, it’s what happened last night, not twenty or thirty years ago. Kids today, it’s the same thing; it’s hard to believe forty years ago there were no blacks playing in the South. Texas teams were just starting to integrate. Alabama’s first guy was Wilbur Jackson, who went to the 49ers. That was a huge story.

The modern black athlete doesn’t know any of this. In 1997 there was a ceremony honoring the fiftieth anniversary of Jackie Robinson entering the Major Leagues. I thought it was wonderful that blacks in 1997, who knew very little about him, unless their fathers told them about what he did, were able to be part of that, but he’s not as acclaimed today as he was at that moment.

I covered West and Elgin Baylor. He was Michael Jordan playing a different game, averaging thirty points and nineteen rebounds. The thing is, he was great but almost forgotten. I digress, but the 49ers in 1996 announced their fiftieth anniversary team. They asked us to get involved. I said you can’t have one team; kids today all just know Joe Montana, Dwight Clark, and Ronnie Lott, as great as they were, but I know they had guys like Jimmie Johnson, who was there when I was at UCLA. John Brodie was fantastic, but in today’s world, unless you’re watching Sports Classic on ESPN, nobody goes to the history books. Robinson made it so that some blacks never had to understand what had gone on before them. Also, this is like saying, “When we were growing up, we had to walk ten miles to school in the snow,” and I know things changed, but it does not matter as much unless they understand how segregated America was. That’s why so many blacks rooted for the Dodgers, because of Jackie.

Not to take a knock at USC, but the Trojans were late at integrating until C. R. Roberts. UCLA remained competitive in basketball and football because they brought in lots of blacks. Rafer Johnson and guys like that. They got the best black athletes in southern California.










CHAPTER Two

Platonic Justice


The unexamined life is not worth living.

—Socrates



In order to understand change, one must get beyond the physical world. True change comes from inside. It is a change of the hearts and minds. It is a change of the soul.

In order to make sense of the 1970 USC-Alabama football game, and why a seemingly innocuous sporting event became the “tipping point” in the civil rights movement, one must go back to the beginning. The ancient Greeks have been studied backwards and forwards, for good reason. English classical instruction still lists this study in their curricula as “Great.”

The search for the American soul begins with Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. The study of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle is interesting and begins a trend that threads through history. That trend is to gain understanding in the aftermath of tragedy. It seems that man often does his best thinking when he is desperate to do so. War brings on such desperation. The postmortem of war provides a bounty for philosophical thought, but we also know that such philosophies can be just as dangerous as they are good. Niccolo Machiavelli did his writing in the aftermath of Rome’s loss of prestige, much of it brought about by military defeat against the Barbarians. So did Adolf Hitler. To the extent that any “philosophers” existed in the Reconstructionist South, little good came from them in the ensuing one hundred years of Ku Klux Klan terror.

Luckily for us, the Greeks extracted lessons of goodness, not evil, in the disastrous aftermath of the Peloponnesian War. The Peloponnesian War is one that gets a lot of attention. It is studied at West Point. Generals such as Napoleon, George Patton, and Douglas MacArthur extracted lessons from this ancient conflict, fought more than four hundred years prior to the birth of Christ. The reason this battle lives on in memory is because a Greek general named Pericles took the time to analyze the Peloponnesian War in a book called Funeral Oration. It was the best seller of its time.

Thucydides, the “first citizen” of Athens, analyzed Pericles’ book, which is the beginning of the whole debate on “how we went wrong,” to put a modern spin on it. Thucydides then wrote History of the Peloponnesian War, detailing Athens’s losing battle with Sparta from 431 to 404 BC. Athens’s mishandling of power under Pericles’ leadership served as the construct on what to avoid in creating a good society. Thucydides had a pessimistic view of human nature, but Plato differed in his assessment.

Athenian democracy gave every male adult citizen a share in direct rule. The assembly met once a month, and there were no other requirements beyond being a male citizen in good standing. Its huge membership was in direct proportion to its restrictions. Women, metics (resident aliens), and slaves were not allowed membership, which meant that Athens, a city of 350,000, was ruled by 40,000 of that population. Obviously, considering these numbers, amateurs dominated rule of Athens. It was this absence of professionalism that stuck in Plato’s craw. According to some theorists, great and successful social change occurs where Christianity, democracy, and capitalism meet. The first time that trident truly came together was in the formation of America. The Greeks, of course, existed prior to Christianity, although they did adhere to religious morality. But their plebiscites are an example of democracy run amok. The point of combining Christianity, democracy, and capitalism is to demonstrate that if each is left to its own devices, absent any moderating factors, it does just that: runs amok.

