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Introduction



Whenever there’s a phone call or text or email from Eric Sondheimer of the Los Angeles Times, that’s a message that has to be checked as soon as possible.

Sondheimer has been a high school sports writer and editor for almost all of the 40 years he’s been a journalist. He’s definitely earned the label “legendary” and he’s probably the best prep sports writer in Southern California history. Twitter and social media have only added to his expertise.

When Eric is on the line, it’s often about a state record that needs to be checked. Most of the time he even credits Cal-Hi Sports, which is the service and website I have operated under various ownership since the early years of the internet. Most journalists these days just use our information without any credit.

On a call in January of 2017, Eric wasn’t asking about a record. He’d been approached by a publisher in New York to write a book about California high school football. He didn’t think he’d have the time and admitted to the publisher that his knowledge of Northern California was limited. He recommended contacting me.

Within a few days, I had been contacted and already was formulating a plan as to how I could complete the manuscript by early February of the following year while still running the CalHiSports.com website. If you don’t know, having a website is like having a ravenous animal as your pet. You’ve got to feed it content every day, sometimes twice per day.

I decided the project was going to be worthwhile on many fronts and agreed to do it. My editorial contact at Skyhorse Publishing, Julie Ganz, also gave me a lot of flexibility relating to the book’s chapters and what each chapter could be about. Thanks, Julie, for guiding me through the process of becoming an author.

At the beginning, it wasn’t going to be a historical book with a decade-by-decade progression of achievements and the development of high school football across the state. There needed to be some history, for sure, but the priority became to shine a spotlight on players, coaches, and even others from outside of the actual playing field. Tell their stories and mix them in with their own voices through numerous interviews.

I didn’t get every interview I was hoping for, but got most of them and wasn’t going to let the lack of getting an interview deter me from writing the chapter I had in mind.

There was a conscious effort to write one chapter or part of a chapter that would mention players, coaches, or teams from every region of the state. I might have come up a little short for San Diego so apologies up front for that. Many from that area, however, are shown in lists at the back of the book that we are calling “Companion Lists” for many of the chapters. I also may have a little too much from my home base in Stockton, but if you read the chapter on 92-year-old Jack Ferrill, you’ll know why I went ahead and wrote it.

Most of the interviews for this book were done in the summer of 2017 with the thinking that many of those I wanted to talk to are quite busy during the actual football season. Fortunately, there were no injuries or other incidents from the 2017 season that caused me to change anything.

There was one team and one individual, however, that were so impressive in the 2017 season that it did create the need to alter two chapters. Then again, those types of stories happen every year.

—MARK TENNIS


Timeline of Key Historical Events



1873—First reported football game or rugby game in the state gets played between Oakland High and the University of California. The game ended in a 0–0 tie when a player reportedly ran into a wooden fence “and was seriously injured.”

1891—Amateur Academic Athletic Association formed in San Francisco and Berkeley, the first California high school football league. Oakland and Berkeley were members and are schools that still exist. Boys of San Francisco also was in the league, which later changed its name to Lowell (still exists).

1914—California Interscholastic Federation and CIF Southern Section forms out of Southern California Interscholastic Athletic Council.

1918—Worldwide influenza outbreak causes CIF state playoffs to be canceled. The CIF Southern Section holds its own championship, but the title games aren’t until March 8.

1920—In a January matchup billed as the first Southwest American Championship, Long Beach Poly’s 1919 CIF state championship team obliterates Phoenix Union (Phoenix, Arizona) 102–0 before 10,000 fans using temporary bleachers at Long Beach Poly.

1923—Bakersfield High wins fourth straight CIF state championship with 27–13 victory over Lick-Wilmerding (San Francisco).

1924—CIF Southern Section votes to skip CIF state playoffs, thereby denying unbeaten Glendale High the chance to win a title. One of Glendale’s best players was tackle Marion Morrison, who later became legendary actor John Wayne.

1927—Bakersfield High blanks Fullerton 38–0 to win CIF state football title. It was the last official CIF state championship crowned until 2006.

