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  PREGAME OF

  THEIR LIVES

  TENNESSEE VOLS RUN THROUGH THE ‘T’

  What’s it like to run through the T at Neyland Stadium? You know the ‘T’—THE ‘T’—that the Pride of the Southland Marching Band forms before every game since then-Tennessee coach Doug Dickey led the program back to prominence in the late 1960s?

  It’s living the dream.

  “That first time to run through the ‘T,’ it really was a blur. It was my first time to go through pregame warm-ups,” former UT quarterback and current sideline reporter for the UT Network Andy Kelly said. “I knew I wasn’t playing so I was trying to stay out of the way. I remember Coach [Johnny] Majors reading the game maxims. Hearing the band play, ‘I know that song, they’re about to form the T.’ You can hear the fans’ foot stomps under the stadium. I remember everything; I had goosebumps, but it really was a blur. My legs were rubbery because I was nervous and excited and I just kept thinking don’t fall.

  “Every time I ran through it I had the goosebumps. I became more comfortable, but when you hear the crowd and the band, you get a lump in your throat . . . When I’m on the field today, I get the same goose-bumps, I get the same lump in my throat and watch it.”

  Goosebumps and lumps in the throat. Screams to start the game and start a career.

  It fits. It fits to a ‘T’ even.

  As UT linebacker Eric Westmoreland said, “My first time running through the ‘T’ was one of those experiences you never forget. You hear the crowd roaring and stomping their feet above you and then you see the band make the giant ‘T’ and you start getting goose bumps. I can’t say why, but you start to get so emotional, it means so much to be a part of something that’s special to so many people and you can’t even explain why, but a lot of us would get emotional right when we would run out onto the field. You would see guys with tears coming down their face, they were just so excited, so jacked up and all that emotion had to come out somehow.” As memorable and magical and emotional as the first trip can be, the final run on to Shields-Watkins Field through the blaring horns and drums and the familiar cascade of “Rocky Top” is just as fresh.

  It’s the closing chapter on a lifetime of memories, and the tears are just as real and wet, only the perspective and purpose are in stark contrast.

  “The most memorable time for me was the last time I ran through the ‘T.’ That was a hard day,” former UT All-American kicker James Wilhoit said. “I had done it so many times and wanted to just get on the field to focus on my job. The pageantry at UT is special, but I always had bigger things to focus on. I didn’t want to let anybody down. Going through the Vol Walk, running through the ‘T,’ I just wanted to get on the field.”

  The sounds are deafening. And silent.

  The colors are alive. And they melt into a blur.

  “When I first got there our locker room was on the west side and the offense would go left and the defense would go right when we ran out through the ‘T,’” former UT All-American Bill Mayo said. “Then in ‘83 they opened the new locker room and we started running from the end zone instead of from the sideline, so I was there right in the middle of when they changed the way the team ran onto the field.

  “It was always fun. I tried to never take that for granted. You realize pretty quickly the college experience is going to be over pretty quickly. It didn’t matter if we were playing Colorado State or Alabama, running through the ‘T’ was always a fun and exciting part of the game day experience. We would leave our hotel for home games and come down the interstate in the bus and they would block the off ramp with the cops on motorcycles. Then those guys would go flying by us to block traffic and the sirens blaring and the bus would make that one turn around a sharp curve and we were right there at the stadium, surrounded by fans. That whole game day experience, all the pregame was awesome.”

  Mayo’s words are spot-on. The pregame festivities at Neyland Stadium are among college football’s most impressive. From the Vol Navy that docks near the stadium after traveling the Tennessee River to get to the game to the Pride of Southland Marching Band coming onto the field following the high-stepping band leader, to the playing of the opposing team’s fight song before forming the ‘T’ and releasing the Vols players into the deafening screams of 100,000-plus and the familiar refrain of ‘Rocky Top.’ It’s quite a sight from the stands, and even more impressive from the field.

  “If you play for Tennessee and you’re a competitor and want to do well, it’s your school now so it means something now,” Kelly said. “It only takes one time to appreciate.