Unchecked, organized Christianity, corrupted by power, is subject to the same human failings. An example is the Spanish Inquisition. In the case of capitalism, there are numerous examples of greed, not tempered by morality or public oversight, going too far.

John Papadakis, USC’s middle linebacker in 1970 and a man of Greek ancestry, applied Plato’s “warrior spirit” to his observations of the historical Trojan football program.

“No team plays the game with the kind of love and enthusiasm of the Trojans,” he said. It was this “love and enthusiasm” that carried his team to victory over Alabama. Ironically Troy, a name commonly used to describe USC, was the enemy of the Athenian Greeks. Bear Bryant’s Tide, however, could be described as the Spartans, another of Athens’s enemies. They were subject to a martinet approach, forced to engage in vicious practice battles in an almost inhuman drill called “the Cage.”

“War,” said Thucydides, “is a violent teacher.” His account was the crux of Plato’s and Aristotle’s attempt to examine the corrosive nature of humans in search of a good society. The war on the island of Corcyra swept away civilization. People put new emphasis on words and phrases, using them to characterize degenerative deterioration of people’s ungovernable passions.

Thucydides found that power operated through greed and personal ambition, the “cause of all evils.” This might be the root of the phrase “power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely,” for in Thucydides’ view power cannot be used for good. It was the search for the good use of power that lies at the heart of Plato’s teachings. The contrast is between Thucydides’ realism and Plato’s idealism. Thucydides did not feel that human nature had much promise, even if exposed to education, once power was allowed to rear its ugly head. Plato said people can be taught perfectible humanity. One finds application of these lessons to Abraham Lincoln’s incremental approach to slavery. Outlined against the Civil War, he tried to bring a sense of morality into the equation, mixed with practical politics and military necessity. Bear Bryant took the same approach a century later. Bryant made political decisions only when he knew he was strong enough to do so. He was an incrementalist. The morality of his efforts to integrate coexisted with his practical necessities of “warfare,” which involved maintaining the national standing of his football program.

Socrates lived from 470 to 399 BC and was the leading philosopher in Greece. Many of his teachings were reflected in Plato’s writing. Like Jesus of Nazareth some 334 years later, Socrates chose the path of righteous martyrdom. He was given the hemlock that ended his life.

Socrates made an important point in differentiating philosophy from religion when he said that philosophy seeks the truth, while religion claims to possess it. Socrates’ truth is dialectical and found through dialogue. Thus, the “Socratic method,” which consisted of intense question-and-answer sessions with his students, probing each other for the deepest meaning of things. It was the Socratic method that Papadakis used to engage his black and white teammates in long bull sessions before and after the 1970 Alabama game.

While the Socratic quest for “goodness, beauty, justice, and freedom” has the ring of New Age gibberish, it becomes revolutionary when it is considered that Socrates was not advocating this simply to people in a benign setting. Like Christ he was confronting the power structure at great, and ultimately mortal, danger to himself. In viewing Socrates as the “father” of democracy (with regard to the physician Hippocrates, who influenced the “big three”), one can be quite proud of the origins of our political philosophy. Socrates’ willingness to die for what he believed in, even though he had much to lose, influenced the American Founding Fathers, who put their lives on the line, too.

“The unexamined life is not worth living,” Socrates declared in a statement that may be elitist. While Socrates said this to explain his “higher obligation” to seek truth, to exhort others to do the same, and like the Hindus, to view as most important the “big questions,” the concept that such bravery, intellectual curiosity, and moral righteousness are the requirements of all is far too demanding. Either Socrates is asking this of all people, which is unrealistic, or he is saying that only those with the moral and intellectual compass to take on his challenge are worth being on this earth. If a journalist could interview Socrates, he or she should question this statement, but couch the question in such a way as to give him an out. The statement must be one that he means to pose to himself, not for all. Certainly many people live their lives without thinking these deep thoughts, yet they contribute to the love and beauty of humanity.

In applying Socrates’ “unexamined life” philosophy to American civil rights, we see application of this in many cases. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was not a major political figure when he decided to insert himself into the debate. Neither were Rosa Parks and the black students who blazed trails at Alabama and Ole Miss. None of these people were “elites,” but they decided to apply Socrates’ high standards to their own actions, at great risk to themselves.

