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INTRODUCTION

It’s a story—or many of them—worthy of Hollywood. The miracle moments that USC football history has produced would easily provide the plot lines for all sorts of big-screen extravaganza treatment.

And they’re all true. No one has to make them up.

Here are a number that tell of the people who breathed life into USC football, who took it to the top, who set the standards, who won national championships and Heisman Trophies and Rose Bowls and the hearts of the fans of a growing Southern California just ready to burst into America’s cultural consciousness from the booming 1920s on.

USC football was right there every step of the way: from matchups against the Thundering Herd to two separate Wild Bunches (1969 and 2003), from Antelope Al to Jaguar Jon, from Iron Mike to Prince Hal, from Cotton to Thunder & Lightning, Trojans football has been on the tip of the tongue for SoCal fans and beyond. Ironically, the lone program in college football history never to have put the players’ names on the backs of their jerseys because it’s all about the team would produce so many whose names we all can recall.

But it wouldn’t do so right away. The team they were calling the Methodists or the Wesleyans played its first football game in 1888, after Professor Elmer Merrill suggested to Henry Goddard, USC’s first coach who had played football himself in college, that they “teach these boys some football.” It was 19 years after Rutgers and Princeton had played the first college football game in 1869 that the sport reached Los Angeles.

Yet it was hardly special. At the turn of the century, for just one example, USC was shut out the first five times it faced the Sherman Indian Institute from nearby Riverside by a total score of 72–0 in four losses and a scoreless tie. And when it went in search of a new nickname in 1912, asking the Los Angeles Times sports editor Owen Bird for help, he gave it to them. He came up with “Trojans,” he said, with an explanation for USC’s competitive issues at the time.

“The athletes and coaches of the university were under terrific handicaps,” the USC football media guide quotes Bird’s reasoning. “They were facing teams that were bigger and better equipped, yet they had splendid fighting spirit. The name ‘Trojans’ fitted them.”

It certainly fit USC’s first All-American, lineman Brice Taylor, one of college football’s few African-Americans to earn such honors in the game’s first eight decades. An orphan adopted by Italian-Americans and a descendant of the great Indian chief Tecumseh, the Seattle native overcame one other hurdle. He was born without a left hand, limiting the speedy athlete to playing on the line. But a lineman fast enough to run on USC’s world-record 400-meter relay team had certain advantages, as Taylor served as a transition to what was to come next for USC football.

USC had been no match for a national powerhouse on the West Coast like Cal, a team USC beat just once in their first ten meetings. And then the world turned. Within a year’s time in 1922 and 1923, the incredibly optimistic citizens of Pasadena and then Los Angeles built a pair of the world’s iconic sporting venues geared to football—the Rose Bowl and the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum.

Imagine that. With a population of no more than 550,000 in the mid-1920s, Greater LA would have two new stadiums that would ultimately seat 100,000 each; one would host the bowl game that became the “Grand-Daddy of them all,” and the other venue will soon become (in 2028) the first ever to host three Summer Olympics, not to mention twelve national champion football teams, including a Trojans team that would dominate the Rose Bowl, plus a place where they play a World Series and host two NFL teams, a president, and a Pope.

With one of the world’s great stadiums just across the street from its campus, USC would get on board and, buying out Coach Elmer “Gloomy Gus” Henderson and after a 9–2–0 season and failing to lure Knute Rockne from Notre Dame, would do the next best thing and entice Hall of Famer Howard Jones. An All-American and one-time coach at Yale, Jones headed west from Iowa at Rockne’s suggestion. That move would change college football on the West Coast and in the nation forever.

Not only would the Trojans soon be dispatching Cal and Stanford, they would install Notre Dame and Rockne as a schedule fixture, a move that solidified both programs in the firmament of college football, especially when the likes of Michigan and Ohio State were shunning private school Notre Dame. The nation responded. The first two times USC and Notre Dame met in 1927 and 1929, 120,000 turned out for the first game, 112,912 for the second. Both LA games drew capacity crowds of more than 72,000 at the Coliseum.

But college football’s greatest intersectional series would do more than draw fans: it would set up the two teams as the measure for college football excellence, as no one but USC (in 1928, 1931, and 1932) and Notre Dame (in 1929 and 1930—in Rockne’s last game) would win a national championship for those five straight seasons. A decade later, USC would be facing a similar situation with the loss of Jones, to a heart attack, after the 1940 season and his teams’ four national championships and a perfect 5–0 record in the Rose Bowl.

Getting back to the Howard Jones Era would not come easily. There were occasional highlights, like the day in 1956 when USC running back C.R. Roberts would not only help desegregate Austin, Texas, and the Southwest Conference, but he’d put up a record-breaking day in a win over the Longhorns.

