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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

The day Joe Paterno died, long after my kids were asleep, I flipped on the lights in the basement and began sorting through file folders and several stacks of gunmetal gray Maxell C90 cassette tapes. I knew it was in there. And I knew what was on it. I just felt like listening for awhile.

I slipped the tape labeled “JOE PATERNO” into our family’s circa 1985 D-battery-powered dinosaur of a cassette player, the kind used to blasting Peter Pan and Mary Poppins soundtracks as Julia, Jackson and Justine fade into Never Never Land. Tonight it played Joe Paterno’s Brooklyn-born bark.

Sandi Segursky, Paterno’s, longtime executive admin, had arranged this particular interview. Turned out to be less difficult than I thought it would be. I explained everything to her by phone, how I was writing a booked called Penn State Game of My Life, focused on pivotal games and popular moments in Penn State’s rich football history.

My approach to the project was haphazard at best, and it seemed to work. Go for the biggest names, and if and when that failed, go for the more easily attained interview subject to speak to the must-have triumphs from the last sixty years or so of Nittany Lion lineage. There are 19 such “Games of My Life” in this reprinted edition of the original. The book initially had 20 chapters. The one that’s missing was about the guy whose actions ultimately cost Paterno his job and, some might argue, his life. (I should note that I am not, and never will be, in that camp. Joe did not die of a broken heart. The cancer got him first.)

Sandi set up the call. Paterno agreed to speak for thirty minutes. And he was right on time—no surprise there.

We made some brief chit-chat. He asked me if I was related to Merv Hyman, the longtime Sports Illustrated writer and editor, who had teamed with New York Times sports reporter Gordon White to write Football My Way, which was published in 1971. I am not a relative of Merv’s, but this was not the first time I’d been asked.

Paterno recalled that Merv Hyman had a daughter who once attended Penn State. “I didn’t know whether you were a grandson,” said Paterno that night in March 2005, his voice full and his words far more clear than many pressers of the last few years. “If you’re as good as Merv was, you’re pretty good.”

I stumbled around looking for a segue to jump into my prepared list of questions for “Game of My Life.” Joe interrupted my rambling compliments of Merv.

“What are you doing anyway?” he asked. “Sounds like a screwy idea. But go ahead.”

I paused the tape and laughed out loud to myself. It was vintage Joe. A twenty-seven-year-old former Collegian reporter lands a book deal with, gulp, a small cash advance, then spends the better part of six months calling, researching, interviewing, transcribing, writing— rinse, wash, repeat. He gets to the curtain, earns thirty minutes with Oz himself, and “Sounds like a screwy idea” is the icebreaker Coach uses to open the phone interview.

In hindsight—a popular word these days in State College—Joe’s witty summation made sense. Say what you will about Paterno’s actions or inactions in the Sandusky dealings of the last decade plus. Defend him, or don’t. Doesn’t matter to me.

The fact is, Paterno used every chance he had to tell anyone who would listen things like, “We try to remember, football is part of life— not life itself.”

Yet, ironically, his life was football. Rather, all the good he gave the world was made possible through football.

Paterno saw himself as a teacher. That’s fairly well documented. It’s why in 1973 he turned down $1.3 million over five years to become head coach of the New England Patriots, a job he initially accepted, then changed his mind upon realizing he was “flattered by the dough.” As Rick Reilly once wrote, that salary package was about $1.25 million more than PSU was paying Joe in those days.

As Paterno’s wavy grays whitened in the 1990s and the questions about retirement amplified, he often said pacifying things about wanting to leave “meat on the bone” for his successor. Then he would shift to talking about his health, and how, if he was healthy, he’d like to coach “a couple more years.” Two, three, five, 10. Time just steamed along.

My guess is Paterno likely never intended to leave anything for anyone. He just wanted to coach and teach. Succession plans be damned.

“I’m alive,” he said to a roomful of reporters in 2005. “I don’t want to die. Football keeps me alive.”

Football gave Joe entree to the lives of students, parents, and erstwhile sportswriters. It let him be that educator he saw himself as. It allowed him to be part coach, part comedian, part wise guy, part tough guy, part parent, part grandparent. It wasn’t necessarily about “game of my life” so much as it was just about life. The games and memories preserved in this book were only important to Paterno because of the people behind the stories and all the people behind all the other great Penn State football stories that aren’t in here.

