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Foreword

THERE IS A MAGIC about the University of Oklahoma football program that transcends time as it captures and holds the hearts of generation after generation of Sooner fans. It is a phenomenon made up of a million different stories that span more than a century of great teams, great players, and great moments.

The history is deep and rich, and the tradition is unmatched. Oklahoma football is one of the great enduring icons in collegiate athletics. From coast to coast and border to border, the Sooners have long represented a level of success that most schools can only imagine.

Many of the legendary and not-so-legendary characters whose faith, commitment, and determination helped shape OU’s illustrious reputation come to life in this book through a series of colorful tales that recount humorous events, celebration and heartfelt emotion, as well as more weighty times. Their human side shines through in a way that is rarely shared beyond the inner circles of the Sooner family.

From humble beginnings and Bennie Owen providing the initial foundation to the birth of greatness with Bud Wilkinson to the program’s recent resurgence under Bob Stoops, Oklahoma football has long been a benchmark for young men who strive for greatness, not only as individuals, but as a contributing piece of the overall puzzle.

There is a genuine sense of pride and camaraderie that is inherent among those who have worn the crimson and cream. To be a part of something so special is what every competitor, every coach dreams about.

My association with the Sooners and Oklahoma football has enriched my life and made for so many great memories.

To know Sooner football is to love it. In all of my experiences, there is nothing else quite like it.

Enjoy!

—BARRY SWITZER
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CHAPTER ONE

The Early Years

First Signs of Life

LONG BEFORE THE LIKES OF BUD WILKINSON, Barry Switzer, and Bob Stoops strolled the Oklahoma sidelines, the crimson and cream found itself under the direction of Bennie Owen, a legend in his own right. Owen was the fifth man to coach OU football, but it wasn’t until he took over in 1905 that the Sooners actually became a program to be reckoned with.

Owen’s first order of business was to install an aggressive offensive system built around speed and an advanced passing game that proved far superior to the more common grind-it-out strategy that required little imagination and even less finesse. Innovative thinking made Owen an offensive pioneer, and his team’s results were proof—the Sooners rolled up more than 100 points on eight different occasions while eclipsing the 50-point mark another 31 times.

OU recorded four undefeated seasons during Owen’s 22 years at the helm. Even so, most of Owen’s teams labored in obscurity while schools from the Midwest and East Coast garnered most of the national attention. That all changed when Owen helped raise an unthinkable $350,000 to build a 32,000–seat stadium, which helped put the Sooners on the national map.

Owen retired with a record of 122-54-16 after the 1926 season. As a tribute to the longtime Sooner skipper, the field at Memorial Stadium was named after him.

Coach and Teacher

The football team was still in its infant stages when Oklahoma hired Vernon Parrington, an English professor, as its first full-time coach in 1897. Over the next four years, the Harvard graduate led the squad to a 9-2-1 mark.

Despite his success, Parrington was more interested in teaching, so he resigned his coaching position to do just that. But in 1908, he was fired when an investigation developed evidence that some faculty members were guilty of such serious offenses as dancing and smoking.

Parrington never coached again, but he went on to win the 1928 Pulitzer Prize for history while teaching at the University of Washington.

Tragedy to Triumph

With coach Bennie Owen confined to a hospital bed due to a hunting accident that resulted in the amputation of his right arm, team captain Bill Cross guided Oklahoma to a 29-0 victory over Epworth University on October 25, 1907. The Sooner quarterback led his team on three scoring drives, while making sure all aspects of the OU game plan ran smoothly in Owen’s absence.

Nine days earlier, Owen had gone quail hunting with druggist John Barbour near Adkins Ford, just south of Norman on the South Canadian River. While loading their dogs and weapons onto Barbour’s horse-drawn wagon, Owen’s 12-gauge Winchester pump automatic shotgun accidentally discharged.The blast struck Owen in the arm, severing an artery below his right shoulder.

In the ensuing hours, a local physician was unable to restore circulation, and the arm had to be removed. During his time in the hospital, it was reported that Owen expressed more concern about his absence from the OU football team than about the loss of his arm.

Shocked by the stunning news, Owen’s squad dropped a 15-0	decision to Kansas three days after the acccident. It was the only game OU lost on it’s home field in Norman during Owen’s first seven years at the helm.

Amazingly, within two weeks Owen was back on the field coaching.

Inauspicious Beginning

In the fall of 1895, it was difficult to determine which was more fledgling—the young railroad town of Norman or the University of Oklahoma, founded only five years earlier. In any case, John A. Harts, also known as Jack, was determined to bring football to both. A former player at Winfield College in Kansas, he helped do just that by recruiting players for OU’s first team.

