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			Foreword

			No quarterback in the sport of football can succeed without a strong and sturdy offensive line protecting him. That was true many years ago, and it will always be true as long as the game is played. I was fortunate to call the signals for the Miami Dolphins behind one of the greatest offensive lines in the history of pro football from 1967 to 1980. One of the men who was an outstanding blocker for our team on that offensive line is the subject of this book in your hands, written by the exemplary NFL writer, Joe Zagorski.

			Larry Little came to Miami back in 1969 with little fanfare, if any. No one at that time really knew what to expect from him. We all knew that he was a big guy. We all figured that for his size, which was six-foot-one and 270 pounds in 1969, the chances were good that he was also a very strong guy. Summer training camp annually weeds out those that are lacking in strength, and there are plenty of drills and exercises available for the coaches to measure the physical strength of every player. Larry would show us all an abundance of his tangible strength. But one thing that nobody can measure or determine when you look at a player—when you look at any player—is the size of his heart. Well, let me tell you. . . I can readily attest that Larry Little has a great big heart, and it was his heart for the game that we all acknowledged in a very short amount of time. Larry Little was as dedicated to his sport and to his position of offensive guard as anyone that those involved with pro football has ever seen.

			Larry had a strong desire to be a member of a winning team. He knew that he had to have the mindset of a winning player, which he did, because we were on the road toward improvement in Miami at that time. Thanks largely to his efforts, we all followed his examples of dedication and diligence in working hard in every practice and in every game. The obvious result was that he and all of our players went on to become members of a winning team. . . of a championship team. Larry Little did everything that Coach Shula and the rest of the coaches asked of him, and then even more, to help to make the Dolphins a consistently better team, year after year.

			Winning became a habit for us in the early 1970s, and we all enjoyed winning very much. Yet there was always a chance that we could as individuals fail at one time or another, at one aspect of the game or another. But failure was difficult to see when you looked at Larry Little. He was simply not going to allow the slightest bit of failure to seep into the way that he played the game. He knew that if he played as hard as he could on every play, whether it was in a game or in practice, he was indeed giving his all to his teammates, all for an effort to make us all successful. With a guy like Larry Little on our roster, it would be virtually impossible for us not to improve and become winners, mostly because he himself was a winner.

			Over fifty years have passed since our perfect, undefeated season of 1972. Everyone seems to remember that season after all of these years. That season is a big part of NFL history. But that season would not have been accomplished without a guy like Larry Little on our team. Perhaps no other group of men in the history of pro football has ever had a roster of players who sacrificed as much for each other than our Dolphins team did in 1972. And Larry was a big part of that team, thanks to the sacrifices that he made. He was also a big part of us winning two Super Bowls in a row in 1972 and 1973. He was a team leader, and he let his actions do his talking. We all could see it, and we all were inspired by it, and by him.

			There is a proper place for a player like Larry Little, and that place is the Pro Football Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio. I am one of several of our former teammates who is honored to share the tribute of enshrinement with him there. I hope that you enjoy reading about the legacy of greatness and success that Larry Little gave to the game and to his team within the pages of this outstanding and long overdue book.

			Bob Griese

			March 9, 2022

		

	
		
			Preface

			Former offensive guard Larry Little had boundless desire on the gridiron that helped him reach the top of his profession. Only a few men ever achieve membership in the Pro Football Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio. Larry Little, the former undrafted rookie who signed on as a free agent with the San Diego Chargers, and who eventually became a Miami Dolphins All-Pro and team leader, acclaimed the pinnacle of the NFL. He is a Hall of Famer.

			Little’s journey to that mountaintop began with the struggle to survive. From the earliest days of his youth, Larry Little witnessed a line of people—coaches and even some fellow players—who tried to get the younger players on the football team to give up and walk away from the sport. Little’s resolute determination to stay the course, however, separated him from many of his peers. He was a born survivor. Regardless of what challenges or problems presented themselves in his life, Little dealt with them by making his own decisions.

