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CHAPTER ONE


Mixed Breed


My daddy smoked cigars and when he’d step off the street car, I could smell him coming a block away. That’s how clean the air was in the City of Los Angeles when I was growing up. I was born there in 1914. They named me Woodrow Wilson Woolwine Strode. My daddy admired the President and Woolwine, who was the District Attorney of Los Angeles. Well, I had to get rid of that title. “And now, ladies and gentlemen, Woodrow Wilson Woolwine Strode!” It was like a goddamned announcement. So I cut it down to Woody Strode.


My great-grandfather was the first of my line to reach freedom in this country. His heritage was in Africa, but those people were captured and sold into slavery. He was a warrior, a rebellious person, and this made him dangerous to his owners. But he was too good an African to kill, so they decided to teach him something. They taught him how to drive the sugarcane train through the fields of the big plantation. His rebellious nature led him to escape, and he reached safety with a wild tribe of Creek Indians. He married one of their squaws, and they had a son. Their son, my grandfather, eventually took off and married a full-blood Blackfoot Indian.


I forget the exact age I found out I was a mixed breed. I thought we were all colored and everybody was similar. Nobody looked at your skin to see if you were a little bit brown or a little bit black. I looked like a Blackfoot and didn’t know it. I’ve got the Plains Indian look from my high cheek bones. I have a picture of John Grass, the Blackfoot Chief; I look just like him. But as strange as I looked, I never thought I was different from any other Negro. My daddy said I looked like an uncle who was six-feet-five and weighed 230 pounds. He worked on the wharf in New Orleans and could buck 300-pound bales of cotton. I grew to be six-feet-four, 210 pounds, so I was a throwback, just on a smaller scale.


I didn’t find out about my Indian blood until I got into college. I knew something had to be different because I had such a physical nature. I figured it out when the doctors started talking about me.


“You are the most physical person that has ever come through the gates of UCLA. What type of racial background do you have?”


“I don’ know, I’se colored.”


I went home, told my daddy what happened. He got a little indignant. He said, “You can tell them your great-grandmother was a Creek and your grandmother was a full-blood Blackfoot Indian!”


See, race was a very touchy subject for the Southerner who migrated. My daddy came to Los Angeles in 1900 to escape the racial pressure in Washington, Louisiana. I remember he had a trunk full of guns and thirty-ought-six bullets; that was based on his Southern background, fear. But he saw the white people out here were different from the white people where he came from. He wanted me to fall into their path. That’s why he never talked about race.


My daddy was a brick mason; his daddy taught him how to lay brick at the age of fourteen. There was no schooling then. My father got all his schooling after he moved out here to California. He got a high school education at night at Jefferson High School. But he knew construction. He helped build the City of Los Angeles. A lot of the old brick buildings downtown have my daddy’s bricks in them. The faster you laid brick, the better you were. My daddy set a record, 2,500 bricks a day.


He had huge corns on his knuckles from handling all the brick and mud. If he hit you, he might as well have hit you with brass knuckles, it’d cut you. He was very strong and pretty beat up physically. He wouldn’t teach me to lay brick. He was against me learning a trade. When I was a child he would say to me, “Daddy don’t want you to do this. He wants you to go to school. He wants you to get educated.”


He was smart enough to realize the importance of an education. So when I got into UCLA based on my athletic ability and became famous as an athlete, he was proud. He didn’t know I was going to become a professional athlete; that was the furthest thing from his mind. But I’m glad I became an athlete; it gave me better insight and helped integrate me into society. Only the white world was involved in athletics in my generation, and I got headlined by the white press. That was unusual. You were a special Negro if they let you play.


My mother was much closer to the slave scene than my father. She was from New Orleans, Louisiana. Her mother was a slave, a servant in the master’s house. The house servants were the best-looking slaves, and my mama was a beautiful woman. And she must have had some good people behind her because she went to school; she graduated from college. But even with that background, my mother was part Cherokee. That’s how close the Indians and the slaves were in those days; they were both downtrodden in America.


My mama told me that when slavery first started we were compared to the animals. The first hundred years they wouldn’t teach us religion. That’s how they kept us down. The slaves had to hide under tubs and pray. But how do you read the Bible? You read about Moses and the brotherhood of man. So the white man began to let us sit in the back of the church, and the American Negro became a Christian. I used to wonder why the slaves would want their master’s religion. I figure it this way: if I was a witch doctor and I’m going to fight you, and I go in and make all my medicine and I still get my ass kicked, then I’m going to believe in your God.


The Western Negro wasn’t as close to the church as the Southern Negro was. My mother, with her Southern background, was always searching for God. She started with the Seventh Day Adventists. Part of my grade school education came from that church. I have a lot of rules in my head based on what we read in the Bible every day. There’s hardly a scripture in there I don’t know. I wasn’t going to be a preacher, but you have to live by some civilized rule.


