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FOREWORD

MY FOOTBALL CAREER was filled with crazy coincidences. My first collegiate start, in my final game as a member of the Florida Gators, was at the BCS Orange Bowl game in Miami on January 2, 2002. I had already made a big decision to transfer from Florida to the University of Miami, but it was not common knowledge at the time. So there I was, in my future hometown, wearing Gator orange and blue for one last time in a win over Maryland. After sitting out one year because of the transfer, my next game in this same town would be my first home game as the starting quarterback for the Miami Hurricanes. Sure enough, it came against my old Florida teammates in 2003. And then, in what might have been the craziest coincidence of all, my last college game took place in the 2004 Peach Bowl against—you guessed it—the Florida Gators.

I am a Cane, through and through. Though I started my career at Florida, learned a lot from Coach Spurrier, and remember my first time running onto the field in The Swamp like it was yesterday, I bleed orange and green. I am proud to call myself a Cane. My greatest college memory, hands down, was that first game against the Gators in 2003. Coming back from 33–10 down in the third quarter to when it looked like everything that could possibly go wrong was going wrong. Winning that game started it all for me at Miami, and I wouldn’t trade my time in Coral Gables for anything in the world.

Rivalries like Florida-Miami are what college football is all about. There’s so much pride, so much passion. You want to win those games more than any other game you play. For the players who grew up in Florida, it’s about bragging rights against guys you played high school football against and have known your whole life. For me, being from Louisiana, it was about big-time college football and getting to be part of something with so much tradition and years of history.

My first experience with the rivalry was in the 2001 Sugar Bowl, after the 2000 season. I was a true freshman at Florida and man, what an atmosphere. There must have been sixty guys from both teams on Bourbon Street a few nights before the game. It’s hard to put into words the fight that took place that night in the street. I remember running up on the scene after hearing what was about to take place and could not believe what was going on. There must have been at least thirty seconds of fighting with a lot of big strong guys in there before the police came in and broke it up. That’s a long time for a fight like that. You can read more about the fight and the game later in this book.

That was my introduction to the rivalry and the point where I really saw the intensity of feelings—the hatred—between Florida and Miami. My college football career connected me to both schools in a very unique way.

I wanted a chance to play, but as a true sophomore at Florida I found myself behind a great quarterback, Rex Grossman, who was a redshirt sophomore. I thought about waiting my turn by redshirting and coming back the next year to compete for the position. I really just wanted to play. Coach Spurrier was very supportive when I asked for my release. Larry Coker, the coach at Miami, had recruited me out of high school so there was a comfort level there. Transferring to the University of Miami seemed like the best opportunity for me. I knew I would be sitting out a year, but during that time I would be able to learn from Ken Dorsey, who was coming back for his senior season with the Canes.

Once I was eligible to play and earned the starting position in 2003, it was an amazing feeling. My very first game was at Louisiana Tech in my hometown of Shreveport. The only thing that could top playing in the town I grew up in was, as I mentioned earlier, playing my first home game against the Florida Gators. You truly can’t dream up scenarios like that.

I’m still good friends today with some of the teammates I had while in Gainesville. Gator Nation is so big and the fans are so passionate. Coming to Miami, which is obviously a much smaller school, it was like joining a fraternity. There’s a brotherhood of guys who have worn “The U” on their helmets. You really understand that you’re not just playing for your team, your coaches, your teammates, and the fans. You’re playing for everyone who’s ever played for the Canes, and upholding that great legacy. It’s incredible how the alumni come back and reach out to you, and how invested they are in the program. I am forever indebted to guys like Bernie Kosar, Steve Walsh, Gino Torretta, and Ken Dorsey for the time they invested and wisdom they imparted in my life.

Gainesville and Miami are really night-and-day different. Florida is a big school in a small town, where everyone is crazy about the Gators. Miami is a small school in a huge town where there is always something going on. It’s such a different feel. It’s also one of the many things that make this rivalry so great.

I understand that there are politics and conference scheduling issues that have contributed to Florida and Miami no longer playing every year. In my opinion, discontinuing this great rivalry was a huge loss for college football. I’m glad these teams will be on the same field again in 2019, and I’m hopeful they will figure out how to get them playing each other regularly again. This rivalry is too great, too special and has too much tradition. It’s just a great game for college football fans.