Still, twenty-three middling seasons would go by before a young son of a tiny West Virginia coal town would show USC the way. John McKay had put in his WWII service as a B-29 tail-gunner and physical instructor, then returned to play football at Purdue and Oregon, where as an assistant coach, he attracted the Trojans’ interest. But it took some luck for the wise-cracking, cigar-smoking McKay to survive into his third season after opening with a pair of losing seasons and an 8–11–1 record.

But survive he did. And then in 1962, it happened—a national championship and a win in the most wide-open, action-packed Rose Bowl ever to that time, 42–37, over Wisconsin. Another triumphant Trojans era had begun. By the time he would leave for Tampa Bay and the NFL in 1976, McKay’s Trojans won four national titles, just like Jones, along with five Rose Bowl wins in eight tries.

McKay’s accomplishments didn’t end there. There was a 1970 game in segregated Birmingham, Alabama, against an all-white Alabama team coached by his good friend Bear Bryant that would help change the world of college football, as USC, with three African-American starters in the backfield led by sophomore Sam “Bam” Cunningham, would make the case that race should never be a limiting factor.

There were comebacks against Notre Dame, one of them so spectacular it would be labeled simply as “The Comeback,” as the Trojans, down 24–0 in the first half, would reverse course like nothing else that college football had ever seen, scoring fifty-five points in less than seventeen minutes for a 55–24 win against the Irish.

There would be a 1972 national championship team so dominant, it’s on every list of the best-ever college football teams.

There would be the first two of USC’s six—or seven, depending on how you count Reggie Bush—Heisman Trophy winners: Mike Garrett (in 1965) and O.J. Simpson (1968). That “Tailback U.” legacy would continue through McKay’s top assistant, John Robinson, who would take over in 1976 and win the 1978 national championship and produce two Heisman winners in three seasons—Charles White (1979) and the incomparable Marcus Allen (1981), the first college player to rush for more than 2,000 yards in a single season.

But with Robinson following McKay into the NFL after the 1982 season, USC would fall into another of those tailspins separating national championship eras. Four coaches, including Robinson for a forgettable five-year return, would preside over eighteen seasons with four of them producing nonwinning records and a 3–2 mark in five Rose Bowls. Even worse, there were just three Top Ten finishes and no Heisman winners during that time.

Sure, there would be a Keyshawn Johnson and a 41–32 Rose Bowl win over a plucky Northwestern team in 1996, but that was about it. USC football had hit a flat spot.

Then along came Pete Carroll. Rejected by the NFL’s Patriots and Jets, with a daughter at USC, and a year to think things over, Carroll was USC’s fourth choice. This was not a job the world wanted. But Carroll would change all that—in a heartbeat, as they say. Despite having run out of running backs in a season that began with just two wins in the first seven games, USC would finish in a rush with a 27–0 win over No. 20 UCLA to earn a spot in the Las Vegas Bowl and a 6–6 finish.

But that was just a start. With quarterback Carson Palmer and safety Troy Polamalu back to lead them, the No. 4 Trojans would rout UCLA, Notre Dame, and No. 3 Iowa, 38–17, in the Orange Bowl to signal their return to the top. And it would not stop there.

On teams led by five All-American defenders—Kenechi Udeze, Shaun Cody, Matt Grootegoed, Lofa Tatupu, and Mike Patterson—another Heisman winner would emerge. Quarterback Matt Leinart would lead the Trojans to two straight national titles in 2003 and 2004 and thirty-four straight wins that took them within nineteen seconds of an unprecedented third in a row when the defense ran out in the 2006 Rose Bowl to Texas and Vince Young’s Texas Longhorns.

By the time Carroll headed back to the NFL after the 2010 season, he went with a record of five Rose Bowl wins in six tries along with two Orange Bowl wins including one titanic BCS national championship game there with a 55–19 romp over Oklahoma. Carroll helped lead three Heisman winners in four seasons with Palmer (2002), Leinart (2004), and Bush, who later returned his trophy after NCAA sanctions in 2010 declared him ineligible in 2005.

As it proved in the past when national championship coaches leave, the aftermath would not go easily for USC. With two of Carroll’s young offensive coordinators— Lane Kiffin and Steve Sarkisian—coming next as head coaches, USC would struggle, save for Kiffin’s bowl-restricted 10–2 season in 1911. But at least life would not be boring after Pete.

For the first time in major college football history, a school would be forced to fire two coaches in mid-season just two years apart. Kiffin would be axed in 2013 at LAX after returning from an embarrassing loss at Arizona State and Sarkisian in 2015 after several embarrassing episodes—one at a team booster function and the second at a practice for which Sarkisian was sent home unable to coach. And still, USC wasn’t awful despite NCAA sanctions that took away two bowl games and 30 scholarships and forced the Trojans to show up with as few as 43 originally recruited scholarship players for games against teams that could have as many as 85.