1935—CIF Los Angeles City Section is formed with Los Angeles Unified School District schools splitting away from the CIF Southern Section.

1942—All California schools greatly curtail their athletic schedules due to the nation’s involvement in World War II after Pearl Harbor. There were no football playoffs and most schools only played a handful of football games.

1944—Team of Japanese youngsters having to stay at Camp Manzanar plays Big Pine High in a football game.

1955—California reaches five hundred high schools with football teams. It takes less than fifty more years until that total swells to more than one thousand.

1956—Downey and Anaheim fight to 13–13 tie in the CIF Southern Section championship before 41,393 at the LA Coliseum. That’s still the largest crowd to ever witness a non-all-star interscholastic sporting event in state history.

1960—CIF San Diego Section breaks off from CIF Southern Section to form own section. Football playoffs soon follow.

1969—Blair (Pasadena) edges Bishop Amat (La Puente) 28–27 in one of the most memorable CIF Southern Section championship games before 28,169 at the LA Coliseum. The game brought together the Blair Pair—running backs Kermit Johnson and James McAlister—against the pass-catch combo of Pat Haden and John McKay Jr. of Bishop Amat.

1972—CIF Central Coast Section playoffs begin.

1974—CIF North Coast Section playoffs resume. The NCS discontinued playoffs after 1930 and has a longer history than that.

1976—CIF Sac-Joaquin Section playoffs begin.

1979—Cordova (Rancho Cordova) ends season with 102-6-1 record for the decade of the 1970s. It is the best record for the decade in the nation and still one of the best decade records in US prep football history.

1992—De La Salle (Concord) opens the season with 34–14 victory over Merced. The team would not lose again until 2003, setting an all-time national record with 151 consecutive wins.

1992—Bishop Amat (La Puente) defeats Sylmar 31–10 in first and only CIF Bowl, which was an attempt to match the highest class champions from the CIF Southern Section and CIF Los Angeles City Section.

1998—De La Salle (Concord) defeats Mater Dei (Santa Ana) 28–21 before nearly twenty thousand at Angels Stadium. This was perhaps the most significant north-south game played in 60 years since De La Salle already had set the national win streak record and Mater Dei ended as No. 1 team in Southern California.

2000—Tyler Ebell (Ventura) sets state record for rushing yards with 4,495 yards and national record with 64 TDs. It is nearly 1,000 yards above previous state record. National record was broken in 2001.

2001—De La Salle (Concord) defeats Long Beach Poly 29–15 in first-ever matchup of teams ranked No. 1 and No. 2 in the nation at Long Beach Veterans Stadium.

2003—ESPN televises its first-ever high school football game from Diablo Valley College in Pleasant Hill. The opponents were De La Salle (Concord) and Evangel Christian (Shreveport, Louisiana). De La Salle won 27–10 and extended its win streak to 145 games.

2004—Bellevue (Bellevue, Wash.) records 38–20 win over De La Salle (Concord) in Emerald Classic played at Qwest Field in Seattle. That broke the school’s all-time national record win streak at 151 games.

2006—CIF resumes state football championships. Three bowl games are played in Carson’s Home Depot Center and the first official CIF state champion since 1927 is unbeaten Oaks Christian (Westlake Village). The Lions, however, had to go into overtime to turn back upset-minded Cardinal Newman (Santa Rosa).
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Running back Maurice Drew takes handoff from quarterback Matt Gutierrez for De La Salle of Concord during 2001 game against Long Beach Poly. It was the first No. 1 vs. No. 2 matchup of nationally ranked teams in US history. (Scott Kurtz)

2008—CIF adds Open Division to bowl game lineup. Grant (Sacramento) wins first one with 25–20 upset of Long Beach Poly.

2012—CIF adds regional bowl games to bowl game series with the winners facing off in the state bowl games.

2014—Jake Browning (Folsom) sets national record with 229 career TD passes and ties national record with 91 TD passes for 16–0 team. He also passed for state record totals of 5,790 yards (season) and 16,745 yards (career).