Plato’s Republic is the seminal text of the Western philosophical tradition. Plato picked up on Socrates’ fundamental issues (malleability of human nature, origins of right conduct, qualifications for exercising political power, reasons for obedience to the law, and mutual obligations in individuals and the state). He did this to be alert to the high purpose and consequence of such an undertaking, his mentor having been put to death for his insightful teachings.

Plato’s views differed from Hinduism in that he envisioned the state as an agent of virtue, whereby the Hindus saw it only as a coercive force. Plato must be considered quite the optimist, considering it was the state that executed his friend and teacher. His willingness to still maintain optimism about the state, however, lies at the heart of his ideal world. To succumb to vengeful thoughts because of Socrates would not differentiate Plato from those who committed atrocities at Corcyra, and it was Corcyra and the Peloponnesian War that Plato wanted to learn from in order to make a better world.

At the heart of the state’s role are education and the teaching of “right conduct.” Current educators differ from this, choosing to legally remove God from the classroom and insisting that teachers are not there to instruct in values or, God forbid, tell children the difference between right and wrong! In Republic, Plato pointed out that Socrates’ view of “right conduct” was not based on religious theory, which in the end is better. Atheists do not have any excuses.

“Democracy,” said Winston Churchill, “is the worst form of government known to man, with the exception of all other forms of government known to man.”

But Plato lived some 2,400 years before Churchill and was not privy to all of democracies’ alternatives. He knew of military rule and the kind of autocratic power imposed by kings. He lived in a time of slavery and was aware of the dilemma of the ancient Jews in bondage to Egypt. But he never saw Communism or National Socialism. Would a modern Plato have accepted the Churchillian compromise?

Plato’s “knowledge” is presented as stages of cognition. The first stage involved uncritical acceptance of the known world. The next stage was a critical examination of society. Next was advancement from opinion to knowledge. Plato said that if man could pursue knowledge of abstract reality as in the study of mathematics and astronomy, why not politics? Finally, he saw a perception of people’s humanity, defined as “seeing each other in ourselves.”

How does this apply to the 1970 USC-Alabama game? By understanding the nature of truth, which is never misunderstood when it is viewed in an American arena. The fans at Legion Field were observing the truth, which was that black athletes were as good as white athletes, if not better, and that they could coexist as a coordinated, tight-knit, well-disciplined team along with their white teammates and coaches. Football is a game popularized in many ways because people see themselves when they watch it. They ask if they could succeed under that kind of pressure. When Sam Cunningham and his team performed in the manner that they did, they began to replace opinion with an entirely different knowledge. As it says in our wonderful documents of freedom, “we hold these truths to be self-evident.”

Plato uses the “cave allegory” to describe cognition. When man lives in the cave, he fears all outside the cave. Only after leaving the cave to discover the “truth” of life outside its environs does man gain the credentials for leadership in the cave. Plato does ask man to question the truth, for only in so doing does he separate it from illusion. Power is wielded wisely only by those who have “left the cave.”

In the pre–cable television, pre-Internet world of the Deep South at that time, many of its citizens had not “left the cave.” Coach Bryant, however, had. He had traveled with the Alabama team as a college player. He had managed a blues band and made friendships with blacks, whom he found kinship with because he, too, came from poor beginnings. He had served in the Navy and coached at Texas A&M and Maryland before returning to ’Bama. For the Alabama fans at Legion Field on September 12, 1970, they definitely found themselves “outside the cave.”


Other Voices: Bud “the Steamer” Furillo

Bud was truly one of the all-time greats. A native of the Midwest, he came to Los Angeles prior to World War II, and his enthusiastic writings helped put USC, and L.A. sports in general, on the map. Bud was the sports editor at the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner and later was a radio personality on KABC’s Dodger Talk . Furillo was a throwback to a time when writers were friends with the players and coaches, not rivals or nuisances. He was also an unabashed fan of the University of Southern California and never cared who knew it. Sadly, Bud—a modern bard—passed from this “mortal coil” in 2006.

I was at the 1970 USC-Alabama football game, but I don’t know what happened in that Alabama locker room. I’ve heard that story about Bear Bryant telling his team, “This here’s what a football player looks like,” but I wasn’t there to see or hear it. But this is what happened. Bryant wanted to integrate his team. The best way was to get an integrated team down there to prove what was going on. One of his assistants, Jerry Claiborne, said, “‘Bam’ Cunningham did more for integration in an hour than has been done in the last one hundred years.” Holy cow!