This helped me when they recruited me to play football at UCLA because they put me in class with the rich kids like Douglas Fairbanks’ niece and Joe E. Brown’s son. I didn’t have an educated background, so when they had me up quoting French you can imagine the floundering. It was the funniest thing. I would sit and watch the white kids and I’d imitate them. That’s what exposure did for me. I was a nice person, so if you were my white friend you’d say, “Woody, don’t use that fork, use this one.” And slowly, I learned.


I didn’t have anything going in my head like, this guy’s Chinese or this guy’s Italian. The Jewish kids went to their synagogues, but I never thought about it. As far as I was concerned they were just going to church. So when it came time for me to integrate the National Football League in 1946 with my best friend Kenny Washington, our Western upbringing made it possible. And the same was true of Jackie Robinson, who played football with Kenny and me at UCLA and went on to integrate Major League Baseball in 1947.


We were hanging loose out here in Southern California; we thought we were equals. I didn’t want to be a doctor or a lawyer anyway; I wanted to play football. I didn’t know I’d get out of school and make a living at it. No blacks played in the NFL during my college days. But the Hollywood Bears showed up, and they paid me $1,800 for half a year of semi-pro football. We’d play for six months and then basketball would push us right off the sheet.


World War II came along and I started playing football for an integrated service team on a segregated field down at March Field Air Force base in Riverside, California. I lived in the gym with all the other football players. Somehow, I’ve always found someone that said, “Come here Woody, you don’t have to take that shit.” Like when the Rams dropped me after the 1946 season: I was contacted by the Calgary Stampeders football team up in Canada. They gave me $500 a week to play football; I was getting only $350 a week from the Rams. We won their national championship, the Grey Cup, in 1947. After that, the millionaires came up to me and asked, “What do you want, Woody?” I could have asked for anything; I could have become a Canadian, but I was too embarrassed to ask.


When my kids came along, I had to get another job because of inflation. That’s when I began to wrestle in the off-season. Then I broke my ankle, separated my shoulder, and broke two ribs up in Canada, and I had to quit football. I went to wrestling full-time. I learned to wrestle at the Olympic Auditorium in downtown Los Angeles. On Wednesday nights we’d wrestle in front of 10,000 people. I wrestled Gorgeous George and Barone Leone, the most glamorous of the old-time wrestlers. My whole life was nothing but exposure to crowds. So when the motion picture industry saw me wrestling on the tube and pulled me into the movies, I had no fear. I said, “Why do you want me? I don’t know how to act.”


They said, “Well, you don’t look like you came from New York City. All we’re going to do is shave your head, give you this loin cloth to wear and put this spear in your hand.” When they did that, boy, primitive I was. But I made a living, and I was very lucky for that.


Hollywood loved physical actors. When I first worked for John Ford, he said, “Can you ride a horse, shoot a gun? Can you fight?”


“Yes, sir!”


I developed a personal relationship with him because I was tough, and he respected toughness. I made four pictures for him because there was no other actor in Hollywood physical enough to play the roles. My first Ford picture was Sergeant Rutledge, a major role for a black actor at that time. That one gave me dignity. After the fourth picture I was on the world market. I didn’t realize until later, when I moved to Italy and became a true star, what John Ford had done for me. I could step off a plane anywhere in the world and people would recognize me.


John Ford made me a character actor because there wasn’t any work for black stars. And because of my mixed background I could play anyone from the third world. I played natives in the old jungle pictures; I fought Tarzan to the death. They stuck a pigtail on me for Genghis Khan, and slanted my eyes and made me Chinese in Seven Women, and I could play all the Indians. I never played myself, a Negro-Indian breed, until I did The Professionals with Lee Marvin and Burt Lancaster.


So it was always my look and my physical nature that got me the jobs. I remember the first time I became really conscious of it was when I was working on Spartacus. I was standing with Kirk Douglas in the Roman arena. We were getting ready to fight to the death. I was standing with my head dropped and Sir Laurence Olivier, who was watching us said, “Woody Strode!”


“Yes, sir?”


“I’m a fan of yours and Kenny Washington.”


I said, “I don’t know what I’m doing here in your business.”


He looked down in the arena and said, “What you’re about to do, I could never do.”


Well, that gave me all the confidence I needed. See, I could fight.





CHAPTER TWO


A History Lesson


I was born in bed in a three-bedroom house near the corner of Fifty-First Street and Holmes Avenue in an area we called Furlong Tract. It was a predominantly black neighborhood, but we had some Germans, Italians, and Mexicans living there. All the kids would play together in the street. We didn’t have any problems like they have now. When they integrate now, they start a big fight. We fought some, but then we’d back off, shake hands and go eat at the other guy’s house.


Today, that area would be called South-Central Los Angeles. My daddy owned a half-acre of land there. He didn’t build the house: it was wood frame. And it stood twenty or thirty years before they tore it down. I lived there with my parents and my brother, Baylous Strode, Junior. He was two years older than me.