2014—CIF drops regional bowl games for Open Division in Northern California and Southern California, but keeps regional bowl games in all other divisions.

2015—CIF changes bowl game format to enable every CIF section champion the opportunity to play in a regional bowl game. The result is 13 divisions with an Open Division remaining at the top of the lineup.

2017—Kazmeir Allen of Tulare sets national record with 72 touchdowns and breaks previous state record of 64 touchdowns set in 2001.
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Greatest Schools



There are some schools such as Los Angeles High and Berkeley High that had numerous dominating football teams in the early years of the 20th century. Then there are other schools that in the last fifty years have had spectacular eras of success, led by De La Salle High of Concord, and including St. John Bosco of Bellflower, Mater Dei of Santa Ana, and Cordova of Rancho Cordova.

But despite the fact that California has fielded outstanding football teams over the long haul of its history, even some from more than one hundred years ago, the clear leaders of California football are Bakersfield and Long Beach Poly.

Regarding the decision as to which one should be considered the greatest, we’ll let alums of the two schools battle it out.

By the end of the 2017 season, when it finished 6–6, Bakersfield had amassed 780 all-time reported wins since its first season of 1896. Long Beach Poly closed the gap with a 9–3 season that put its win total at 767 since its first year of reported scores (1904). No other school in state history is even getting close to 700.

Those wins for Bakersfield, however, include rugby during the early 1910s when rugby was played as a substitute sport for football. That’s believed to be a total of 12 wins. Long Beach Poly never played rugby in those years, so if one looks at the Cal-Hi Sports state records and considers most all-time wins not including rugby, then Bakersfield’s total is 768 and Long Beach Poly is right behind at 767.

Those win totals for both schools don’t include forfeit wins or forfeit losses. Bakersfield also has two World War II seasons—in 1943 and 1944—in which there were two varsity teams and no wins have ever been counted for those years because it has never been verified which team was “varsity” or “official” and which team was not.

Bakersfield Drillers

Other than simply having more wins than any school in California history, the Drillers stand alone for being the only school with two different head coaches who have won more than 200 games.

The first was Dwight “Goldie” Griffith, who began in 1908 and guided the teams until 1942, and then once more in 1945. Griffith could be called the state’s first legendary football coach and finished with 207 wins, just 50 losses, and 27 ties. Playoff games were not as plentiful in those days, but Bakersfield was the dominant team in the first era of CIF state playoffs from 1919 to 1927 when it won the title six times in those years.

Griffith’s 1927 team, which was the reigning CIF state champion for 78 years since the next one wasn’t crowned until 2006, is still regarded as one of the greatest the state has ever seen. The Drillers won the state title with a 38–0 demolition of Fullerton and had wins that year over college freshmen teams from Fresno State and Whittier College.

Paul Briggs was the second of those coaches to reach 200 wins or more. He was a mountain of a man at 6-foot-5 but had a gentle touch and went 209–99–12 from 1953 to 1985.

“They were big boys and they were fast boys,” said CIF Central Section historian Bob Barnett in a 2017 interview. “The only competition they had in the 1920s and 1930s was from Wasco [a much smaller community]. But they had a good system going and had great coaching. They have kept it going for so long.”

Kern County, which had a population of nearly nine hundred thousand in 2015, only had one high school for the city of Bakersfield until 1937 and it was Bakersfield High.

“They have had big enrollments for most of the time [the team has] been great,” Barnett said. “But you can say the same thing about Long Beach Poly.”

The Drillers, led by head coach Paul Golla, added a seventh CIF state title in 2013 when they sped past Del Oro of Loomis 56–26 in the Division I championship. The CIF also has counted a 1916 title for Bakersfield’s total, but that title was from a declaration by the CIF Federated Council at the time and was not a win on the field. Cal-Hi Sports only counts wins on the field, so for its state record book the total is seven. Cal-Hi Sports also lists San Diego High as its 1916 State Team of the Year. After the 2017 CIF state championships, the only other school with seven titles was De La Salle.