  “When I finally got there, I realized there might be some kids out there looking at me like I used to look at my heroes. It’s a neat feeling to live out a dream. Very few people get to have the opportunity to do that. I’m very proud to be a part of the fraternity of guys who played QB at Tennessee. It’s something I took a lot of pride in doing, and being a part of and still to this day.”

  There are several benchmark moments that let those special few selected to wear the orange and White. The recruitment by the UT coaches can be a blur.

  Signing the scholarship is a sit-down moment with a coat and tie and pictures with everyone from aunts and uncles to the third position coach a player had in middle school.

  Stepping on campus is nice; the feeling of home and home games buzzing as each new school year starts.

  That first practice, when pads meet pads and the realization that this is the next level that washes over players like an open fire hydrant with turbo boosters.

  There’s seeing the uniform and even the smiles and silliness that come form that first picture day.

  All of those are nice and special and have a spot in the scrapbook that is the Tennessee football experience.

  But if there is a moment that indicates you have finally arrived, several former UT players said, it’s when you run through the ‘T.’ Likewise, if there is a moment you know it is over, it’s when you run through the ‘T’ for the final time.

  Even more so than the famed ‘last tackle drill’ that has been a part of the final practice of a senior’s career, the final trip through the band’s formation is the tangible end for a lot of Vols’ careers.

  “But that last game for me, against Kentucky, I knew it was my last Vol Walk and last time running through the T,” Wilhoit said. “I was very emotional. It was the last time I would be a Tennessee player. It meant the world for me, growing up a UT fan and getting to play there. Looking back on it now, it’s even more special.

  “It was special to be a part of a program that has such a great line of kickers. After my first kickoff, Coach Fulmer came to me and said to relax and take a deep breath. He could tell it was different for me. I just remember having a hard time controlling my emotions that whole day.”

  While the end is still fresh for a number of former UT players, that magical buzz, the supercharged connection between player and crowd, between contributor, reserve, and All-American that serves as the official beginning of their Vols career is a crystal clear vision through the orange electricity.

  The same is for coaches, too.

  “I figure I’ve run through the ‘T’ about as much as anyone,” said Fulmer, who was a three-year starter from 1969-71, spent 12 years as an assistant coach, and then 16 more as the Vols head coach. “And I don’t know if I know how to describe it really.

  “It’s special.”

  That’s as good as any, and for those of us who are not with the qualifications or the means—there were rumors that some boosters have written large checks for the privilege to run through the ‘T’—the mystique is all we have.

  And that mystique is special. In fact, it may be one of those rare traditions in which the hype and the hyperbole actually underplay the real thing. It may be the rare fish story in which the fish is bigger than the tale.

  Still, for the Vols of the past and the Vols of tomorrow, there is only one first time running through the ‘T’—the start of your career in your first home game as a part of the Tennessee football program—and one last time.

  “My last time running through the ‘T’ was very emotional,” Mayo said. “You run through the ‘T’ by yourself and hear the crowd and realize that’s the last time you’ll do that. Earlier that week we did ‘the last tackle’ where you would hit the tackling dummy for the last time after practice and that was with all your teammates around you, so that was emotional too.”

  And one of the primary links is running through the ‘T’ because as Fulmer so rightly and directly and properly described it’s special. It’s more than special, really, it’s the common thread between the family formed among UT players—current, past, and forever.

  “Some of my closest friends are guys from UT days. That’s my family. My extended family,” Westmoreland said. “I remember bringing guys home from college for cookouts or going to the lake. We know each other’s parents. The best way I can describe my memories of playing for Tennessee is, it’s family.”


  Chapter 1

  JOHNNY

  MAJORS

  Johnny Majors was born May 21, 1935, in his grandmother’s house in Lynchburg, Tennessee.

  He was a small newborn, and considering the labor was so brief and there was no time to find medical help, he obviously came quickly.

  Those descriptions accurately fit the oldest son of Shirley Majors wherever he went. And in most cases, wherever Johnny Majors went, there was going to be a sport involved.

  “We played them all growing up,” Majors said in his unique brand of speech that blends a hint of a Southern drawl with the directness and persuasiveness of a New York City ice salesman trying to convince Polar Bears they need a year’s subscription. “And my dad Shirley, he could really play. He coached me in all of the sports I played and he taught me an awful lot.