For some reason my brother inherited all my mother’s side. He wasn’t very physical; he was all up in his head. He was all ribs and no shoulders. He had to wear suspenders and a belt to keep his knickers up. When we’d go to the playground, he preferred to sit by himself and read a book. That made him pretty attractive to the bullies.


One day we were on the playground. Baylous was sitting in the bleachers behind the baseball diamond; I was across the field playing marbles with some friends. I looked up just in time to see some big kids throw my brother to the ground, getting ready to kick his brains out. I lost my clear blue aggie when I ran over there to help him out. There were some loose bats lying by home plate and I picked one up. I couldn’t have been more than six years old and I ran over and hit this big kid right across the head with the bat. I laid him out, completely unconscious. The playground director came and carried me away, but I was exonerated because I was defending my brother. That’s when Mama pulled me into church to try and teach me some rules.


My mother was like a protective old hen. That’s the Louisiana attitude. She used to dress me up in Buster Brown collars with the coat, short pants, and string tie. And some big, hard, black shoes. I was a nice-looking kid anyway and after she dressed me up, I looked like a mama’s boy. I used to get teased a lot for that.


If you looked too smooth, you were a marked man. But inside I had the gorilla, so I ended up fighting a lot. I could always fight well. When I got mad, I’d just black out and go. I had all my father’s fire. After I got to high school he told me how glad he was my mother raised me in the church. As delicate as I looked, I had a tiger inside. That’s why I excelled at football, because I had no fear. Of course we were all like that; I wasn’t unusual. Everybody came off the earth and our education was kind of crude.


We used to salt meat; that shows you how old I am. There was no refrigeration. Everybody had iceboxes, and the iceman would come twice a week with a big block of ice. There was no freezing until I got to high school. Then they discovered dry ice. That was a whole program by itself. We grew our own vegetables. Potatoes we’d buy because they took up too much ground. My daddy would buy a hundred pound sack of potatoes and Mama would bury them in the ground so they wouldn’t rot. I don’t know how they learned that stuff. It was part of their generation; they brought the earth to us.


I lived on beefsteak; I grew up on it. It was nothing for us to have it on the table every night. I used to eat a dozen raw eggs every morning. That gave me the strength to play sixty minutes of football. We raised our own chickens; the beef we had to buy. Pork we bought. For New Year’s, Mama would serve us hog’s head and black-eyed peas. The hog’s head we got in Chinatown for a dime. We had chitlins and hog maws, the lining of the stomach. I ate a southern diet, and because my mother was from Louisiana, she knew how to season the fish. Nobody cooks as good as the Louisiana people.


My mama made soap out of lye and lard that she would boil and cook. That’s why we didn’t get infections. In my day you were either a strong son of a bitch or you died. Of course in those days they had just come out of bloodletting. Anytime the doctors showed up you had the right to be a little bit scared.


Imagine how they would amputate in the old days. They had no idea of infection. The doctor would put on an apron that was covered with the blood and gore of a hundred other patients; he wouldn’t wash his hands until after the operation. They’d set you up on the kitchen table and lay a box underneath to catch the blood. They’d get you drunk, cut the limb off with a saw, and use a hot iron poker to seal the wound. It’s hard to believe anyone could survive something like that.


You see, civilization, let me tell you about the disease scene. When the bubonic plague hit in Europe, only the strongest people survived. The plague spread based on the open sewage, the rats, and the filth. One-third of the population died. They found out that the cheese eaters, the ones who ate the moldy cheese, survived because of the penicillin formed in the mold. It was antibiotics in a crude form.


Now, the Indians and the Hawaiians were wiped out by small pox. Same with the Eskimos. They were all disease-free until the white man showed up. They didn’t know about tuberculosis or consumption. The early tribal people lived by the rivers. They’d stay so many months, then they’d move on. I imagine they would just squat down to take a crap. Even if they dumped their waste into the rivers, the rocks and the natural purification process would clean the water before it hit the next tribe.


This is how California was originally: different tribes living up and down the state. There was so much distance between them they didn’t know what the other was doing. Then the Spanish came, and they rounded up the Indians and taught them Christianity. They put the Indians to work building their missions and tending their fields and orchards.


By the time I was born this whole structure of missions and priests had disintegrated and all the fruit was growing wild. We used to have white peaches that you don’t see any more. Old man Burbank crossed the peaches and made them all big and beautiful and all different colors. The white peaches were flat, they got about normal peach size, but flat. And boy, were those things sweet and tasty. We all had them growing in our backyards. We had white figs, too, and that was the sweetest fruit I’ve ever eaten.


After the Spanish system broke down, the Mexicans took over. Then came the migration of the American white man and the Negroes followed him. They were both crude farmers and ranchers; they were both downtrodden on the earth. They were sharecroppers. Imagine that scene. I’d be farming and the owner would say, “Woodrow, I’m going to let you keep this little bit of your crop.” They never got off the hook, so they loaded up the wagons and they moved to California.