Fans want to see Miami play Florida. I want to see Miami play Florida. My hope is that, as you read this book, you remember the intense feelings and great pride that are on the line every time the Hurricanes and Gators line up across from each other. No matter which school you support, here’s hoping that can once again become a regular occurrence!

Brock Berlin

BROCK BERLIN HOLDS a distinct place in the Florida-Miami rivalry. He quarterbacked both schools, starting his career with the Gators before transferring and finishing it as a two-year starter for the Hurricanes. He also engineered one of the biggest wins in the history of the series, rallying Miami from a 33–10 deficit to a 38–33 victory over his former school at the Orange Bowl in 2003. His Canes scored 28 unanswered points in the last 18 1/2 minutes of that game.

In two years at Miami, Brock threw for more than 5,000 yards and 34 touchdowns. He defeated Florida twice and Florida State three times, without a loss to either school while at UM. He played briefly in the NFL, starting a game for the Rams in 2007. Brock now works in medical sales in his hometown of Shreveport, Louisiana, where lives with his wife, Amy, and their three children.
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Brock Berlin holds an exclusive place in the history of the Miami-Florida football rivalry, having started at quarterback for both schools. In his first game against his former school after transferring to Miami, he directed the Hurricanes to 28 unanswered points for an unforgettable win over the Gators in 2003. AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez (left) and David J. Phillip (right)


INTRODUCTION:
SUNSHINE STATE HATE

THIS IS THE story of an unusual canoe trip.

When the University of Florida and the University of Miami began playing football games against each other in 1938, the canoe used for this journey was not a canoe at all. Rather, she was a majestic, almost-two-hundred-year-old cypress tree with no intention of getting wet. A well-placed lightning strike changed that, however, and in 1955 the city of Hollywood, Florida, donated a six-foot canoe to serve as a trophy for the winner of the then-annual contest between the Gators and Hurricanes. The Seminole War Canoe was traded proudly, and fiercely, between the schools for decades before falling on hard times, being rescued from a trash heap and docked, finally, in the UM Sports Hall of Fame in 1989.

Florida fans believe she should be sent to Gainesville. Miami fans might love for her to spring free from her landing place and once again be awarded to the winner of a rivalry game that is no longer a regular on the college football docket. And anyone familiar with the history between UF and UM can probably agree on this: her donors should have chosen a sturdier vessel than a wooden canoe to navigate the turbulent waters of this rivalry.

Florida and Miami no longer play each other on a regular basis. It was a UF decision that further fueled the fire in the series. When they did, this was one of the most heated rivalries in sports.

“Hatred,” said longtime Gainesville Sun writer Pat Dooley, who has covered Florida sports for decades, when asked what the UF-UM rivalry brings to mind. “I think that it was the most vile, vicious series. You know, Florida fans and Florida State fans don’t get along. Florida and Georgia don’t get along. But Florida and Miami hate each other.”

Joe Zagacki, veteran radio voice of the Hurricanes, agrees wholeheartedly.

“I’m born and raised in Miami, so I was raised to hate the Gators,” Zagacki explained. “Then my daughter decided to attend the University of Florida. And people were like, ‘What the hell?’ They have a great university, a respected university, a very tough university to get into at the University of Florida. So that’s my disclosure on that. I thought I would hate them a little bit less, but I don’t. I hate them just as much.”

The rivalry is the oldest among the “power” schools that make Florida one of the elite national hotbeds of college football. The Gators and Hurricanes first played in 1938, with Miami posting a surprising 19–7 win in Gainesville on October 15. “Miami’s Brilliant Comeback Beats Florida” and “Hurricane Hits Gainesville” screamed the newspaper headlines the following morning.1

Miami took the win as confirmation that it had reached the big time. And, in fact, the Hurricanes went on to enjoy perhaps their best season to that point, suffering just two losses in 10 games. If any of the three-thousand-plus UM supporters on hand in Gainesville that day thought the Hurricanes had surpassed the Gators for state supremacy, however, they were mistaken. Florida beat Miami in each of the next three seasons, by a combined score of 73–6. Since then, in addition to being one of the most intense rivalries in college football, it has been one of the closest. Miami leads the all-time series 29–26.