  “He was a really good athlete too, and I can remember following him around and watching him play.”

  Not too long after Johnny was born, Shirley Majors moved his family south a few miles to Huntland. If you think Lynchburg is small, well, in Johnny’s youth, Huntland was a suburb of Lynchburg. If the latter had a stop sign, the former may have had a yield sign.

  It allowed Johnny to assemble a collection of running mates that became a de facto team that bounced like the balls between the seasons. The fall was for football; the winter for basketball; spring for baseball; with summer as a hodgepodge of whatever struck their fancy.

  Growing up in a small-town environment and playing in high school classifications against other small rural schools, Majors had great success as a multiple-sport star.

  He dominated the competition at that level. Being undersized was less of a challenge because everyone was undersized, plus his trademark quickness and acceleration made trying to tackle the hiccup-quick runner for small school defenders as difficult as catching a greased watermelon or gift-wrapping a Slinky.

  But Majors’ obviously slight build was a sticking point when it came time to decide on his college football future.

  Chiefly among those who were worried about Majors’ slender, 150-pound frame was Majors himself.

  “I wanted to play big-time college football. I always wanted to go to UT, but I didn’t know if I could make it,” Majors said. “I felt more comfortable at Auburn, but I wanted to go to Tennessee. My dad said, ‘John you can play anywhere when you can run the ball, pass, kick, and play defense.’ I believed my dad always, but I didn’t believe in myself.”

  Majors’ love affair with the Vols started when he was a sophomore in high school in 1950. He tells a story of catching the bus to Knoxville before daylight and arriving at Ellis and Ernest’s Drug Store and walking across town to the stadium. Majors was impressed with the sights and the sounds, the passion and pageantry. He wanted to play big-time college football more than anything, but his slight, 150-pounds-after-Sunday-lunch frame was an obvious sticking point, especially for legendary Tennessee coach Gen. Robert Neyland.

  “The first time I met the General, he was sitting behind his desk and looked me up and down and said, ‘How much do you weigh?’” Majors recalled in one of his famous stories. “And before I could say 155—which was about five pounds heavier than I was—Farmer Johnson, who was recruiting me, said, ‘170, General.’”

  Majors’ high school highlights continued and he got a scholarship from the Vols. The scholarship offer was validation in some ways and terrifying in others.

  “When I signed here I had nightmares, afraid I couldn’t play here,” Majors recalled on the day in 2012 when his famous No. 45 was retired by the Tennessee program. “My No. 1 goal was to make a C-average and get out of study hall.”

  The C-average came pretty quickly, as did the proof that Majors was ready for college football’s grandest stage.

  Game of My Life

  Tennessee at Georgia Tech, November 10, 1956

  Majors’ early concerns about whether he could play for the Vols were eased greatly in one of his first scrimmages. As the vaunted Tennessee defense was chewing up running backs in practice, Majors got his chance to get the ball in his hands.

  That’s all this 150-pound ping-pong ball from the tiny school in the middle part of Tennessee could expect really. He got a chance, and as Majors tells it, it’s hard to know which was bigger, his eyes or the butterflies.

  “My objective at Tennessee was to survive,” he said with a pause as to acknowledge that survival is the utmost goal for almost everyone, “I thought they’d kill me in the first scrimmage. I was very, very anxious, scared even. But I had to show up. I got banged around. I don’t know . . . how [many] people gang-tackled me.”

  But Majors got up. He got up and got the ball again. And again. He turned the corner for a 6-yard gain. He went around the other end for a longer run. Then, he made three or four tacklers miss on an even longer run, and by now he had everyone’s attention—even the General’s.

  “The General would always sit in the West stands about 15 rows up with his army shorts and no shirt and his hat and a stopwatch,” Majors recalled. “After I made that long run, he yelled, ‘Who’s No. 15?’

  “And Farmer Johnson said, ‘That’s Majors from Huntland, General.’”

  After practice, beaten and weary, an elated Majors sprinted up the hill through campus to the same Ellis and Ernst Drugstore where the bus from Huntland had arrived a few years before. Without the 45 cents needed for the pay phone to make a long-distance call home, Majors called collect to tell Shirley—his father, his coach, and his one true believer from the very beginning who accurately told him that if you can run the ball you can play anywhere.