The Negroes who migrated came out here to escape the hate scene down South. To them, the Far West was just like the promised land. That’s why my parents moved out here. I remember when Mayor Shaw was running for re-election. He used to walk through Furlong Tract, knock on doors and say, “Don’t vote for so-and-so because he belongs to the Ku Klux Klan.” They tried to scare us, but we didn’t believe it; we had just left that in the South.


They had a Klan out here, but they were passive. They read books, talked and all that but they never put on the hoods or got involved with any of the terrorism. They did no parading because we weren’t afraid of them. We all had guns—who’s going to try and pull you out of your house when they know you’ve got guns? White, black, Mexican, or Indian, we were all armed. “That’s my land; don’t you walk across that son of a bitch!”


But if you said, “Hey Woody, you know that back pasture of yours, may I come across it and put my horse down there?”


“Sure, go ahead. I don’t want nobody else in there, but you can.” That was the kind of law and order we had out here. “Excuse me,” instead of, “Get the hell out of the way!”


See, from the time I was born until the 1960’s and the Watts riots, racial tension actually got worse in the city of Los Angeles. First off, when I was growing up there just weren’t that many blacks out here. There was no tension because there were enough menial jobs to keep us happy. Jobs like janitor, street sweeper, or dishwasher. (We used to call the dishwashers, pearl divers.) Or you were a cook or a garbage man. The best job a black man could have was policeman or fireman—which were very limited in number—or work in the post office. Most of them weren’t carrying mail, they were clerks. Or you could be a chauffeur. That was a good job: wear a cap and uniform and drive a big Packard or Rolls Royce. But basically, we were never a factor economically. We weren’t in competition for the good jobs, so no one paid much attention to us.


The racism out here was very subtle. A restaurant wouldn’t have a sign saying, “Whites Only,” like they would in the South. They’d have a sign saying, “We reserve the right to refuse service to anyone.” That was their loophole. We knew where we weren’t wanted, and we didn’t go to those places. Why would I want to go somewhere and have the door slammed in my face? But normally, they were very high class about it. If I made the mistake of going to a restricted club, they’d say, “It’ll cost you $100 to come in.” Well, they knew I couldn’t afford to pay that.


You could get a feel for the racial situation riding the street car. The street car would travel east on Fifth Street and then turn and go down Central Avenue. When it got down on East Fifth Street, all of a sudden all the people would be black. Then going west on Fifth, when it got past Hill Street, all of a sudden all the people would be white.


Some communities were more prejudiced than others. Up through the 1940’s a black man couldn’t walk through Inglewood after dark. They had a sign posted: “NO JEWS AND NO COLOREDS ARE WELCOME IN THIS TOWN!” Today, Inglewood is primarily a black neighborhood. And Pasadena was a prejudiced area; that’s where most of the rich white people lived. That’s where Jackie Robinson was from; I think that’s why Jackie had a little more hate going than the rest of us. But in the local sports they never held any grudges, especially between the players.


I remember when Moselle Elerby from Tuskegee came out here in 1938. He was one of the greatest runners we had. He came out here with a bottle of whiskey and set a record in the 100-yard dash. We were together in the Coliseum and I said, “Moselle, why in the hell are you drinking?”


He said, “This is the first time I’ve ever run against a white man.” I nearly fell over. That shows you how ignorant I was; I didn’t know what it was like in the rest of the country. I got slapped in the face once in a while, but race never deterred me. Out here, if a kid had the ability he could play.


I didn’t realize that going to UCLA was a rare step for a black kid. I started out there in 1934. Smokey Joe Lillard had already been to Oregon ten years before me. Iowa had Duke Slater, the first black All-American football player. He later became a judge. Fritz Pollard played for Brown; Paul Robeson played for Rutgers. And I can’t leave out Ralph Bunche, who preceded Kenny Washington, Jackie Robinson, and me out at UCLA. He graduated in 1927.


Ralph worked his way through school as a janitor in the men’s gym. The average Negro didn’t know anything about Ralph Bunche. Not until he went over to the Middle East and sat down talking peace. He won the Nobel Peace Prize. But Kenny, Jackie, and I, we came in the so-called modern era; that was the big deal.


California schools had been integrated as far back as the late 1800’s. I started my schooling right across the street at the Holmes Avenue Grammar School. We had a black principal, Mrs. Bessie Burke. She graduated from the University of Southern California in 1910. She was the first black teacher in the Los Angeles school system. And while I was there she was the only black principal.


I remember my teacher, Mrs. Snow, had jet black hair. I thought she was an Indian because we all grew up with westerns, playing cowboys and Indians. And right behind my parents’ house lived this old Indian named Harry. I loved to go see Harry; I had a friendship going with him. In my day, Indians were as strange and exciting as you could get.