“There are some rivalries that really aren’t rivalries because they’re so one-sided,” said Urban Meyer, who coached Florida to national championships in 2006 and ’08. “It’s a rivalry when you’ve got two good teams, and there’s some semblance of balance. It’s not one-sided. So I think this is a great rivalry … great players on both sides and great, passionate fan bases.”

The Hurricanes held a 9–7 series advantage when the canoe floated into the rivalry before the 1955 game. From the day of their first game in 1938, the schools squared off every year with one exception—a ’43 hiatus due to World War II—through 1987. For most of those years, the game carried no significant national implications. Neither team soared to prominence until much later. To fans of each school, however, it was a day to circle on the calendar.

“I remember being a kid and taking great rejoice when the Gators, I think, were winless,” said Zagacki, referring to Florida’s forgettable 0–10–1 season in 1979. “They came into the Orange Bowl for the last game of the year and Miami [beat] them. I thought this was the greatest day of my life.”

Over the years, both schools also developed a heated rivalry with Florida State University. In fact, largely because Florida and Miami no longer battle on a regular basis, most fans from both schools consider the game against FSU their greatest in-state rivalry.

That does not dilute the venom between the Gators and the Hurricanes when the schools do get together—or even when the topic arises in conversation around bars, beaches, or other gatherings in the Sunshine State. Most agree that the mention of Florida does more to rile Miami fans than the mention of the Hurricanes does in Gainesville.

“I think the rivalry was more us than it was them, because they were the University of Florida and we were the University of Miami,” former Hurricanes head coach Larry Coker said. “They thought they were the big brother and we were the little brother. That’s how our players looked at it, and they didn’t like that very much.”

“It’s natural for Miami to really sort of dislike Florida,” added Steve Spurrier, who coached the Gators to their first consensus national title in 1996 and faced the Hurricanes as a UF player as well. “Florida’s the big, rich school now. Of course our [Florida] tradition wasn’t all that super in the ’70s and ’80s. If you’re a smaller private school, which Miami is … you just don’t like the big school. You don’t like the big wealthy school, and that’s what Florida is.”

The Hurricanes’ dislike of the Gators reached new heights in 1971 thanks to an incident known as the “Gator Flop.” UF quarterback John Reaves was one good completion shy of the NCAA record for career passing yards in his final game, but Miami had the ball and the clock was about to expire in a game the Gators led by a 45–8 score. Florida coach Doug Dickey, with some nudging from his players, instructed his defense to fall to the ground and let the Hurricanes score so Reaves would get another chance to break the mark. They did. And minutes later, Reaves did it. The ramifications live to this day.

“The flop was the most embarrassing thing that happened to Miami in their history,” said former Hurricanes coach Howard Schnellenberger.

It was just one example of boiling blood between players, coaches, students, and fans of these schools, separated by about five hours by car. There was the 1966 Miami upset of Florida after which Hurricanes coach Walt Kichefski raved about the taste of Gator meat. There was the 1980 game in Gainesville when UF fans pelted the visitors from Miami with tangerines and oranges, prompting Schnellenberger to run up the score with an unnecessary late field goal.

There was brawling on Bourbon Street before the 2001 Sugar Bowl in which Spurrier coached for the only time against Miami, and three seasons later there was UM quarterback Brock Berlin, a UF transfer, doing the “Gator chomp” with his arms after directing a furious comeback to beat his former school.

“When you play a team over and over and over again, somewhere along the way somebody’s going to get mad,” offered Mark Richt, a former Miami quarterback who returned to his alma mater as head coach beginning in 2016. “Somewhere along the way somebody’s going to get their feelings hurt. Somewhere along the way tension is going to be building up over time, and then when it’s time to play that game and your strength staff or your coaching staff is kind of circling that date, and guys start thinking about it all offseason and as they prepare in the summer. All those things build up, and sometimes bad things happen.”

Other factors elevate the Florida-Miami series toward the top of the list of heated college football rivalries. In addition to jockeying for Top 10 and national title status, particularly in the 1980s and ’90s, the schools built their powerhouses on the foundation of talent-rich Florida high school football. The recruiting wars were every bit as fierce as the battles on the field, and once the players reached the college level they found themselves battling old friends and high school rivals.

Former Miami receiver and star return man Devin Hester said many players approached it this way: “I felt like I should have gone there, and now I get a chance to play one-on-one in the game, so I’m going to destroy you. That’s what makes the rivalry so great, because everybody knows each other. The guys played each other in high school and some felt like maybe they should have gone to the other school, and now they have a chance to show that they’re better.”