He gave thousands of people a chance to have the game of their life, simply by having lived long enough to influence them.

[image: image]

I could see the seconds counter on my phone, and I knew time was running short. When Sandi says, “Joe will give you thirty minutes,” she means, “Joe will give you thirty minutes.”

At about the twenty-eight-minute mark, long after Joe had given me most of his recollections on his first game as a head coach—a 1966 win against Maryland, after which Terps coach Lou Saban skipped the traditional postgame coaches handshake, later telling Paterno by phone that he ran off the field because he was so embarrassed about how poorly both squads had played—I was out of questions. Beyond bottom of the barrel. Flat out of questions.

Fearful that dead air would cause Joe to cut the call short, I started in with, “I know you don’t think ahead like this, but if you could paint the perfect ending to the Joe Paterno Era at Penn State, how would you paint it?”

I know. I know. Awful question. Ranks right up there with some of the worst I’d ever heard asked of a PSU coach or football player. Almost as bad as, “LaVar, if you could be any animal in the world, what animal would you be?” (True question. I kid you not.)

“Oh gee,” was Paterno’s first-blush response to my clichéd query. He paused for what seemed an unnatural amount of time.

“I know I’m putting you on the spot,” was all I could muster. Again with the cursed dead air.

“I know,” he said. “I haven’t even thought of that really. I think you gotta just—I don’t care what you do. You’re gonna write a story. You might want to write the greatest story that’s ever been written or the greatest article that’s ever been written. You gotta take care of the details. You gotta dot the i’s and relook at the sentences and restructure the paragraphs.

“It’s the same way with my business. I gotta just pay attention to the little things and try to make us as good as we can be. We have guys in the right spot; are we asking them to do things they can do? Is there something they can do better so we would be more productive? It’s an ongoing evaluation of all the little things to combine to make the big things.”

I thought he was finished. This was starting to sound familiar. Then Joe went for the close.

“You know, you back away from a story two weeks after you’ve written it and say, ‘Dammit, why didn’t I do this?’ And for others you say, ‘Jeez, that was pretty damn good.’ It’s the same story. If I ask you where you want to be thirty years from now, you hope you’ll still be able to sit down and write a good story.”

I stopped the tape again. I let the last line reverberate in the silence of the basement. Then I pressed play once more.

I heard myself trying to sneak in a follow-up by asking about recruiting. But the counter on the phone had hit thirty minutes.

“I don’t mean to be rude, but I gotta...” Joe said, his famously nasal pitch trailing off, this time for effect.

I thanked him for his time and offered to e-mail him a draft of his Game of My Life chapter to Sandi Segursky for him to check out before it went to press. I knew it would have to go through Sandi; Joe wasn’t

“Good deal,” he said. “Good luck. When do you think you’re gonna get that out?”

“It’ll be out before the 2006 football season.”

“Good for you. Make sure you reevaluate each sentence. OK?”

“Thanks, Coach.”

“OK. Bye-bye now.”

The stop button snapped loudly and my Maxell C90 ceased winding.

Joe Paterno was gone. And I knew when our tears dried, we’d all be OK, regardless of which games we chose to play in our lives.

All we’d ever have to do is listen.

—Jordan Hyman, April 2012


FOREWORD

By Michael Robinson

Choosing the “game of my life” isn’t easy. In the 2005 college football season alone, I experienced more unforgettable moments in a Penn State uniform than I can count on my throwing hand: Rallying on the road to beat Northwestern on my fourth-quarter touchdown pass to Derrick Williams; beating Ohio State at home under the lights; sealing the Big Ten title in the regular season finale; outlasting Florida State in triple overtime in the Orange Bowl. The list goes on.

Even if pressed to pick a single top game, I’d have to pass. Rather, I’d elect to tab the entire journey of the 2005 campaign as a collective game of my life. Because in my eyes, retelling the story of just one contest from that magical season would be incomplete without acknowledging the other 11.

I’m sure the 20 players featured in Jordan Hyman’s Penn State: Game of My Life faced similar dilemmas. But in reading through the book’s chapters, it became clear not only why each former Nittany Lion selected the game he did, but also why Penn State football will always hold a special place in my heart. Because the details captured in this text—the rivalries, the upsets, the friendships, the coaches, the bowl games—remind me in many instances of my own memories from my years in the program. The times and circumstances may vary, but the themes of hard work, dedication, vindication, and brotherhood still resonate with me.