I don’t know what Harry saw in me. But it wasn’t my brother; I was the one he put his hand on. He used to bring me a bag of candy every weekend. And we had a signal. Saturday night he’d go get really drunk and start war dancing. He’d start whooping and hollering and I’d come running. Normally he was sort of withdrawn; that was an Indian quality. He put on the white man’s clothes and tried to conform to society, but every Saturday night he’d go on the war path.


I remember so clearly the first time I heard him, I was sitting in the kitchen watching my mama work the old wood stove. I heard this yelling and I snuck out in the backyard to see what it was. We had an old white picket fence that separated the two properties. I crawled up to it and watched Harry from between the slats. He had a face that was older than dirt, all ruddy looking. His face had more lines and wrinkles than a dried-up old prune. But his eyes were wild and bright, like two headlights on a dark country road.


He was dancing in a circle, doing some sort of one-legged stomp. He still had a suit of clothes on, but he had ditched his shoes for a pair of moccasins. He had a bottle of whiskey in his right hand, and he was waving it in the air as he howled at the moon. The moon lit him up so he was nothing but a silhouette and his shadow flowed across the ground until it piled up against the fence. As he circled around in my direction, he saw me peering through the slats.


I wanted to run right then, but my body was frozen, and we stood there and stared at each other. He motioned me over, and despite the fear I crawled through the fence. We had some kind of understanding, Harry and me, and it was there right from the beginning. And that was the beginning of our friendship.


I was about Harry’s only friend. The worst thing to be in 1900 was an Indian; that’s a historical fact. Harry told me, “After Custer, the American government hunted Indians with the intent of wiping them out all together.” The massacre at the Little Bighorn really shook up the United States. So if someone were to ask me if I was part Indian, I’d answer, “No, I’m a mulatto.” If I said Indian, they’d hate me even worse.


General George Custer wanted to be President of the United States. He was a great general in the Civil War; hardly anyone knows that. He did something and they broke him, sent him out West. He was going to regain his position fighting the Indians.


Did you know he had an Indian son? Regardless of hate you might look at Woody Strode and think, “I hate that son of a bitch,” but look at my wife and say, “Yeah, I’m going to take her to bed.”


It was Custer’s ego that led those men to their deaths. The Cheyenne and Sioux wiped out over 200 men, June 25, 1876. Custer came to destroy the Indian villages, but the Indians knew, and they hid, waiting for him behind a hill near the Little Bighorn. That was the 7th Cavalry that got destroyed, and the first ones on the scene after the battle were the squaws. They cut the testicles off the men; some were still alive. Then the warriors cut off the soldiers’ legs. They did that in case they met the same enemy in the afterworld.


Harry taught me all this stuff about the Indians. Like the Blackfeet got their name from dancing in the wood ash and coal dust. They were the most powerful Indians because they controlled the buffalo. They followed the buffalo. When it got cold, the buffalo would move out of the mountains and cross the plains. In those days, you could measure the herds by the square mile. When they came out of the mountains, it was like tipping over a can of paint. They just flowed across the landscape. But the American government decided to destroy the kitchen table. In ten years they hunted and killed ten million buffalo. And that’s how they conquered the Indian, because the buffalo created food, clothing, shelter, weapons, everything in the Indian’s life.


The Cheyenne were the best-looking of all the Indian people and some of the fiercest warriors. The Crows were the “Uncle Toms.” Just about every Indian scout the white man used was a Crow. But when it came to reservation time, they were forced off to the badlands anyway; they didn’t gain anything by that. Now, can you believe the Plains Indians hadn’t seen a white man until the 1850s? And the Apaches, to get moisture, would cut a small hole in a horse’s neck and drink the blood through a straw?


Today we have Star Wars, but in my generation it was all cowboys and Indians. As young as seven years old I used to ride the streetcar downtown to see the picture shows. Nobody molested kids in my generation. I’d see three Westerns at ten cents apiece. I’d watch them until my head hurt.


I loved the old-time cowboys, Tom Mix, Ken Maynard, and William S. Hart. I always thought William S. Hart was part Indian because he had the look: dark hair, a thin, beaky nose, dark, wary eyes, and he could speak the Sioux language. He’d pull his hat way down over his eyes until the shadow crossed his lips. When he got ready to pull his guns, he’d bite his lower lip. When he started firing, the whole street would light up; he’d kill everybody.


I’d get so worked up watching these guys that I’d come home and hang all the chickens and the ducks. And when my mama saw all these birds hanging by their necks, she’d whip my butt with a peach switch. Boy, those things really hurt. A peach switch is soft and flexible and my mama could make one of those things sing. She’d make me go out in the yard and choose the switch. If I grabbed a small one, she’d send me back after the tree.


In my day, whatever your mama or daddy said, you did; I don’t care if you were a grown man. That’s the kind of family we had then. We were taught to honor our mothers and fathers. Everybody was taught that, white, black, Mexican, or Indian. And you don’t have to beat a kid to death. Just make them get a peach switch and hit them across the back of the legs; they’ll behave.