I knew Bear very well. He was the best coach ever. At any rate, he wanted McKay to bring his team down there. McKay eased up on him. He could have named the score. It wound up 42–21, but it had been 42–7. John eased up. Sam had a helluva night.

Son of a gun if the next year they beat us 17–10. The wishbone didn’t bother McKay as much as Marinovich’s dropping that TD pass. [Marv Marinovich, father of Todd, actually played in the early 1960s.]

I never went to the dressing room. I had to write on deadline. I was doing a game story for the Herald-Examiner. I brought my son to that game. Maybe Steve Bisheff or Jim Perry was in that room. Maybe Allan Malamud, a favorite of mine who had so much talent, God rest his soul.

Most writers, if they can’t knock anybody it’s not worth writing about. But this was such a momentous event, and I knew it was going to be. I had a girlfriend down there who was dazzling, God almighty she was pretty. I met her in L.A. and took her to a club with a bunch of ’Bama people, and I told these ’Bama people, “You’re gonna get beat.” But everybody in Birmingham, they all thought they were gonna win. They had no chance to beat the Trojans, and Bryant knew they’d lose.

The reason for this game was Bryant wanted those people to know it was time to integrate. I believe he knew he’d lose and wanted that game to pave the way to change.

I was with Sam Cunningham last year when they inducted me in the USC Hall of Fame. I was so sick with allergies. I saw Sam at the peristyle end of the Coliseum.

John Papadakis had his best game against Joe Theismann in that rainy Notre Dame game. His grandfather, Tom, and I were great buddies. He’s got a great Greek restaurant down there in Pedro.

I’ll tell you a story about USC. I once took a bus and two streetcars to see a Howard Jones practice in 1940. I lived in Monterey Park. A bus and two streetcars.

That Alabama game was a tipping point; that was it, no question. After that game it was no longer acceptable to prevent integration, and this game did it.

Martin Luther King may be the greatest American, but that football game sure as hell turned Alabama around. Regarding the political fallout since then, well, there aren’t many “blue states.” California and the Northeast. I like to think those liberal bastions are also homes of a lot of intelligence. I can’t speak for the “red states.” As you know, I’m the damnedest liberal you’ve ever known. But W [George W. Bush] is the president, and he’s my president.

The thing I hated is Democrats hating Bush. The day after the election I stopped hating Bush. He’s my president. It’s that simple—to think otherwise is almost to be a traitor. I hate the war, I’m ashamed of our being there, I cry for our kids coming back in bags.

I believe the South wanted to do the right thing, but there sure were a lot of holdouts for a long time, but Jeez, I’m so antireligion, maybe I better pass on this. I don’t think religion had a damn thing to do with it. I think Martin Luther King was the best American we ever had, but not because of religion.

Jimmy Jones was a leader for USC. So was Ty Hudson, a defensive back.

I never told anybody this, but the McKay-Bryant relationship was so tight. Bear wanted John to replace him at ’Bama. He was gonna go to Tampa Bay; John had it in his hip pocket if he wanted it. The job was his, for more money, more of everything. Hugh Culverhouse at Tampa wanted Bryant for the Buccaneers. McKay was underpaid at USC. We had to fight like hell to get him a swimming pool.

The key, and you are right on, was that the Alabama faithful looked at McKay and knew that he had Bear’s respect—it had to carry a lot of weight. They just said, “If it’s good enough for the Bear, well it’s good enough for us.”

Let’s get to what I said. I heard different takes on what Claiborne said, but it was something like, “Sam did more in an hour than has been done in the last hundred years.” He said it, and I said it, but I’m foggy on it.

Now, you’re saying Loel Schrader absolutely says he saw and heard Bryant with Sam, in front of the team, telling them, “This here’s what a football player looks like.” When you talk about Loel Schrader, this is a guy I have nothing but the utmost respect for. If he said it, you can take it to the bank. Still, Bryant was not the kind of guy to put players on a stool, but the reason for that game was to show those f––ks down there what was going on in football and that it was time to change. I wanna emphasize, McKay eased up. McKay, the last time I saw him in the desert, he said, “You’re a part of Trojan history.” Wow!

As I recall I didn’t ride the team bus after that game. We were on the road, and I had to write a quick story. We left right after the game. I used to fly with the team, but that trip I went on a tour.