The ever-determined Harts put together his makeshift football crew in local businessman Bud Risingers Main Street barber shop. Those recruits, with Harts serving as both coach and captain, played their first game against a team from Oklahoma City on November 7 of that year.

Bedlam’s Beginnings

Bedlam is defined by Webster as “a scene of wild uproar and confusion; a madhouse.” It is the perfect description for the rivalry that has developed between Oklahoma and Oklahoma State over the last century.

Although the series was not called “Bedlam” until the 1950s, even from its earliest days, the rivalry has always lived up to its reputation.

Cross-state foes Oklahoma and Oklahoma A&M first met on a frigid November afternoon in 1904. The Rough Riders (they didn’t become the Sooners until 1908) met the Aggies that day at Guthrie’s Old Island Park, which was bordered by the banks of Cottonwood Creek.

Action was fettered by a stiff north wind so cold that players from both sides suffered frostbite by the conclusion of OU’s 875-0	triumph, which included any number of unusual circumstances. The most bizarre occurred on an Aggie punt that was caught by the harsh winds and blown backwards into the icy waters of the nearby creek.

Because there were no end lines that dictated an out-of-bounds area, the ball remained in play as it bobbed up and down in front of a legion of players from both sides, most of whom were hesitant to go in after it.

OU’s Ed Cook, however, did not fit into that group. Seeing a pair of Aggies, including lineman T. Becker Matthews, test the waters, Cook jumped in and was the first player to the ball. He quickly made his back to shore upon retrieving it and, once there, touched the ball into the end zone area for a Sooner score.

By the end of the day, every OU player had scored a touchdown. The 75-point margin of victory remains the largest in the series’ 101-game history.

A Thorny Situation

During the early years of Oklahoma football, getting crunched by an opposing defender was sometimes the least of a player’s worries. Many of the gridirons the teams played on were carved out of fields or pieces of open land that weren’t conducive to football. Ball carriers often found themselves dodging potholes and an occasional rock or two.

But the biggest concern, according to OU quarterback Bill Cross, were the thickets of sand burrs.

During a game against Epworth College at Oklahoma City’s Colcord Park, the burr situation was so serious that players from both sides were constantly holding up the action to pick the thorny objects from their legs and hands.

“The field was full of sand burrs. So was the ball. Nobody wanted to handle it,” said Cross, describing the conditions of the 1907 contest.

Sooner Charlie Wantland said that it took him two years to remove all of the sand burrs from his back after he quit playing in 1908. He added, “Ball carriers braced themselves from falling down in order to avoid the painful burrs.”

The First All-American

According to OU coach Bennie Owen, there were not enough positive adjectives to describe the talent Claude Reeds possessed on a football field. The 6-foot, 165-pound speedster could run, pass, block, kick and catch the ball with equal grace and agility. Reeds’ performances were dominating as he helped lead the Sooners to their first unbeaten and untied season ever in 1911.

His career was marked by bone-crunching blocks, bullet passes that riddled opposing defenses and his incredible punting skills. But he is best remembered for a fake punt that he turned into a 70-yard touchdown run on November 27, 1913. On the play, Reeds wove his way back and forth across ankle-deep mud covering Fair Park Field, eluding numerous Colorado defenders en route to the end zone.

Observers on hand believed Reeds’ jaunt through the thick slop to be almost 200 yards in all. OU beat the Buffs that day 14-3.

At the conclusion of his senior season in 1913, Reeds became the first OU football player to earn All-America honors.

Tradition of Spirit

The RUF/NEKS are a time-honored tradition at OU. The spirit group has been caretaker for the Sooner Schooner since its introduction in 1965, and its affiliation with the Sooner football program is one of historic distinction.

The RUF/NEKS, originally founded in 1915, came about almost by accident during a basketball game between Oklahoma and archrival Oklahoma A&M. During the heated contest, a number of rowdy OU football players began to incite several members in the crowd. Their spirited antics proved a bit much for one elderly female fan who shouted her disapproval, “Sit down and be quiet, you roughnecks!”

And so, the oldest men’s collegiate pep group was born. The name was adopted by the organization and altered to RUF/NEKS. As the group became more defined with time, the RUF/NEKS evolved from basic cheerleading into a group that helped promote school spirit at other levels, including pregame bonfires and postgame celebrations.

Passing to the Crown

Bennie Owen had long preached the forward pass, but not until 1915 did he have the player who could utilize it fully. Spot Geyer was that player, and by the end of the Sooners’ initial season in the Southwest Conference, he had matured into one of the best passers in the land.

Geyer helped lead OU to a perfect 10-0 record and the conference title. He threw for a school-record 288 yards in a victory over Kansas and kicked the extra point that was the difference in a 14-13 win against Texas.