  “I was thrilled to be living,” Majors said, “and when I called home I told my father, ‘Hey, they miss tackles in college the same as they do in high school.’”

  No one would become all that familiar with that No. 15 because when Majors became eligible for the varsity team, he switched to the number 45 that he’d make famous, but the missed tackles and the frustrated defenders left in Majors’ wake of the first scrimmage were a staple of a drastic turnaround for the Vols.

  The skinny kid with the electric first step and the ability to turn the corner not only survived on the stage of big-time college football, he thrived. Operating as the point man in the Vols’ famous single-wing, Majors became the focal point as Tennessee survived a difficult transition.

  In 1951, Tennessee won the national championship, the second consecutive season in which the Vols had a share of the title. In 1952, the Vols finished 8-2-1 and ranked No. 8 in the country. It was Gen. Neyland’s 21st and final season.

  Harvey Robinson took over from the legendary General and went 6-4-1 in ‘53—Majors’ first year at Tennessee, but at the time freshmen were not eligible to play—and 4-6 the following season.

  Bowden Wyatt took over in 1955 and turned Majors loose on the SEC. Tennessee finished 6-3-1 that season, a marked improvement but far from the lofty expectations laid down by Gen. Neyland less than a decade before. Wyatt was a disciple of Neyland and used the single-wing to great success, with Majors taking the snap and following his blocking backs around each edge. Majors—the kid who wondered if he’d survive his first scrimmage and came to Knoxville with the No. 1 goal to maintain a C-average—was voted the SEC Player of the Year.

  Heading into his senior year, Majors and the Vols had more than modest reason for optimism. Sure the 6-3-1 record was nothing to call Huntland about, but the Vols showed flashes and improved throughout the year. Tennessee went 6-1-1 in its final eight games of 1955, and the tie was a 7-7 slugfest against the powerful Georgia Tech Yellow Jackets, who were led by legendary coach—and another Neyland disciple—Bobby Dodd. The Jackets, who were still part of the Southeastern Conference back then, finished that season 9-1-1 and ranked No. 7 nationally.

  The following year, Majors and the Vols started quickly and never slowed.

  A big win at Auburn was followed by another road win at Duke. Home victories against Chattanooga and Alabama moved Tennessee to 4-0 and No. 4 in the country. Majors was running wild and punting like an all-star, and the defense was starting to find its stride. Two more wins followed and the Vols prepared for a trip to Atlanta to play Dodd and his Jackets.

  It was a showdown that in today’s world would cause ESPN to short-circuit and draw hordes of media from around the country. Tennessee was 6-0 and No. 3 in the country; Georgia Tech was 6-0 and ranked No. 2.

  It was a game decided ultimately by Majors, who made the most of all his skills in this college football classic that was a defensive slugfest from the very beginning in front of a sold-out and raucous crowd.

  Majors completed the full circle of his father’s accurate promise that if you can run, pass, and punt, you can play anywhere.

  A scoreless tie midway through the third quarter was broken when Majors connected with end Buddy Cruze for a 14-yard completion. In this defensive struggle, yards felt like miles and first downs felt like touchdowns. The 14-yard completion got Tennessee to the Tech 46. The next play was a variation of the previous one, Cruze faking to the sideline before turning and running down the middle of the field, where Majors delivered a strike.

  Cruze managed to get to the 1 -yard line and Tommy Bronson’s touchdown plunge was the game’s only points in Tennessee’s 6-0 win.

  Still, Majors found a final way to help lift the Vols. As Tech started to turn the field during the fourth quarter, Majors boomed a 70-yard punt from the shadow of his own goal post to flip the field and give Tennessee’s defense room to operate.

  Tennessee moved to No. 1 in the polls with the win, passing the juggernaut that was oklahoma, which was in the middle of a three-year run of national dominance.

  The game was so impressive—it’s regarded as one of the two or three best-ever before 1970 by most college football experts—and Majors’ exploits so complete, that legendary Tennessee newspaper man Ben Byrd declared in the Knoxville Journal:

  “The greatest football game I have ever seen, Tennessee 6, Georgia Tech 0, has been over 15 minutes now.”