Other Voices: John Sciarra

John Sciarra was a baseball and football star at Bishop Amat High School, one year behind Pat Haden and J. K. McKay. He grew up spending time around the McKay household and was recruited to USC by coach John McKay. He turned down the Trojans because he had sat behind Haden in high school and had no intention of doing it at USC. An All-American at UCLA, he led the Bruins to a Rose Bowl victory over Ohio State in 1976 and played for the Philadelphia Eagles. Today, he is a successful L.A.-area businessman.

Coach John McKay was a bigger-than-life figure. I gravitated to J. K. McKay and Pat Haden. I took a liking to them, and we became friends, so we’d do things socially together, go over to the McKay house, get something to eat, that kind of thing. The first time I met Coach McKay, I of course knew of his success at USC. I was involved in football at that time; we were the number one team in the state at Bishop Amat. The following year, when I finally took over as the starting quarterback, we repeated that, and I was hoping to get a scholarship. The fact is, even though I had gotten to know J.K. and Pat, and of course visited with the McKay family, I knew Mrs. McKay real well but had not gotten to know Coach McKay real well, but he was always very nice to me. He had a keen sense of humor. He spoke at our high school banquet my senior year, and he had us laughing hysterically at his stories. The way he carried himself, his demeanor, created the kind of respect factor where you had a high opinion of him, yet he was also a very nice man. I never got to know him as a football coach, but I did know him in a football environment, and as I say, he was always polite and nice to me.

He recruited me, and when I went in his office, he said, “We don’t need to talk a lot about football, we want you. I gotta tell ya a funny story, though. I know you’re fast, I’ve seen you go one on one with J.K.”—which I had done for hours on hours. “I just got a letter from a kid, look at this, this kid’s telling me he’s run a four-two forty [forty yards in 4.2 seconds]. Let me tell ya something, I coached a lot of guys, and the fastest I ever coached”—this is 1972—“the fastest was Earl McCullough, and he ran four-four. This high school kid says he can run a four-two.”

Now, I know I can’t run a four-four, but I can get close to four-five.

“The kid’s lying,” says McKay, laughing. “Obviously we want you, so enjoy your time.”

I think stepping back from my personal football perspective, he and Bear Bryant were pioneers in the management and leadership of football. Looking back and reflecting on certain coaches, when did the head coach job become something of true significance? From the modern perspective, in that era of football, Bryant and McKay were pioneers in that they exemplified a leadership management philosophy, which was to surround themselves with good people. They were more than Xs and Os. They rallied their teams together. McKay was the main guy who brought the position into the modern world, past the strictly physical aspect of sports, but how you made the team. Again, he surrounded himself with great people. Without even looking at the national championships, it was his ability to lead and manage that separated him.

I played football in high school in the late 1960s, early ’70s, in college in the early to mid-1970s, pro in the late ’70s. These were changing times, and at this point I can try to make some sense of the experience through the prism of football and society. This is an interesting question, because sport has always been something that reflects society during all these times of social change. Obviously, the Vietnam War emerged, and out of that the hippie dissent, protests, drugs were in the forefront. Society was open to what people experienced, to how this other kind of dimension of peace and love and not war could affect us. Throw athletics in the mix. There was a book written, I believe, by a pharmacist in San Diego, about the Chargers. It was called The Nightmare Season, and it was about the use of drugs in football. I’d sit in the training room in Philadelphia, and I started to read that book. It only took maybe forty-five minutes to read, and it talked about the use of drugs at that time. Players started to look and dress differently, with baggy pants; the African Americans had those big ’fros, everybody had long hair, and it was just a cool scene. Looking at society as a whole, a lot of what people were doing were things you couldn’t talk about before that. You could talk about the war, the draft, although how that carried over and reflected in sports is hard to decipher. At the end of the day, it’s two teams competing with the objective to win. It looks just like today’s competition, but the appearance of the players changed with fashions and social mores. From the time I first started until I finished playing seventeen years later, the game was the same, dealing with times and games. So, how athletes would bring their opinion on war is not much different from today, where we face the same issue with Iraq. These times today, rap music is popular; then it was hard rock, psychedelic music, so times are different, but despite social change and certain things evolving, you still gotta compete.




OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
STEVEN TRAVERS

ALABAMA vs. USC
and the Game That Changed a Nation

A PNBA NOMINEE, SOON TO BE A MAJOR MOTION PICTURE!