Whatever I go on to do in the NFL, I know I’ll always be part of something special called Penn State football. It’s a unique history that I’m honored to have played a part in, a history Hyman has deftly accessed in this book. These 20 stories will take you back in time into the lives of some of your favorite players from years past. So enjoy the ride. I know I sure did.

We Are! Penn State!


INTRODUCTION

By Jordan Hyman

Joe Nastasi had one question. “You sure you want me?” he asked, after I’d explained the Game of My Life concept. “Absolutely,” I told him, launching into my reasons why the former Penn State wide receiver should be the subject of one of my 20 chapters.

Sure, Nastasi’s fake field goal-scoring touchdown to beat Michigan in the 1995 Snow Bowl hadn’t clinched a Big Ten championship or set some school record. But it had set off another flurry of snowballs, wrenched from beneath the icy aluminum benches of the student section in Beaver Stadium’s south end zone. And it had remained, well, frozen in Nastasi’s mind for the decade since.

That November day was marked by frenzies of flying white pellets that stopped game clock, drew undecipherable tirades from Joe Paterno, and, amid it all, made Nastasi a legend. What’s more, it was a moment in time that Penn Staters, whether they were snug on their couches or chiseling snow from their boots in the upper reaches of the Beav, will not soon forget.

Such moments in time sweeten this book and help explain why each former Nittany Lion selected his particular game of my life. They are memories of momentous occasions that changed a man’s life. Gregg Garrity’s Sports Illustrated cover-gracing Sugar Bowl score on New Year’s Day, 1983. Craig Fayak’s 34-yarder that silenced the Notre Dame echoes in 1990. A fall day in 1966 when Paterno jogged onto the Beaver Stadium grass for the first time as head coach of the Nittany Lions.

They are tales of youth before players like Jerry Sandusky and Lenny Moore became Nittany Lion legends. They are bold performances that have helped the program grow and prosper. John Cappelletti’s 41 carries for 220 yards to stave off N.C. State in 1973. Wally Triplett’s color barrier-breaking appearance in the 1948 Cotton Bowl. Shane Conlan’s eight-tackle, two-interception night in the Arizona desert to help pull off the upset of upsets in the 1987 national championship game.

They are sentimental, and they are unforgettable. And wrapped as one, the recollections, revelations, and replays of these 20 men—their memories span 53 football seasons—spell out a delectable collection of chapters in the rich history of Penn State football. And I loved writing each of them. Even yours, Joe.


1

WALLY TRIPLETT

NAME: Wallace Triplett III

BORN: April 18, 1926, in La Mott, Pennsylvania

HOMETOWN: La Mott, Pennsylvania

CURRENT RESIDENCE: Detroit, Michigan

OCCUPATION: Retired Chrysler manager; former NFL player

POSITION: Halfback, defensive back

HEIGHT: 5 feet, 10 inches

PLAYING WEIGHT: 165 pounds

YEARS LETTERED: 1946 to 1948

NUMBER WORN AT PSU: 12

ACCOMPLISHMENTS: First African-American to start and earn a varsity letter at Penn State; one of three African-Americans on 1947 Nittany Lion team who broke the Cotton Bowl’s color barrier; scored six touchdowns in 1948 season to lead Penn State in scoring; remains second all-time in school history with 16.5-yard average on punt returns; selected by the Detroit Lions in 19th round of the 1949 NFL Draft, then became the first African-American draftee to play in the league; once had 294 return yards in a game for Detroit, an NFL record that stood for 44 years.

THE GAME: The Cotton Bowl, Penn State versus Southern Methodist, January 1, 1948

The Young Life of Wally Triplett

Wally Triplett will tell you that his life’s accomplishments are a matter of good timing, and indeed, the successes and travels of his life might leave you with a Forrest Gump-ish vibe. But there’s more to his story. Behind Triplett’s easygoing banter and unassuming nature is a former football player who still embodies all the greatness of perhaps the finest football team ever to suit up at Penn State.