  Aftermath

  Majors and the Vols accepted a bid to the Sugar Bowl and put a 20-point whipping on Ole Miss the following week but still fell back to No. 2 in the polls because of an overwhelming 67-14 Oklahoma win over Missouri.

  The Vols never managed to pass the Sooners, finishing No. 2 in the country in 1956 despite a 10-0 regular season. The Associated Press handed out national titles and cast the final poll before the bowl games, so the Vols’ No. 2 ranking stood despite a 13-7 Sugar Bowl loss to Baylor.

  That was not the biggest postseason disappointment, though.

  Majors was a unanimous All-American as a running back, sharing first-team honors with Syracuse’s Jim Brown and Oklahoma’s Tommy McDonald. But a national surge of publicity for Paul Hornung, Notre Dame’s quarterback and future All-Pro running back for the Green Bay Packers, secured the Heisman Trophy for the Irish star despite Notre Dame’s paltry 2-8 record.

  As legend has it, years later Hornung was almost apologetic to Majors about that Heisman vote. It was a decision Majors did not agree with either, saying, “I understand, I would have voted for Jim Brown, too.”

  Majors’ style and versatility served him well in his next endeavor. As Hornung and Brown headed to NFL glory, Majors spent part of the 1957 season north of the border playing for the Montreal Alouettes in the Canadian Football League before finding his niche as a college coach.

  He came back home to Tennessee and was a graduate assistant with the Vols in 1957 and the backfield coach in 1958-59 for Coach Wyatt.

  In 1960 his first head coaching job came and Majors took it quicker than he turned the corner running the single wing.

  “I got an offer to coach the Mississippi State B-team for $7,000 a year,” Majors said of his move to Starkville in 1960. “The single wing and the wide tackle 6 was all I had done [at Tennessee] so this was a chance to make the transition to the T-formation, I-formation and Oklahoma defense. Spent four years there before joining Frank Broyles staff at Arkansas, coached defensive backs and punters for three years, and then the last year coached quarterbacks and running backs and called plays from the press box. That was a great experience.

  “I took the Iowa State job, and folks called it a coaching graveyard. I wasn’t the epitome of confidence, and we got in some tough situations.”

  A tough start at Iowa State was almost expected and Majors opened with 3-7 marks in 1968 and ‘69. A 5-6 record followed in ‘70 before Majors and the Cyclones shocked the then-Big Eight Conference. Iowa State was picked to finish last in the league but posted an 8-3 regular season record and lost to Bert Jones and LSU in the Sun Bowl. It was Iowa State’s first bowl trip ever.

  “I didn’t know if I could survive at Iowa State, but we not only survived, we thrived,” Majors said.

  He left for Pittsburgh in 1973 and awoke a sleeping giant. Pitt once was one of college football’s true powers, built by the legendary Pop Warner and lifted to excellence by Jock Southerland, who went 111-20-12 with 79 shutouts and five official national titles following the 1929, ’31, ’34, ’36, and ’37 seasons. Southerland’s overwhelming run ended when the Pitt administration decided to cut funding and put less of an emphasis on football.

  The results were disastrous, and for the most part Pitt battled mediocrity until a hard nose dive in the mid-1960s. The Panthers were a brutal 16-56 from 1966-72, forcing university chancellor Wesley Posvar to make a move to try to fix the football program.

  Posvar hired Majors, and the success was instant—not unlike Majors’ first scrimmage with the General watching those many years before.

  Majors brought in a monster recruiting class that first year—reportedly as big as 73 signees—and landed a monster recruit in eventual Heisman Trophy winner Tony Dorsett. Majors turned a one-win team from ‘72 into a 6-5-1 team that included a trip to the 1973 Fiesta Bowl— Pitt’s first bowl bid since 1956.

  The Panthers improved each year, going 7-4 in ‘74 and 8-4 in ‘75. That set the stage for more Majors magic.

  Pitt opened the 1976 season ranked in the top 10 and built on that early momentum. Along the way Dorsett set the NCAA rushing title [which later would be broken], and Pitt moved atop the polls for the first time since 1939. Pittsburgh finished the season unbeaten and as national champs, and Majors was named the coach of the year.