In one of the craziest seasons in college football history, USC would have three head coaches in 2013, with Ed Orgeron succeeding Kiffin and subsequently leaving after Sarkisian was hired after the end of the regular season, when Clay Helton took over as interim coach for the Las Vegas Bowl. Counting Sarkisian’s December hire, that’s four coaches in one calendar year. The multicoach season was repeated in 2015, when Sarkisian was fired after five games for “conduct not up to the standard of a USC head coach” and Helton took over for the final seven games before being named head coach for the 2016 season.

Despite the fact the Helton led the Trojans to a win at the Rose Bowl after the 2016 season and USC’s first Pac-12 title in 2017, many fans will tell you that the jury is still out on Helton despite a 27–10 mark, nine Top 25 wins, and victories in more games (21) in his first two seasons than any other USC head coach. The wins over Penn State and Washington’s College Football Playoff team in 2016 and the two wins over Stanford in 2017 are very much on the plus side for Helton. The routs at Notre Dame and in the Cotton Bowl, and the upset at Washington State, are not.

How Helton will handle the loss of Sam Darnold, Ronald Jones, and Deontay Burnett for 2018 is the question of the moment. But USC football is much more than any one season. The program that has produced 166 first-team All-Americans, more NFL first-round picks than any other program, and is tied for the most No. 1 overall draft picks will not be defined by any one season.

More than likely, it will be defined by the kinds of records that USC football seems to inspire. Like the way “Superfan” Giles Pellerin attended 797 straight USC games over eight decades, a record without challenge across all of college football. Or how the USC Marching Band has appeared at 389 straight Trojans games, traveling to every Trojan road game the last 30 seasons, another record unchallenged in college football.

Then, of course, there’s Jake Olson, the Trojans’ blind long-snapper who was two for two in 2017 in perfect snaps and USC’s Most Inspirational Player. The story of the young Trojans football fan who lost his sight to cancer surgery a day after attending his last USC practice at the age of twelve and then returned to practice with and play for his favorite team is one of college football’s most memorable moments.

This is USC football. And these are its Miracle Moments.


1

From Tecumseh to Troy, the Brice Taylor All-American Story

It is one of the most honored spots on the campus at the University of Southern California: the Trojan All-American Walk leading from the McKay Center, home of the football team, to the practice field complex across McClintock Way. There are 166 first-team USC football All-Americans enshrined—and pictured—there for the current Trojans to walk by and acknowledge.

But there is only one inaugural USC All-American there—a Trojan whose story has yet to be equaled in the 82 years since Brice Taylor earned his place on the wall.

For most of its existence, USC football has had a Hollywood connection like no other program in the nation. Some of its greatest early stars, like late-1920s captain Ward Bond, excelled at USC before going on to great success in movies and TV. Bond was a member of the Trojans teams that captured their first-ever national championships in 1928, 1931, and 1932. Another Trojan and Bond’s buddy, Marion Morrison (a.k.a. John Wayne), didn’t stay at USC long enough to become a football star but had even more success when Hollywood called to cast him.

But USC’s original All-American star, Brice Taylor, seems to have come straight out of central casting almost before the movie industry—or USC football—got going. Back in 1923, out of Seattle’s Franklin High School, Taylor came down the West Coast to Los Angeles to school. “[He] ought to be a movie,” then-Newsday sports columnist Chuck Culpepper wrote of Taylor in 2006.

Brice had it all—or almost all. An African-American as well as a direct descendent of the famed Shawnee Indian chief Tecumseh, Brice was raised by an adoptive family of Italian immigrants. But there was something else that made Brice unique, especially on the football field—Brice had been born without a left hand. So he would have to play on the line of scrimmage in college despite his relatively small stature and terrific speed.

“Hey, you try running the ball with one hand,” he would respond when it was suggested he give running back the old college try. But he never made much of it unless pressed. “He never talked about it and unless you looked, you’d never know,” Brad Pye Jr., one of his former students and players at Los Angeles Jefferson High who went on to be sports editor at the black-owned Los Angeles Sentinel, told Newsday’s Culpepper in 2006.

As for carrying the football, Brice had done it in high school, leading the Franklin team he captained to the 1922 Washington state championship as a running back before being named Washington’s High School Athlete of the Year. So he may have just been downplaying what he could do. In high school, he even played baseball. And reports from the players he coached at LA’s Jefferson High suggested that he could throw and catch with anybody.

He was versatile, to say the least. At USC, he kicked off and was a tough defender in addition to playing offensive guard. But more than anything, he could run. One report in the LA Times had Brice, at 5-foot-9 and 185 pounds, running the 100-yard dash in the world-class time of 9.9 seconds. He may well have been the only All-American football lineman to be a member of a world-record-setting mile relay team, as he was at USC. “Although he was a guard, he was as fast as the backs in those days,” fullback C.R. Roberts, a 1956 star, told Culpepper.