It all seemed so improbable considering his roots. Wally was the fifth of six sons born to Mahlon and Estella Triplett, who raised him and his brothers in the Philadelphia suburb of La Mott, Pennsylvania. The Triplett kids, all of whom graduated from nearby Cheltenham High, were natural athletes. And each brother imparted different nuggets of sports knowledge on young Wally, who would play basketball, baseball, and football at Cheltenham.

Of all sports, it was football that tied the family together. All six boys played. “I was always hoping to do as well as my brother ahead of me, who was really great,” Triplett says of older brother Fred. “And I learned a lot. You were expected to do certain things, and there’s no reason you shouldn’t.”

Triplett’s parents, and later his older brothers, worked for the U.S. Postal Service. In high school, Wally worked there too. He made special deliveries, which earned him access to a car or motorcycle plus a Class-A gasoline stamp, two rare perks at a time when the U.S. was imposing a stringent gas ration because of the ongoing World War. “I had a car and gas,” he says with a smile, “so that was big with the girls.”

Triplett could have started a career with the USPS like the rest of his family, but as the speedy halfback developed on the gridiron, his coaches at Cheltenham High began planning bigger things for him. It helped that Triplett was well above average in the classroom. Though he didn’t land a football scholarship after his senior year in 1945, he qualified for a state-funded academic award called a senatorial scholarship, and thus departed for Penn State in the fall of 1945 on a full academic ride. He left La Mott knowing nothing about the university, including its exact whereabouts, carrying just a few belongings and a letter addressed to Coach Bob Higgins to help land him a roster spot on the football team.

[image: image]

Wally Triplett was one of three African-American players on Penn State’s roster to break the Cotton Bowl’s color barrier in 1948. He later became the first African-American NFL draft pick to play in the league.

The Setting

In 1945, the same year the U.S. dropped atomic bombs on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Triplett arrived in State College. It didn’t take him long to settle in. After initially checking into a hotel, Triplett learned the football staff had arranged for him to live in Lincoln Hall, a boarding house off Atherton Street on the west side of campus. Hurting for spending money, he took a job as a dishwasher in the nearby bus station.

Friends came easily, thanks to his warm, approachable personality. He grew close with his Lincoln Hall roommate, Barney Ewell, who happened to be one of the world’s fastest sprinters, a track star who won a gold and two silver medals at the 1948 Olympics. Meanwhile, several members of the football team needed help with their studies, so Triplett would tutor whomever required assistance. He forged bonds with his new, mostly white teammates such as Sam Tamburo and the Drazenovich brothers, Chuck and Joe. Tamburo, a lineman from New Kensington, Pennsylvania, eventually became Triplett’s best friend on the team and, later, an All-America end in 1948.

Coach Higgins was another story. The sometimes grumpy coach envisioned Triplett as the second coming of another black player at Penn State in the 1940s, Dave Alston, a superior athlete whom Higgins once called “the greatest player I ever coached, the first player I’ve seen who has all the qualities that made [Jim] Thorpe the great star he was.” But Alston never actually lettered at State—he died suddenly in 1941 following a tonsillectomy. “I was shocked like everyone else when he died,” Triplett says. “It was a social thing at the time, where he didn’t get the best treatment and ended up dying.”

When Higgins first met Triplett that fall of 1945, he told the freshman about Alston. But Triplett knew the stories; he’d idolized Alston growing up, having followed his superb all-county career as a prep star at Midland (Pennsylvania) High School and then on to the Penn State freshman team. “I told [Higgins] I would not be able to replace [Alston],” Triplett says, “cause I didn’t think I could. So he and I hit it off kind of poorly.”

Triplett’s relationship with “The Hig” hardly improved in the ensuing months. Higgins was never jazzed that Triplett was tutoring his football players, especially if it made them free thinkers, which Triplett clearly was at that time—especially on racial issues. Once, during his high school days, Triplett had been selected to go backstage and meet African-American actor, singer, and civil rights activist Paul Robeson after a speech, and Robeson’s ideals of equality resonated with the young man. Triplett refused to accept things as they were.

For example, when one professor continually gave Triplett failing grades on his papers, he enlisted the help of a white woman in the community whom he’d befriended along with a doctor of psychology who lived in Lincoln Hall. They decided to have the doctor secretly write one of Triplett’s papers, and Triplett would submit it as his own. When that too came back with a poor mark, Triplett and his friends took the evidence to college administrators, and Penn State decided not to renew the bigoted professor’s contract. The incident, of course, didn’t warm Higgins’ opinion of Triplett.