The senior quarterback’s celebrity grew tremendously on campus and throughout Norman, and he capped his career by earning All-America honors, making him only the second Sooner to achieve that status.

Too Hott to Handle

Long before Eufaula’s Selmon brothers descended on Memorial Stadium with the heart and ferocity that helped earn the Sooners two national championships in the 1970s, the Hott brothers were all the rage in Norman. Sabert, Oliver and Willis Hott earned the nickname “The Terrible Hotts” for their spirited style of play.

Between the years 1910-16, at least one Hott brother favored the Sooner lineup with unparalleled fervor and mettle. Sabert, the eldest, also known as Old Sabe, played four seasons despite having only one eye, the other having been lost in a railroad accident some years earlier.

Younger brothers Willis and Oliver, nicknamed Big Hott and Little Hott, respectively, were among the most popular players on coach Bennie Owens squads from 1913-16.

Fans became so enamored with the brothers that they came up with a special chant thanks to the help of OU’s first yellmaster, Leslie High.

It went something like this: “Big Hott! Little Hott! Red Hott! Too Hott! Woo!”

What’s in a Name?

Lawrence Haskell was a well-known name around the Oklahoma campus for most of 30 years. Besides lettering in football and baseball for the Sooners from 1918-22, he served as head baseball coach and freshman football coach for his alma mater from 1927-41. And after serving in the navy during World War II, Haskell returned to OU as athletics director.

Jap, as he was known throughout his life, was the nickname he earned while growing up in the small Oklahoma town of Anadarko. As a teenager, Haskell would borrow his brother Pat’s harness horse named Jasper W., along with his rubber-tired, maple-wheeled buggy. Young Haskell was seen so frequently in the company of the horse, the people of Anadarko referred to him by the horses name, shortening the Jasper to Jap.

While athletic director, Haskell was credited with helping discover legendary OU football coach Charles “Bud” Wilkinson. The university named its new baseball field after Haskell in 1963, just months prior to his death.

Nice Stadium, Lousy Facilities

When Oklahoma poured almost $350,000 into the construction of a new 32,000-seat stadium in the 1920s, most people believed the university had elevated its athletic programs, especially football, to unthinkable heights. And in many ways, they were right.

Spectators traveled from near and far to watch Bennie Owens Sooners perform on the gridiron. Memorial Stadium was beautifully displayed as the centerpiece of the everexpanding campus, and it would one day be home to one of the greatest traditions in the annals of college football.

But for those players who initially put their talents on display at the venue, there was little to cheer about when it came to amenities. The locker rooms were dark and cramped, as were most of the facility’s inner workings. One OU player described the players’ quarters as less desirable than what he had experienced at his small high school back home.

While Owen was responsible for helping raise the money for the new stadium and building the Sooners into a vastly respected program, there was still room for major improvement. It would not come for another 10 years.

Oklahoma’s Most Famous Dog

During the 1980s and ’90s, Oklahoma debuted a new mascot for home basketball games. His name was “Top Daug,” and his performances and antics became popular with Sooner fans, young and old.

But there was another dog in OU sports history that enjoyed unequaled popularity. Mex, a handsome tan and white terrier dressed in a red sweater and cap with a white embroidered “O,” served as the school’s original mascot from 1919-28. His familiar staccato bark accompanied Sooner touchdowns as well as runs scored at OU baseball games.

Prior to his career as a mascot, Mex was rescued by a U.S. Army field hospital unit in 1914 during the Mexican Revolution. Medic and soon-to-be OU student Mott Keyes found the dog among an abandoned litter of puppies near the Mexican border.

As mascot, Mex helped entertain spectators between quarters by catching hedge apples tossed to him by members of the Spirit Squad.

When Mex died on April 30, 1928, the entire university closed for his funeral. He was buried in a small casket under Memorial Stadium.

Three Captains from Caddo County

There are no documented records showing where team captains have come from over the years. But it is fairly safe to say few towns the size of Anadarko, Oklahoma, (population 6,000) produced as many Sooner captains.

Charles Ross Hume, Jap Haskell and Pete Hämmert Jr. did their part to put the small Caddo County community on the map.

Interestingly enough, Hume’s run as captain during the 1896 season was expunged from the records when officials determined the two games OU played that season were recorded only as exhibitions. Hume, who played quarterback, later became the first OU graduate.

Haskell captained the Sooners during the 1921 season, and he went on to become head baseball coach and freshman football coach at his alma mater in the late 1920s. In 1945, Haskell was hired as OU director of athletics.

Meanwhile, Hämmert was a captain for Bennie Owen’s 1923 OU squad.