“The in-state aspect of it helps,” former Miami lineman Eric Winston said. “Obviously you’ve got a lot of guys who know each other and a lot of pride on the line … a lot of Florida pride on the line. But I think it has a lot to do with a lot of good football, a lot of good players, and a lot of great games. And I think that’s really what makes the rivalry great. That’s why everybody remembers those games.”

Pride extends well beyond the players, students, and alumni, too. Several pointed to a geographic and even cultural rivalry between South Florida and the northern expanse of the state as a contributing factor in why Gators fans love beating the Canes, and vice versa.

Miami is fast-paced South Beach, fine dining, nightclubs, art deco, and Latin-influenced culture. North of Broward and Dade counties, the remainder of the state varies from small towns, tourist destinations, beaches, city centers, Everglades swampland, and stretches of the Deep South. Gainesville is an unassuming college town of some 127,000 residents. Miami is … Miami.

“The one thing that’s unique about Florida too is that it’s almost like two different states when you begin to talk about South Florida and North Florida,” said Meyer, who like all Florida and Miami coaches recruited exhaustively in both areas. “There’s a lot of pride in each side of the state.

“Once you cross into Broward and Dade County, it’s like a whole different state. It’s South Florida. I think it’s kind of cool that the rivalry is that strong. There’s a strong rivalry between the two parts of the state. You can see a difference in the kids … a difference in the high school programs. I’m not saying one is better than the other. They’re both great. But you just see a different swagger, a difference in each program when you go down into South Florida as opposed to North Florida.”

“In our case,” said Dickey from the Gators’ perspective, “a lot of South Florida [Gators] fans who don’t come to Gainesville regularly went to that game [in Miami]. There’s a large turnout of Florida fans. It’s like Tennessee playing in Memphis once a year or every other year or so. They get a nice turnout. So for Florida, playing in Miami brought out a great turnout of folks. I thought that helped make it a real great rivalry for us to have our fans travel, and have so many South Florida fans able to get tickets and get in the game.”

Of course, that game no longer exists as a regular spot on the schedule, though the teams have agreed on a 2019 game to be played in Orlando. Florida cited SEC scheduling commitments when it dropped Miami after the 1987 season. With eight conference games and a date with perennial power (and fellow public state school) Florida State on the schedule every year, it would require a large commitment—and a dramatic change of heart—for the Gators to resume a regular home-and-home series with the Hurricanes.

Florida fans seem more willing to accept the status quo in favor of chasing SEC titles and national championship contention, while Miami followers are more adamant about wanting Florida back on the schedule. But opinions vary drastically.

“I’m frustrated by it because it doesn’t make any sense,” Winston said. “I understand there’s conference politics and things like that, but Florida State and Florida have always figured it out. I think it’s fun for the state to have that kind of state championship that we did there for a couple of years. I think it’s great for recruits seeing teams play.”

Mike Pouncey, Florida’s former All-America lineman, said the fact the schools don’t play each other every year might even add to the bad blood when they do face off. “We play Florida State every year,” he said. “We’re guaranteed to play them. With Miami, we play them maybe once every five years. So those guys have bragging rights for those five years. And in college football, it’s all about bragging rights. Who gets the last word?”

And at least one close follower of the series doesn’t find himself clamoring for more Florida-Miami confrontations at all.

“I think it’s got too much vitriol in it,” Dooley said of the series. “Maybe it’s The Flop’s fault. But it goes back even before that. You know, Steve Spurrier’s last game after winning the Heisman [Trophy] was a loss to Miami, and I think that stuck with him. I think it got too nasty and too personal at times.

“It doesn’t bother me that they’re not playing [regularly] anymore. You know, it’s funny, when I watch FSU and Miami play, I look at Gator fans in South Florida—and I have relatives down there—they root so hard for Florida State. And I’m like, ‘What are you doing? How can you root for Florida State?’ Well, they hate Miami that much. It’s probably similar to Alabama and Auburn, without a lot of real good history.

“The hatred level is so high.”

The coming chapters explore the great games, coaches, players and characters that have made the Florida-Miami rivalry what it is—venomous and heated, even when on hold.