CHAPTER THREE


City of the Angels


We had electric trolley cars out here and that system had to be one of the best in the world at the time. We called the trolleys Red Cars and they were owned by the Pacific Electric Company. I could leave home, walk two blocks, and pick up the Red Car. It would travel down to Sixth and Main, and from there I could go anywhere.


The reason Los Angeles grew the way it did, with all the communities spread around, was based on the good transportation we had. There must have been a thousand miles of track. They’d go as far south as Long Beach, as far east as Riverside and San Bernardino, which was about sixty miles, and they hit all the beaches, Santa Monica to Redondo Beach.


In those days you could pitch a tent and sleep right on the beach. My daddy would carry the whole family down there for a weekend. It was like a vacation. We cooked on an open fire. There was a pier that had a Ferris wheel and a merry-go-round; it was like an amusement park. We used to fish right off the side of the pier. I was about eight years old when we first went down there. I remember when I first saw the ocean; I just stood there in shock. I never dreamed a body of water could be so big.


Back when I was a kid the Los Angeles River was our close beach. I used to walk there, three miles from my backyard, down an old dusty road that cut through the middle of Furlong Tract. In the summers I used to take my shoes off so I could feel that soft dusty dirt creep up between my toes; what a good feeling that was.


Today the river’s just a concrete runway, but in my day it was still running wild. I can remember getting all scraped up fighting through the bushes and the brambles that lined the river’s edge. When I broke through, I’d just run and plop in that old lazy river. We could swim there and go fishing, too. It was full of crawdads. They were so soft and tender you could put the whole thing in your mouth, eat the meat and spit out the shell. I never went through that fancy peeling. There was a place on the map we used to go, Nigger Slew, and that place was just full of crawdads.


In the summer the river would dry up a little, and a bunch of us would go down into the river bed where you didn’t have to hunt for rocks. You could just reach down and pick one up. We’d hunt for the nice, smooth ones that would throw true. Ones you could put a little twist on, and we’d have a rock fight. If a kid came out bleeding, holding his head, we usually didn’t throw any more rocks at him. And when the fight was over, we’d decide who’d won and go on about our business.


Our business was on the playgrounds. That’s where we grew up; we were never into school. You don’t see kids monkeyin’ around on the playgrounds today like we used to. After school, during the summers and practically every night of the year, all the neighborhood kids would gather. At that time, there was a Pacific Electric shop nearby and every night they’d blow the whistle at nine o’clock. That meant it was time for us to head home. If I wasn’t home ten minutes after the whistle blew, I was off choosing a peach switch.


Los Angeles was the first city to form a department to develop the parks and playgrounds. That happened to keep the kids from playing in the streets. I remember when I was six years old I got hit and run by a horse-and-buggy. I was out in the road fooling around and the horse sideswiped me, knocked me down and the wagon wheel rolled right over my head. Lucky for me it was one of those light surreys with the fringe on top or I would have been killed. And when the automobiles took over, it became that much more dangerous. We had so much land out here there was no reason for the kids to play in the street.


In New York City, they didn’t have that luxury. The kids back East developed games like stickball because they didn’t have room for a regular baseball game. Stickball they play with a broomstick and a Spaulding handball, a “spauldeen.” By sticking your thumb in that soft ball just as you’re releasing it, you can get it to take a crazy hop. I imagine a guy could develop a pretty good eye hitting a small handball with a broom stick. That’s how Willie Mays became a great hitter. And Duke Snider used to play with the kids on his way home from Ebbetts Field. Stickball was the street kid’s game; they controlled it.


Out here, the playground director controlled everything. He was like a chaperon for the kids. Our parents could dump us at the playground and know the director would look after us. He taught us the games, and we played all the major sports: baseball, basketball, and football. And we had horseshoes and croquet. I was into tennis for just a little bit; that was too high class a sport for me.


Football was the main sport; baseball and basketball were nothin’ compared to football. See, baseball you need at least one ball, a bat, and nine gloves. That was too expensive for most kids. One time they had a benefit show, raised a little money, and donated four fielder’s gloves to the playground. Somebody stole two of them right away and for years those other two gloves were the only two we had on the playground. The catcher wore one and the first baseman wore one; everyone else was out there barehanded.


Basketball only takes one ball, but we didn’t have any good courts. I played my basketball on an old asphalt tennis court with a hoop on one end. In the summertime it would get all soft and sticky. The tar would come up and get all over the ball, your hands, and clothes. I’d scratch my head and have tar in my hair for a week. It was a mess. Then in the winter, the ground would get wet and we couldn’t play. It was a hard game for us to get into.


With football, all we needed was a ball and a field. Weather didn’t matter, and it was hard to lose a football. We used the old footballs that were fatter, more like a rugby ball. You can imagine a young kid trying to throw a ball like that. We had to balance it on our hand, throw it like a shot put, and hope the trajectory would cause it to turn around in a spiral. Those old footballs were really unwieldy. It reminds me of a quote from John Heisman, who was the football coach at Georgia Tech. They named the Heisman trophy after him. Before each season, he would describe a football to his team:


A prolate spheroid, that is, an elongated sphere, in which the outer leather casing is drawn tightly over a somewhat smaller rubber tubing . . . Better to have died as a small boy than to fumble this.