Another state record that Bakersfield owns is for most CIF section titles, with 37. The Drillers also have a streak of winning 10 straight league titles (1992–2001) and a streak of appearing in postseason playoffs for 31 straight seasons.
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The most famous alum of Bakersfield is NFL Hall of Famer Frank Gifford. (Associated Press)

Bakersfield’s most famous football alum is NFL Hall of Famer Frank Gifford, who is even more well-known as a broadcaster. He died in 2015 at the age of eighty-four, but in 2013 when the Drillers were in the state finals, Gifford’s wife, Kathie Lee, was reportedly following score updates on Twitter and keeping him in the loop.

Other prominent NFL players from Bakersfield over the years have been running back Theo Bell, linebacker Jeff Siemen, defensive back Louis Wright, and defensive back Michael Stewart.

In the 2017 season, after the Drillers didn’t play there in 2016, Griffith Field (named for the legendary coach)—their home stadium for many years—was reopened after a multi-million-dollar upgrade.

Long Beach Poly Jackrabbits

Piling up more than 700 all-time wins doesn’t get Poly fans the most excited and most prideful when talking about their school. It’s not even close.

It’s this fact and this fact only: No high school in America has had more players achieve NFL status. The exact all-time total varies when you count practice squads, but it’s more than fifty (probably closer to sixty), and there are Poly grads getting drafted and then becoming new stars in the NFL just about every year.

In 2017, wide receiver JuJu Smith-Schuster of the Pittsburgh Steelers joined the party. Wide receiver/kick returner Kaelin Clay of the Carolina Panthers also made an impact. Other more recent Jackrabbits starring in the league have been wide receiver DeSean Jackson, tight end Marcedes Lewis, and defensive lineman Jurrell Casey.

Many of those NFL players from Poly continue to stay connected to their school for many years.

Former All-Pro and three-time Super Bowl winner Willie McGinest of the New England Patriots still helps coach current Poly players and offers them guidance.
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Although Long Beach Poly didn’t win in this CIF Division I state final in 2012 against Granite Bay, wide receiver JuJu Smith made this touchdown catch. JuJu was one of the top rookie receivers in the NFL in 2017 going by JuJu Smith-Schuster. (Scott Kurtz)

“I’m always bragging about being from Poly,” McGinest once said in an interview. “The way I brag you’d think the world stopped and ended at Long Beach Poly.”

McGinest touched on one reason why the Jackrabbits have been a California powerhouse not just in football for more than 100 years but also in many other sports, particularly track and field.

“Race was not an issue there,” he commented. “It’s just an atmosphere in which the staff really cares about everyone and puts in a lot of overtime, especially for the student-athlete.”

JoJo Wicker, a defensive lineman standout at Arizona State in 2017, is one of those with whom McGinest has worked.

“A lot of people from there have helped me,” Wicker said at the 2017 Pac-12 Conference media day. “They’ve been there, done that. They have a lot of knowledge.

“It was a blue-collar mentality and they taught ways to maintain the body. And yes, it does build up as the generations go on. I will do the same.”

Going back a few years before McGinest was drafted in the first round in 1994 by the Patriots, Poly grad Leonard Russell was selected in the first round in 1991 also by the Patriots, and the year before that in 1990 the Chicago Bears selected Poly grad Mark Carrier in the first round as well. Both Carrier and Russell also were NFL Rookies of the Year for 1991 and 1992.

Looking back even further, the Jackrabbits’ greatest influence in the NFL has been at the wide receiver position. Gene Washington (San Francisco 49ers), Tony Hill (Dallas Cowboys), Stephone Paige (Kansas City Chiefs), Bobby Morris (Chicago Bears), and Earl McCullough (Detroit Lions) are all among the best receivers their NFL teams have ever had.