1George Walsh, “Hurricane Hits Gainesville,” University of Miami football yearbook, 1939.


1

“GATOR HATER” DRAWS FIRST BLOOD

NO ACCOUNT OF the Florida-Miami rivalry is complete without an ode to Walter Raymond Kichefski, the Hurricanes’ original “Gator Hater.” As a player, Kichefski helped Miami capture the very first game in the series on October 15, 1938, in Gainesville. He went on to coach the Hurricanes in several capacities, including a stint as head coach in 1970, and dedicated no less than fifty-six years of his life to Miami football. One constant in each of those years was his loathing of the Gators. In fact, Walt usually reduced the nickname of that school in Gainesville to the singular “Gator,” with purposeful contempt.

“The Gator has always been a big game for us ever since the fall of 1938, when I personally played on a football team that went up [to Gainesville] to fight the Gator,” Kichefski said in 1970. “Since then it’s always been the big game here at the University of Miami.”1
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Walt Kichefski (center) coached the University of Miami for only nine games, including this 18–11 victory over Maryland at the Orange Bowl in 1970, but he had a lasting impact on the program. He famously referred to his rivals from Gainesville as “The Gator.” AP Photo

“The Gator” was expecting to defeat visiting Miami in that initial meeting in 1938. After all, Florida football had a two-decade head start on its South Florida counterpart. The Gators began playing football in 1906. Between 1911 and 1930, they were almost unbeatable at home, winning 85 percent of their games. Most of those wins were on the books before the Hurricanes played their first game in 1926.

By the time the Hurricanes came to town in 1938, tiny old Fleming Field had been replaced by the University of Florida’s first and only permanent football stadium, Florida Field. Miami had won each of its two previous games that season, but those were mere warm-ups against Spring Hill and Tampa. The Gators, meanwhile, got off to a rocky start with losses to Stetson and Mississippi State before righting their ship with a 10–6 win over Sewanee the week before the Hurricanes came to town.

“When the Hurricanes of 1938 whipped Spring Hill, nary an eyebrow was raised,” penned Miami News columnist Jack Bell. “When they trampled Tampa, there was rejoicing among the uninitiated, but the experts admitted that it didn’t take much ball club to beat the Spartans, anyway.

“When Miami smashed the Florida Gators, there was a roar of astonished delight that rattled against the Mason-Dixon Line, and caused mild flutterings of front sport pages in New York, Chicago, Detroit, and other cities of the hinterland.”2

Perhaps the flutterings were even felt in Kichefski’s hometown of Rhinelander, Wisconsin. The standout end, who would go on to play briefly in the National Football League, had no idea what to expect when his Hurricanes traveled north to Gainesville. Neither did some 3,500 Miami fans, although their hopes were high that a win over the state’s established football program would have folks talking about the Hurricanes.

Interestingly enough, at least one newspaper account of the game offered some foreshadowing of events to come. “The Hurricanes breezed into Gainesville the morning of October 14,” wrote George Walsh, “behaved themselves that night, and the next evening, led by captain Eddie Dunn and a fighting spirit, they promptly muzzled the surprised Gators.”3 The fact it was deemed newsworthy that the UM players behaved themselves before the game makes the 1938 edition of the rivalry seem almost as contemporary as any of the brash and boisterous teams that came along fifty years later.

On the field, Florida’s very first intrastate battle between major colleges was a well-matched affair. The game was scoreless until late in the second quarter, when Pat Reen, John Plombo, and Bud Taylor moved the Gators downfield with the help of the forward pass—not an oft-used tactic in those days. Taylor ran the ball to the Miami 18-yard line and from there connected with Plombo on a touchdown strike that, after a successful extra point kick, gave the hosts a 7–0 lead at halftime.

Whatever Miami coach Jack Harding told his troops at halftime, their early deficit would be long forgotten by the time they returned to the locker room at the end of the game. Dunn, who eased up in practice the week before the game while nursing two bad ankles, fielded a short Florida punt in the third quarter and returned it 27 yards to the Gator 28-yard line. He rambled 13 yards to put the Hurricanes within a whiff of the goal line, had an apparent touchdown scamper called back due to a false start penalty, and two plays later made the infraction a moot point by practically walking in from the 2. Dunn’s missed extra point kept the Gators on top, 7–6, but the score wouldn’t stay that way for long.
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