Because the ball was so big, we didn’t throw much. Of course, in those days the forward pass was still something new in football. It was still a running game, so all the glamor positions were in the backfield. Three or four guys, the ball handlers, would form the nucleus of a team. The best guy would play halfback. Whoever else was around, the lesser-thans, the uncleans, the gorillas, played line.


I was one of the gorillas. My athletic ability didn’t begin to show up until I hit McKinley Junior High School; I was thirteen, fourteen, fifteen years old. We didn’t have organized teams, but every lunchtime we were out in the yard playing. I had fun in school based on the recreation. All the kids were the same; we were all poor; we all had holes in our jeans that were patched up. Those were the years of the Great Depression.


I remember when the Depression hit in 1929, when the stock market crashed and everyone lost their jobs. People were jumping from the skyscrapers in New York. The Depression hit hard in Los Angeles, but I don’t think people could have asked for a better place to starve. At least out here they were sleeping in the sun. The Depression actually brought people together because everybody was poor. It may sound strange, but I don’t even remember the Depression as a mark. It wasn’t like we were ever without food. Maybe it wasn’t steak, but we ate.


Thank God for Roosevelt or we would have starved to death. At fourteen, fifteen years of age I worked for the WPA building the roads through Griffith Park. That was my introduction to a pick and shovel. The WPA was a government-sponsored work program. They’d pay us off with some money and some food. I’d go down to 54th Street and Fourth Avenue to pick up the food; the county had a station down there. You’d be entitled to so much depending on the size of your family. Canned goods, milk, cheese, vegetables, they even had reindeer meat in the can. They gave us everything we needed to keep healthy.


Those were the years when the Communists really had a chance to gain control by enlisting support from the minorities. That’s when our way of life was most vulnerable. But for some reason the Communists couldn’t recruit the blacks. It must have been based on our education, our belief in the American ideal.


The Communist party used to have mixed dances for us with white girls. That was the first stage. “We have a white girl here for you. See what we’ve done for you; you’re free!” I saw through that even as a teenager. Because every day in the black newspapers, like the Los Angeles Sentinel or the Pittsburgh Courier, I read about one of us getting lynched somewhere in the United States. They were still hanging us by the neck. Well, I wasn’t going to go through that, not for a piece of ass. Kenny Washington and I used to kid each other about that. If I saw Kenny looking at a white girl, I’d yell out, “TO THE TREES!”


Well, because of the Depression, my daddy couldn’t find work, couldn’t pay his mortgage, and we lost the house in Furlong Tract. We moved over to what was basically a one-room house at 34th Street and Central Avenue. That was a move to the city for my family, and that hurt my mama, having to make that move. Mama cried for days over that, but for me, that was the most exciting move.


At that time most of the black people in Los Angeles lived in the Central Avenue area. It was no ghetto like it is today; today it’s Skid Row. Back then it was really plush. It had the best nightclubs and after-hours spots. And the greatest barbecue stands, where you could get soul food before anyone knew what soul food was. The smell of ribs and chops was always in the air. You could have blindfolded me and I would have known where I was by the smell of the barbecue. Redd Foxx, the comedian, had a place down there called the Hog Hut. He used to say, “We sell all of the hog but the grunt!”


Central Avenue was brightly lit up like a Hollywood Boulevard would be today. There was foot traffic all night long, and there was always some guy standing in the shadows trying to sell fake jewelry or phony watches. You could hitch-hike anywhere on the Avenue. And, when the sun set, all the Hollywood producers and directors would come down to soak up the atmosphere. Even the glamorous movie stars like Ginger Rogers, Cary Grant, Lana Turner, and Bing Crosby would show up.


The clubs and hotels on Central Avenue were developed by our professional people, the doctors and lawyers. The most famous hotel was the old Dunbar down at 42nd and Central; it’s a historical landmark today. A Dr. Sommerville built the hotel and named it after himself. During the Depression, he got a little desperate and had to sell it. That’s when it got renamed the Dunbar, after Paul Laurence Dunbar, the famous black poet.


The Dunbar was the finest Negro hotel west of the Mississippi; it was all warm glows and velvet. It was just as plush as anything they had up in Hollywood. You could buy the best meal in town at the Dunbar, and the area was surrounded by the hottest night spots in Los Angeles: the Turban Room, the Last Word, the Orpheum, Club Nemo, and the Club Alabam’, which was like the Cotton Club in New York City. People traveled to Los Angeles for the climate and to go to Central Avenue for the best entertainment in the world. The Ellington boys, Nat King Cole, Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, Louis Armstrong, Lena Home, all the big names played down there.