Staggering Victory

When Adrian Lindsey took over in 1927, Oklahoma fans were unsure how the new coach would perform in the lingering shadow of legendary mentor Bennie Owen. And while the young Oklahoma native enjoyed a memorable debut—the Sooners defeated Amos Alonzo Stagg’s powerful University of Chicago squad, 13-7—his four seasons at the helm proved mostly unproductive.

Lindsey’s teams went 19-19-6 during that span, and Lewie Hardage followed with three more seasons of mediocrity. During an era when the Great Depression took its toll on the country, Oklahoma football fans didn’t even have a football team to help them forget the hard times.

To worsen matters, by 1934, a major drought had turned parts of Oklahoma into a wasteland that became known as the Dust Bowl. While other elite teams were earning invitations to prestigious bowl games, the Sooners were again buried in obscurity—and dust.

Not until the 1990s did OU followers have as much to lament when it came to their football program.

No Strays Allowed

When OU officially made Mex the dog its mascot in 1919, one of his original duties was to chase stray dogs off of Boyd Field during game days. Located near a group of houses and without a surrounding fence, the football venue seemed like a magnet for curious animals, especially when the locals would gather to watch their favorite college team.

As a spectator, it was not unusual to see the feisty terrier nipping at the heels of a much larger canine, all while the Sooners were calling signals and running plays somewhere nearby on the field.

It’s All Relative

Leo, Al and Gene Corrotto, who hailed from Fort Smith, Arkansas, scripted their Sooner story in 1930s when the program was vying for national status. The strapping trio preceeded their cousins—Art and Bill Pansze—as members of OU’s football program.

The Corrotto brothers arrived in Norman via a freight train in the summer of 1935 and wasted little time making their presence felt on Biff Jones’ OU squad. At least, Al and Gene did. Leo, who had been one of the top kickers in the Southwest Conference as a freshman at Arkansas the previous season, found out the Razorbacks would not release his credits to allow him to play at OU. Instead of going to a junior college for a season, he returned home and soon after decided to quit playing football.

Al and Gene remained and became staples in the Sooners’ double- and single-wing sets. The 5-foot-11, 168-pound Gene returned to action as right halfback after suffering a shoulder injury his freshman season, while Al excelled for three campaigns at blocking back and linebacker.

“It’s funny because Leo was the best athlete out of the three of us, and he ended up not playing anymore,” said Gene, who was co-captain with Earl Crowder on the OU squad that played in the 1939 Orange Bowl.

The Dreaded List

Biff Jones arrived in Norman after spending three tumultuous seasons at LSU, where he was best known for running Louisiana Gov. Huey P. Long out of his locker room at halftime of the 1934 LSU-Tulane game. Although Jones’ Tigers went 20-5-5 during his time there, he decided the head coaching position at Oklahoma presented a new challenge.

Jones, a captain for the West Point football team during his collegiate playing days and a former army major, was hard working and well disciplined. He was a no-nonsense kind of coach, and he expected the same type of dedication from his players.

“He kind of ran the football team like it was army. He hardly ever spoke to the players and basically sat back and let his assistants do their work,” said Barth “Jiggs” Walker, who played line for the Sooners from 1935-37. “When he wanted you to know something, it was posted on the bulletin board.”

At the end of his initial spring practice as the Sooners were breaking camp and preparing to finish the school year, Jones posted a list of names on the infamous bulletin board with a note that read, “The following players will not return next season.”

Jones and his staff had analyzed every player and every position that spring, weeding out a number of young men who did not fit into the future of the program, at least in their eyes.

“It was pretty scary walking up and looking at that list. Your heart was basically in your throat,” added Walker, who made the cut. “Coach Jones was sort of aloof, but he really knew his football. I actually believe he was the beginning of the turnaround of Oklahoma football.”

Teammate Gene Corrotto agreed: “Biff Jones is the man responsible for reorganizing the OU football program and pointing it in the right direction for those who followed.”

Jones stayed only two seasons at OU, going 9-6-3 in the process. He went on to coach Nebraska and West Point before retiring with a career mark of 87-33-14.

And That’s the Way It Is

Even before Oklahoma football became decorated with icons such as Bud Wilkinson, Billy Vessels, Barry Switzer and Billy Sims, the Sooners had at least one brush with greatness. Even though it happened years before the man grew into legend.

Prior to the 1937 football season, WKY radio in Oklahoma City hired a young journalist by the name of Walter Cronkite to do its play-by-play commentary. The company that owned WKY had signed an exclusive contract to broadcast Sooner games that season, and it wasted no expense promoting its new radio team of Cronkite, Wray Dudley and Tom Churchill.
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