“The Hig was something else,” Triplett says of his coach. “He and I never hit it off, and we went through school like that, because I was always asking questions of why. Sometimes I didn’t understand his thinking. He would just say, ‘Awwww, ya know, Wallace ...

“Hig wasn’t a bigot, but he was typical of most white people at the time. They wanted things to be better, but they weren’t willing to give up some of what they had to see that things were made equal.”
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Penn State posted a 6-2 record in 1946. Triplett wouldn’t have seen much time that year if not for the departure of Joe Tepsic, who played one season for Higgins in ’45, then signed a baseball contract with the Brooklyn Dodgers. (In ’47, when the Dodgers came to Philadelphia’s Shibe Park, Triplett sometimes went to visit Tepsic, which is how Triplett first met Jackie Robinson. Trip and Robinson later played in the same pinochle gang and shared the occasional meal of hot rolls and greens at a place called Mom’s in Philadelphia.)

With Tepsic gone, Triplett had the chance to display his speed on offense, while also satisfying his jones for banging heads on defense. “We used to love to stuff ’em,” he says of he and his defensive mates. “We would get mad with each other out there. I remember Chuck Drazenovich was mad as hell if you let somebody get in that hole for 3 or 4 yards. So we’d be arguing with each other the whole time we were out there. But that’s what helped us.

“I remember one game, the officials were laughing about it. ‘Man, for you guys to be playing with each other, you’re not friends!’ They were laughing that they were having to break up fights among us.”

In Triplett’s era, there were two groups: the older players, guys in their mid-20s like Larry Joe, Joe Colone, and Dennie Hoggard (another African-American player who had played briefly in State College before joining the Army to fight in World War II); and the non-veterans, teenaged freshmen like Triplett. Higgins felt a closer bond to the older players who had left and come back from war. And while that veteran core helped the 1947 team earn its famous “Men of ’47” nickname, the magic of that season could not have happened without the youthful exuberance of its young players.

The age gaps rarely impacted unity off the field. In ’47 Penn State was to play Miami in Florida, the stipulation being that the Nittany Lions’ black players could not suit up. Higgins wanted to go, but he opted to let the players decide. “That’s when the shock of my life came,” Triplett says. “Some of the guys like Neg Norton and John Potsklan said, ‘Look, we play together, we stay together.’ The coaches were told we wouldn’t go to Miami.”

Wherever Penn State did go in ’47, it dominated. Bucknell, 54-0. Fordham, 75-0. Navy, 20-7. Pittsburgh, 29-0. By Thanksgiving, the Lions had completed a 9-0 regular season with six shutouts to win the first of 22 Lambert trophies in school history. The defense allowed 3.8 points a game that season, a school record, and 17 yards rushing per contest, the lowest average in NCAA history. That unit also still holds the NCAA mark for fewest total yards allowed in a single game (minus-47 in a 40-0 blanking of Syracuse). On the flip side, with guys like Triplett, Elwood Petchel, and Fran Rogel in the backfield, the offense chewed up 2,713 total rushing yards, another school record that stood for 21 years.

Still, with only four bowls at the time, there were no givens. Only when Southern Methodist agreed to play Penn State with its black athletes did the Nittany Lions seal a bowl berth. It was billed as the best of the East versus the best of the Southwest, led by SMU’s “Mr. Everything,” All-American Doak Walker. And it lived up to the hype.

The Game of My Life

By Wally Triplett

THE COTTON BOWL PENN STATE VERSUS SOUTHERN METHODIST JANUARY 1, 1948

I remember we took a train to get to Dallas for the Cotton Bowl, which took two days. When we got down there they gave us these 10-gallon hats and took pictures of us. The only place we could stay was the Navy base outside town. None of the hotels would take us because of Dennie and myself and Charlie Murray. That’s something we never got used to, but we said, “We’ll take it out on the field.”

In the days before the game, there were a number of things going on in Dallas in the colored section. A guy from the Pittsburgh Courier, the largest Negro newspaper at that time, squired us around. For example, two top high schools were having their big game at the Cotton Bowl, and they had a pregame beauty contest. I was one of the honorary judges.