Lena Home: there wasn’t a black man alive that didn’t dream of a night with Lena. She had a kind of smart sophistication that went along with a creamy smooth complexion and small powerful features that made her irresistible. But Lena wasn’t just beautiful by herself; that’s how the whole chorus line used to look. The women would try and lighten up their skin with bleaching creams. The men straightened their hair; kinky hair was not the vogue. We called it “gassing your hair.” Gassing, because they put it to sleep. I did it, and I had soft hair, but I wanted that whole modern scene. The first time I had it done was before a UCLA game. I took my helmet off in the Coliseum and my hair was shinning like gold. I felt so pretty.


Well, you can imagine what a great place Central Avenue was; we had so much freedom compared to any other area in the country. That’s how I got my liberated attitude. And I thank God for that because it’s helped me every step of the way. Here’s a little story that Ralph Bunche tells that explains what Central Avenue was like:


The young voting Negro of today might well be likened to the Texas colored man who had been in a virtual state of slavery to his southern boss. But by careful saving he was able to take a short trip to Los Angeles and partake of the freedom and grandeur of the Southland, and more particularly, the pure liberty inspiring atmosphere of our own Central Avenue.


Needless to relate, the Texas colored man returned home truant and rebellious. He didn’t try to regain his old job. But his southern master finally came to him and said, “Sam, you’d better come on back to the job. We’ve just killed a new batch of hogs, and I’ve got some mighty fine hog jowls for you.”


But Sam just shook his kinky head wisely and with a superior air told the white man, “Uh uh, boss. You ain’t talkin’ to me, no suh. I’ve been to Los Angeles and I don’ want you’ old hog-jowls, cuz I’m eating’ high up on de hog now.”


I moved to Central Avenue the year I started high school. That was 1930; I was sixteen years old. I stood six-feet-one, weighed 130 pounds. I looked like a toothpick. The speed and strength hadn’t shown up yet. I ran the 100-yard dash in fourteen flat, any woman could have outrun me. That was the awkward stage I was in.


The school put up a big sign for all those that wanted to come out for football. A couple hundred kids showed up and whatever I had to do, I passed the test. I may have been skinny, but I wanted one of those uniforms. That was the first time I had a uniform.


I was so skinny the only thing that stayed on me good was the helmet. I think they gave us the shoes. That’s when I started to go through the taping scene; we used to tape our ankles. During my college years I started shaving my legs. As a high school kid I didn’t have much hair on my body. Nobody did except for the Italians; that was really a shaving job.


We had a Jewish coach who was born back in the Middle East and migrated out here. His name was Harry Eadleson. Harry played football for the University of Southern California and almost made All-American. He was a member of the famous USC backfield that included Russ Saunders, Jim Musick, and Ernie Pinkart. Pinkart is still a legend out here; he was the Kingpin. They beat Pittsburgh 47–14 in the 1930 Rose Bowl, the same year Harry graduated and came over to coach at Jefferson. So we both arrived the same year.


As tall and skinny as I was starting high school, I had to play end. I didn’t have the weight to be on the interior line. I didn’t have the quickness to play in the backfield. The first year I sat on the bench for two or three ball games until the first-string end got injured. Harry stuck me in there, and I played the whole second half. I was like a wild man, hitting anything that came my way. When I got off the field, Harry said, “My God, Woody, I thought you were going to get broke in half.”


I looked like a broomstick running around out there. But I was like a piece of wire; I just didn’t have the weight. I impressed him so much that I took over the first-string job. And that was when they began to recognize me.


Harry Eadleson taught me everything about playing the end, I played that position for the rest of my career. Maxwell Stiles wrote in the Los Angeles Examiner:


The big boy has always played at end. He is, of course, “a natural for that position.” He haunts his end like a departed spirit, taking out four men on one play if need be.


Harry taught me how to block the tackle. In those days the end blocked the tackle either inside or out, depending on which way we were going to run. After the games my cheekbones would be black and blue from banging them against those old canvas pants. They were really rough. But by the time I got to UCLA I was so well prepared that I didn’t need a halfback to help me block the tackle. I could handle him by myself.


At Jefferson we played a formation known as the Notre Dame box. That formation was made famous by the Four Horseman of Notre Dame back in 1924. Maybe you’ve read the famous lines written by Grantland Rice:


Outlined against a blue-gray October sky, the Four Horseman rode again. In dramatic lore they are known as Famine, Pestilence, Destruction and Death. These are only aliases. Their real names are Stuhldreher, Miller, Crowley and Layden. They formed the crest of the South Bend Cyclone before which another fighting Army football team was swept over the precipice at the Polo Grounds yesterday afternoon as 55,000 spectators peered down on the bewildering panorama spread on the green plain below.


Notre Dame played pure rock ’em sock ’em football. For the guys in the backfield it was one-two-three: boom, one-two-three: boom; inside tackle, outside tackle. If you were on the line it was just sheer strength and power. We ran plays where the whole left side of the line would pull out to the right to run interference. We had to be involved in every play.
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