Four players from Poly’s 2001 team (regarded as one of the top two teams in school history) earned NFL playing time, led by Marcedes Lewis. The other three have been linemen Winston Justice and Manuel Wright and defensive back Darnell Bing. That Jackrabbit squad, which also became the first in the nation to have five Parade magazine All-Americans and had 28 players on the roster play for Division I colleges, won its third straight CIF Southern Section title. The only reason Poly wasn’t unbeaten is because it lost a game to what many believe is the best team De La Salle of Concord has ever had.

Poly’s other team that in 2015 was ranked third on a list of the state’s all-time greatest teams was the squad coached in 1959 by Dave Levy. That Jackrabbit squad ended 11–0, won its second straight CIF Southern Section top division crown, and was described in one press report as “having the top four running backs in Southern California.” State Player of the Year Willie Brown, a running back, was the leader of that team.

The Jackrabbits don’t have close to the number of CIF state titles as Bakersfield. They did win the very first one in 1919, but have gone 0–2 in their only appearances during the modern-day CIF state finals that started in 2006.

The school’s other state record book listings are for consecutive league titles (17 from 1992 to 2008), section titles (19), and most consecutive section playoff appearances (35 from 1980 to 2014). None of those totals, however, are state records.

Poly has a huge edge on Bakersfield looking at it from an NFL player perspective, but the Drillers have higher totals in other categories, especially wins.
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The Road to State



Whether it’s from signs taped to the bleachers, painted on the side of a bus, or tagged on a team’s social media platform, the phrase “Road to State” can be seen referring to teams of all shapes and sizes as the playoffs get underway each fall.

Today, the California Interscholastic Federation presents state championship trophies in 13 divisions with an Open Division at the top in which the very best team from Northern California plays the very best from Southern California regardless of school size and then in 12 divisions determined by a competitive equity formula.

If that sounds complicated, it is. But for this book there’s a different “Road to State,” and that’s the road that was taken by the CIF itself.

In the early years of the CIF, starting in 1915, there were state championships not only in football but also in other sports like baseball, basketball, track & field, and swimming. Those events began to dissipate in the early 1920s for various reasons, and then after 1927 the CIF state football championships were halted.

For more than 70 years from 1927 to approximately 1997, there wasn’t even much discussion about CIF state football games. Sure, in the 1970s when Cordova of Rancho Cordova (near Sacramento) had some super teams that appeared would be superior or equal to the best of Southern California, there were some who wondered what a revised CIF state playoff system might be like. But nothing close to a proposal was ever made.

Perhaps the first attempt was a proposed series of bowl games published by Cal-Hi Sports in the 1980s in which founder Nelson Tennis came up with a Gold Bowl for Class 4A teams, a Silver Bowl for Class 3A, a Bronze Bowl for Class 2A, an Aluminum Bowl for Class 1A, and a Redwood Bowl for Class B. None of those proposals, however, dealt with any of the logistics about travel and teams that may have had to play 17 games. It was done primarily to stir debate.

The CIF itself also began to grow its own lineup of state championship events. The CIF state track meet never did go away and continues to thrive in its new home venue of Veterans Stadium in Clovis. A CIF state meet for wrestling was added in 1973 and was followed by boys golf (1976), girls volleyball (1978), girls golf (1978), boys basketball (1980), girls basketball (1981), and boys and girls cross country (1987).

Debates about which team should be ranked No. 1 in the final Cal-Hi Sports state rankings and highest among California teams in USA Today then began to ramp up in the 1990s. Part of that debate was fueled by the dominance displayed in Northern California by the program at De La Salle of Concord. But it wasn’t just De La Salle. In the final state rankings for the 1992 season, the top six slots were occupied by undefeated teams De La Salle (13–0), Bishop Amat of La Puente (15–0), St. Francis of Mountain View (13–0), Clovis West of Fresno (13–0), Morse of San Diego (14–0), and Los Alamitos (13–0–1).

For most of the years between 1927 and into the 1990s before De La Salle came along, it was almost an unwritten rule for most media groups doing national rankings that whichever team won the CIF Southern Section top divisional title would automatically be considered the de-facto state champion. While that was true for more years than not, simply ignoring the rest of the state just wasn’t fair and it was the lazy approach as well.