One night some of the Penn State alumni down there who had done well arranged for the team to come and visit this big bank they were showing off. We were on our way back to the Navy base that night when we went past this big nightclub on the highway. The driver was explaining that this was one of the featured nightclubs of the area. All the older guys were yelling, “Let’s go to the club!”

So we pulled in. We had two buses. As we stopped, I said to Red (team manager David Barron), “Oh man, I don’t know if we can go in here.” So Red told everybody to hold up. He goes to the doorman and explains we were the Penn State football team and wanted to see the show. The doorman goes in and gets the owner, and the owner says, “Yeah, we want you in.” Then he grabs me by the elbow and says, “We ain’t never had no niggers in here, but you come on!”

By that time they’d scraped up some tables and seats and people were very cooperative. Girls were throwing their legs up and stuff. I said, “Man, you gotta be crazy!” I ordered a Coca-Cola and my eyes were in the bottom of the glass. I wasn’t looking at that stuff. But it was a fun thing.
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We had heard so much back then about this Doak Walker. When the game started, they scored right away and we said, “Oh man, looks like it’s gonna be a hard day.” But we made the adjustments. I remember I kept saying to Petchel, “I can get out in that corner.” I eventually convinced him, Petchel threw the thing out there, and I caught it for a touchdown. I was telling him we could have done this all day.

We should have won that game easy. For one, we missed the extra point. Ed Czekaj’s extra point would have won the game for us. It was close. I never saw it because I was out there blocking. Later on the tapes, it looked like we missed it. We also had a chance to win at the end, and there was a pass over the middle to Dennie, but somehow it was deflected and dropped.

I saw the ball on the ground, so I knew that was it. I turned and headed right for the locker room. I had a test coming up and had to get back to school, so I had booked a flight to get me out of there right after the game was over. But when I headed for the locker room, I didn’t know Doak Walker was coming to congratulate me or shake my hand or say hi. It looked like I just walked away from him. I didn’t know until I had gone home and was reading about it, and they said I had snubbed Doak Walker. When I saw him later, I explained it.

As for the game, it ended the way it started. When you have two teams that are unbeaten and they go out with a tie, that’s as good as it can get.

Game Results

No. 4 Penn State had indeed heard a lot about Doak Walker before the 1948 Cotton Bowl, just Penn State’s second bowl ever. And by the looks of things early on that New Year’s Day, it seemed the Nittany Lions believed the hype. In windy, near-freezing conditions, Walker, who would win the Heisman in ’48, and the No. 3 Mustangs racked up nearly 200 yards of first-half offense, with Walker throwing for one score and passing for another. A “home” crowd—of the 43,000 fans in house that day, only 3,000 had received tickets from Penn State—was ecstatic. The only hiccup came when Walker, hurried by a charging John Wolosky, missed an extra point.

Down 13-0, Penn State changed the momentum late in the first half when Petchel hit Larry Cooney for a 38-yard scoring strike. Triplett saved a touchdown just before halftime by shoving Paul Page out of bounds on a kickoff return.

In the third quarter, Penn State tied it on Petchel’s 6-yard toss to Triplett. Then came Czekaj’s fateful point-after attempt. His boot sailed high above the uprights, and the officials’ hesitancy added to the drama. Finally, the kick was ruled wide right, though there were some who for years afterward maintained the kick was good.

Both teams had opportunities to take leads later in the game, but the defenses were stout. State held SMU to 24 yards passing and 15 rushing in the second half. The Mustangs, meanwhile, intercepted Petchel twice in the second half, recovered a fumble, and stopped State on downs in SMU territory.

On the game’s final drive, Penn State moved the ball to SMU’s 37 and called timeout with two seconds left. The Lions then tried 48-Sweep Pass, and Hoggard broke open in the end zone, but a Mustangs defender deflected the ball and it hit Hoggard in the stomach, bouncing harmlessly to the ground. Wrote Jere Hayes of the Dallas Times Herald, “It was one of the most thrilling Cotton Bowl games ever unreeled.”