  This set the stage for Majors to return to Knoxville, and this time— with a national title on his resume—he was far more confident he would succeed.

  Majors had big success in Knoxville as the Vols’ coach. His early teams overachieved and he started stock-piling talent and building a staff that allowed Tennessee to become one of the nation’s power programs. Majors led the Vols to SEC titles in 1985, ‘89, and ‘90 and helped to build the foundation for a Vols’ run under Phillip Fulmer from 1992-2001 that was the best in Tennessee’s modern era.

  Majors was forced out following a difficult 1992 season that included Majors missing three games while recovering from heart surgery. He returned to Pittsburgh for a short stint, but some close to him say his heart was no longer in coaching after being broken by the separation with Tennessee.

  That, in some ways, made Majors’ reconnection with the university and the decision to retire his No. 45 jersey in 2012 all the more sweet for Majors.

  “I’m thinking of my first two or three runs of my first scrimmage here,” Majors said in the hours following the ceremony to retire his jersey. “General Neyland was sitting in the stands and yelling, ‘Who’s number 15?’ He probably didn’t think I could play big-time football. I wanted to since I could remember. My first memory was that I wanted to play bigtime football.

  “It’s a real honor. I’ve had a lot of great days in my life since I was a little boy, [but] nothing as big as this—the highlights on the [stadium’s jumbotron] and having a hard time handling without breaking down and boo-hooing.”

  From wonder to fear to success to confidence to tears—the emotional journey of Johnny Majors was filled with all of them.

  And an overwhelming affirmation that yes, the skinny kid from Huntland could really play big-time college football.


  Chapter 2

  PHILLIP

  FULMER

  For Phillip Fulmer, picking a best University of Tennessee football game is nearly impossible.

  Can you pick your favorite child? No, you love them all—warts and all—individually. Well, at least you try; there are disappointments and heartache along the way, but the passion and power and the depth of love never really changes.

  That’s the dilemma for Fulmer, the former UT player, graduate assistant, assistant coach, offensive coordinator, and head coach who spent most of his adult life humming “Rocky Top” and bleeding orange.

  “I figure I’ve run through that ‘T’ more than just about any one else,” Fulmer said of the famed Power T formation the Pride of the Southland marching band forms before games that the players and coaches sprint through as Neyland Stadium erupts with cheers and applause before each home game, “I don’t know if I can describe it to someone who hasn’t done it, but I can tell you it’s a pretty amazing, special feeling.”

  It almost never came to pass.

  Fulmer was a high school star that drew interest from the best programs across the South and even across the country.

  “Recruiting was different then than it is today,” said Fulmer, who made his mark as an elite recruiter during his coaching days. “Kids committed much earlier and there wasn’t the Internet or all the talk and stuff. Then it was over the phone mostly and I committed to Bear Bryant and Alabama pretty early in the process.”

  A last-ditch push from the Vols for the Winchester native who was a Franklin County High School football star caught Fulmer’s attention. Plus, his high school teammate—star athlete Bobby Majors, the third famous Majors brother who went on to football glory at UT—was headed to Knoxville, so Fulmer had a late change of heart.

  He was happy and content with his decision. He, however, was not enthused about the process of calling Coach Bryant and informing him about his reversal.

  “My dad made me tell him, to tell you the truth,” Fulmer recalled. “I was scared to death about it, to be honest. I didn’t want to call him.”

  Fulmer placed the call and informed the man with the perpetual scowl and ever-looming intensity that not only was he not coming to Tuscaloosa, but also he was headed to Alabama’s bitter rival, home of the General and the then-newly fashioned checkerboard end zones.

  Phillip Fulmer was headed to Knoxville, and he really never left.

  Not when he graduated and became a student assistant in 1973-74. Not when he left to take an assistant coaching job at Wichita State or when he came back to his home state to coach at Vanderbilt in 1979. Not even when they asked him to leave.

  Fulmer stayed true to Tennessee.

  So, considering the man has more than a quarter of a century from which to choose, how could you narrow more than 30 seasons of UT football to one Saturday? What would be the orange needle at the bottom of the haystack of practices, workouts, and game days? What would be Fulmer’s best game? Or his favorite?
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