Brice was also a hurdler at USC. And yes, he had more than his share of hurdles. Only five African-Americans had been named All-American before the Football Writers of America selected Brice in 1925, the first year he played for Jones, after the Trojans finished 11–2 that season. Even in Los Angeles, which would produce a Jackie Robinson nearly two decades later at UCLA, Brice was not immune to racism. Numerous reports have stated that he would hear catcalls from the stands about his race. And after Brice, USC would not produce another African-American All-American for nearly four decades, until 1964 when “Iron Mike” Garrett, who would win the Heisman Trophy in 1965, earned the honor.

As the USC Black Alumni Association noted in honoring Brice: “He was an African-American All-American forty years before Jim Crow laws were painstakingly laid to rest. He was an African-American All-American four years before Martin Luther King Jr. was even born. Taylor was not just battling slurs from hostile road crowds, he was thriving in an era of institutionalized racism. And, by all accounts nearly a century later, he did it with a smile on his face.” 

USC was not immune to those times, as the University did not list Brice as an All-American in its media guides until the 1950s. It took a campaign by Pye and friends to get Taylor’s All-American honor listed there. Although by 1995, seventy years after his All-American season and 21 years after his death, Taylor was inducted into the second class of the USC Athletics Hall of Fame.

Looking back now, it seems that Brice had always been there for USC. He helped kick off college football’s greatest intersectional rivalry in 1925 in the recently built LA Memorial Coliseum, which hosted the first-ever USC-Notre Dame game, a 13–12 loss to Knute Rockne’s Irish. USC would finish 26–8 over Brice’s three seasons and defeat Missouri in the 1925 Christmas Festival Bowl game at the Coliseum. That same season three weeks earlier, Brice took part in USC’s first-ever Homecoming game as the Trojans hosted Syracuse.

Brice Taylor managed to overcome so much in his life as the youngest of 10 children of Cyrus Taylor, a bricklayer. But he was orphaned at age five. Fortunately for Brice, the DiJulio family in Seattle took him in. After his star-studded high school days in Seattle, reports are that he had 17 college scholarship offers from East Coast schools and eight more from the West Coast, but none from the school he wanted to attend in his hometown, the University of Washington.

Then along came USC football coach “Gloomy Gus” Henderson with a scholarship offer to attend USC, just as the Trojans were getting going. It turned out to be a great move for USC, getting a player who could run, block, tackle, and contribute as a kicker on special teams. “I met him about 1931 when I was playing at USC,” Julius Bescos told Culpepper. “And he came to practice. And Howard Jones introduced him to the group . . . They said he would take on tackles and he would just demolish them because he was so quick and strong.”

Brice’s first stop after graduation was Baton Rouge, Louisiana, where he became the head football coach and athletic director at Southern University. It was there that, in 1931, Taylor would lead the school to its first undefeated football season. But Brice would do something else for America’s Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) before he left: he would put a small-town northwest Louisiana school by the name of Louisiana Negro Normal and Industrial Institute on the Southern schedule. And much like the USC-Notre Dame series, the two schools—Southern and the now Grambling State University—would grow their annual series into the famed Bayou Classic.

That was hardly the end of it for Brice as a college administrator. In 1939, he would become the president of Guadalupe College, a small Baptist school in Seguin in South Texas for African-American students that was trying to survive a major fire and the impact of the economy at the end of the Depression.

But several years earlier, in 1931, Brice had left Baton Rouge to return home, and in doing so became the first-ever African-American head football coach at a Los Angeles High School. He was also a physical education teacher. Through those years, Brice invested in LA real estate, earned a doctorate in theology, and served as a minister for more than four decades for the First African Methodist Episcopal Church in Los Angeles.

And just to show the kind of Renaissance man he was, under Brice, the first high school tennis program in Los Angeles was started at Jefferson, and one of the players on that first team, Oscar Johnson, went on in 1948 to become the first black athlete to win an integrated USLTA tournament (the Long Beach Junior Open) on his way to induction into the International Tennis Hall of Fame in 1987.

“He was real strict, but he was fair,” Pye recalled. “For me, he was bigger than life. I had read about him. He was SC’s first All-American. I think we all were afraid of him.”

To the end, Brice Taylor was Cardinal and Gold all the way, Pye said. “Yeah, he was a Trojan. I couldn’t understand his loyalty to USC because of the way black athletes were just ignored.” But a Trojan Taylor was to the very end. After visiting him in 1974 at a nursing home in Downey shortly before his death at the age of seventy-two, Pye noticed how Taylor would greet everyone he met with one Trojan reference or another.
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