Reflecting on State

After a 1948 senior season in which Triplett led the Nittany Lions in scoring and all-purpose yardage—’48 was also Higgins’ last season as State’s coach, as he retired for health reasons—the speedster became the first African-American NFL draft pick to play in the league. But Triplett doesn’t consider himself a trendsetter for that, especially considering how many black players had signed pro contracts and were already excelling in the upstart All-America Football Conference at the time. It was all timing. Plus, had Branch Rickey offered more cash, Triplett would have signed with Rickey’s Brooklyn Dodgers football team. “But he was cheap in baseball and football,” Triplett says, “so he and I didn’t hit on it. I said, ‘The heck with you.’”

The kid from La Mott instead signed with the team that drafted him, the Detroit Lions, for $5,000. At the time, it was more than his father earned in a year working for the Postal Service. It was even more than his longtime acquaintance, Jackie Robinson, had made when Rickey first signed him to baseball’s version of the Dodgers.

In his 1949 rookie season, Triplett set a team record for longest run from scrimmage by scampering 80 yards for a score against Green Bay. After his second year in the league, he made history again by becoming the first NFL player drafted into military service for the Korean War. He never saw action, and when he returned from the Army, the Lions traded him to the Chicago Cardinals, for whom he played two seasons before retiring in 1953.

Triplett’s done a bit of everything in the half-century since hanging up his cleats. He taught at Philadelphia’s Ben Franklin High School. When he returned to Detroit, he worked as a manager at one of Chrysler’s stamping plants. He later spent time in the insurance business, worked as a clerk in the horse racing industry, even owned a liquor store. For wife Leonore’s birthday in 1973, he bought a motor home, and the couple spent years taking trips across the country. “Each one of our kids was able to put their feet in both oceans and across both borders,” he says.

There aren’t many of the “Men of ’47” alive today. “We’re getting to where we’ll fit in a phone booth,” Triplett jokes. Ask him how he’s doing, and he cracks another one: “Answering the bell. Not moving as quick, but answering the bell.” If there’s anything he talks more seriously about, it’s being on a ’47 team that stuck together and changed stereotypes about blacks and whites coexisting on the same squad. It all makes sense when he mentions how his Penn State days changed his life.

“I began to look at things a little different,” Triplett says. “I began to understand you could find bigotry in some of the highest places, and you could find some of the greatest people in the world in some of the lowest places. You had to search yourself and get in there with them and say, ‘Well, this is life. Let’s live it and not be afraid.’”
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ROSEY GRIER

NAME: Roosevelt Grier

BORN: July 14, 1932, in Cuthbert, Georgia

HOMETOWN: Roselle, New Jersey

CURRENT RESIDENCE: Los Angeles, California

OCCUPATION: Program administrator, community affairs for the Milken Family Foundation; public speaker; former NFL player

POSITION: Defensive tackle, defensive end, offensive lineman

HEIGHT: 6 feet, 4 inches

PLAYING WEIGHT: 242 pounds

YEARS LETTERED: 1951 to 1954

NUMBER WORN AT PSU: 74

ACCOMPLISHMENTS: Four-year starter at Penn State selected by New York Giants in third round of 1955 NFL Draft; played 11 pro seasons, seven with New York, four with Los Angeles as part of Rams’ Fearsome Foursome defensive line; received Penn State’s Distinguished Alumnus Award in 1974; humanitarian, musician and author also built performing career as an actor in multiple movies and TV shows, including Daniel Boone, The Danny Thomas Show, and Movin’ On.

THE GAME: Penn State at Illinois, September 25, 1954

The Young Life of Rosey Grier

Roosevelt Grier was just a kid living with his parents and 10 brothers and sisters on rented government farmland in Cuthbert, Georgia, when he decided he was going to be different from peers and siblings—different from the stereotypes. To get there, Roosevelt knew he’d have to get an education that would serve as a foundation for his future. Plus he’d have to cover his chores.

“Before I could go to school, I had to achieve the work I would have done had I not been going to school,” says Grier of his time in Cuthbert. “And my parents were no schoolaholics. If I went to school, fine. If I didn’t, it was still all right. So I had to beg to go to school.”

His crowded life comprised three components. First came those chores: He had to slop the family hogs, milk the cows, work in the cotton and peanut fields, and do anything else required of him. Second came school. And third, well, there was walking to and from school, a 20-mile, round-trip hike on foot. It didn’t leave time for sports or goofing around or much else.
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