De La Salle wasn’t State Team of the Year until 1992 and then began its national record win streak that lasted until 2004. In 1998 and beyond, the Spartans also began to actively schedule many of the best teams from Southern California. They went 4–0 against Mater Dei of Santa Ana, which was USA Today’s national champion in 1994 and 1996, and also 2–0 against Long Beach Poly.

The CIF itself doesn’t credit this interest in De La Salle during its streak years as a factor for a growing interest in CIF state football championships, but for many fans of the top programs in the state that was clearly the case.

Getting A Proposal To Pass

The CIF Federated Council is where all proposals to change rules or add state championship events get passed and become reality, or it’s where they go to die.

Before a new event or new rule is passed, however, each of the 10 sections in the state that have their own board of managers conducts a vote instructing its delegates on the CIF Federated Council how to vote. Therefore, before almost all actions that are taken by the CIF Federated Council, a canvass of those section votes usually provides the answer as to how a particular issue is going to be decided.

There was a proposal for a series of CIF football bowl games that matched teams from different corners of the state against each other in the late 1990s under then-CIF executive director Jack Hayes that failed. But there remained a solid core of CIF section commissioners and others within the CIF state office that didn’t give up on the idea.

One of those was CIF Sac-Joaquin Section commissioner Pete Saco. He had begun his career in educational athletics as a coach at Lodi High and at Tokay High in Lodi in the fall of 1977. By 1979, Saco had become the varsity boys basketball coach at Lodi and then in 1981 he was named the school’s athletic director. From 1981 until 1993, Saco served in both roles. At that time, longtime section commissioner Clarke Coover retired. Saco applied for the job and was hired.

Despite the football proposal failing several years earlier, the CIF state office was still in an expansion mode to add state championship events and in 2002 the Federated Council adopted a series of guidelines by which all new proposals for state championships needed to abide.

“I had gotten frustrated with the process, and can remember clearly after that meeting talking with incoming CIF President Charley Berger, who was from our section, and told him, ‘You know what we need is a football proposal,’” Saco remembered. “He looked at me and said, ‘Then you should be the one to put it together.’”

That proposal began to take shape the next day when Berger, Sac-Joaquin Section assistant commissioner John Williams, and Saco went golfing. The following January at the Sac-Joaquin Section Board of Managers meeting, Saco felt he needed the support of that board for him to move forward.

“They said, ‘Fine. You can do it. We just don’t want the season cut short. The schools have to keep their 10-game regular seasons,’” Saco said.

Saco and Williams weren’t able to really get serious about their proposal until later in the spring of 2004, which came after their own busy winter championship season.

“A lot of what we laid out way back then is still in play,” Saco said. “We felt that only section winners should be allowed to play in these games and that there would be a committee to select the teams.”

By this time, the CIF state office was under the direction of executive director Marie Ishida, who was a strong supporter of the state football proposal. The CIF also was getting responses from potential sponsors, who indicated they didn’t want to commit to anything unless football was being added soon.

Still, there remained significant opposition. Saco and Williams knew that the massive CIF Southern Section, which actually has more schools in it than every state in the nation other than Texas, Florida, Illinois, Ohio, and New York, was probably never going to vote for it.

The final proposal ended up calling for three games to be played on one day—Division I, Division II, and Division III—with those divisions determined by school enrollment and also for a committee of CIF section commissioners to choose the teams. With other provisions included such as the one in which only section champions could be eligible, the vote was close but it passed in 2005 at the fall meeting of the Federated Council. The commissioners met after the 2005 section championships to hold a mock vote of what the games would look like, and then in 2006 the first such games were played.

As expected, most of the controversy surrounding those early games was about which teams were chosen to play. De La Salle was an easy choice for the north in Division I for that first year, but the best teams in the south based on enrollment were actually in Division II (Orange Lutheran) and Division III (Oaks Christian of Westlake Village). The committee chose Canyon of Canyon Country, a team with two losses, to face De La Salle in Division I and ended up beating the Spartans.
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