			Little, now in his late seventies, recalled first trying out for football in ninth grade as a thirteen-year-old. The other players didn’t make it easy for him. “I was called all kind of names, but I did not quit.”1

			Everyone else who tried out for the Booker T. Washington Senior High School football team decided to quit, rather than enduring the physical duress and mental abuse that every freshman was subjected to. But there was something at work inside the chubby kid who was slated to play along the line of scrimmage as an offensive and defensive lineman. He had that inner desire to see what would happen if he stayed on the team.

			At its most refined level, the decision not to quit is a basic choice made by everyone who has a job, starts a business, or applies to college. It’s a fundamental, down to earth choice. Tenacity yields positive results. It stems from a sense of purpose. It gives one an income and the ability to put food on the table and a roof overhead.

			From the Outhouse to the Penthouse explores how a common man like Larry Little can become an uncommon success story. Because Larry Little is an inspiring man, his story will inspire you. He had a desire to make a name for himself, and football provided him with a vehicle to do so. In football, Little discovered his best opportunity to accomplish great things. The 100-yard landscape he called home would test his body and his mind in ways that no other activity could. The game gave him a sense of belonging and an identity, going all the way back to his childhood. Like all youngsters, Little yearned to participate in one kind of activity or another. Football served as his favorite activity. It gave him a dual purpose, as it broke up the boredom monotony of his daily regimen of life. But perhaps most importantly, it gave him something to look forward to each day. It added to his happiness.

			Some people contend that a common man like Little can seldom—if ever—make his mark in any walk of life. But Little defied them. He took whatever disappointments or failures that came along, such as being forced to sit on the bench for several years, as he waited for any kind of opportunity to get on the field to play in a game. Little used those disappointments as his springboard to visualize and focus in on what he would do whenever his chance to play would finally come about. His tenacity was a moral compass of sorts, and it has served him well throughout his life.

			It seemed that every time that I interviewed Larry, he offered new insights about football. He was a treasure-trove of knowledge. Personal stories from his years at Bethune-Cookman University, in San Diego with the Chargers, and in Miami with the Dolphins, make this book unique. Many of his quotes that are throughout this biography, which shares the experiences and memories of his life and career, were shared in interviews that were held from 2022 to 2024, to faithfully and honorably depict his perspective and thoughts on his life that are being adapted to this biography.

			Offensive linemen rarely get any media attention. They generally operate in the trenches, behind the scenes, and they don’t stack up glamorous statistics. Fans of the sport are usually following the ball carriers, not the blockers. The nuances of line play are complex, with its own set of signals and intricate movements along the line of scrimmage. As a result, line play is often less understood and less appreciated by many football fans. Larry Little’s comments throughout this book will attempt to correct that oversight.

			A common stereotype suggests football players are nothing but a bunch of “dumb jocks.” Nothing could be further from the truth. Having athletic ability alone is not enough to keep a player from being cut from a team. Take members of the typical offensive line, for example. Every offensive lineman must possess a wealth of brain power to coincide with his strong athletic abilities to be successful.

			An offensive guard like Larry Little has to be quick thinking. Within a split second, just before the ball is snapped by the team’s center, the offensive guard has to call out and receive blocking assignments amid the various changing defensive alignments. At the same time, they must listen to the quarterback in case the play changes at the line of scrimmage. Finally, the offensive guard must be ready to break out of his three-point stance on the correct signal, barked out by his quarterback, in order to avoid getting a penalty for illegal motion or offsides.

			Indeed, the duties and assignments for an offensive lineman are numerous and challenging. Only a few truly bright individuals serve their teams well in those positions.

			An offensive lineman’s intelligence must coexist with the brutal strength required by everyone who plays along the line of scrimmage. A man’s muscular strength is the most common denominator of all linemen. He must have the force and the power to be able to move an equally strong opponent out of the way of his intended path. Intense practice leads to the hitting and blocking that appears on the gameday field. Regular weightlifting sessions are a critical part of the practice regimen for everyone who plays on the line, whether offense or defense.

			There was no doubt that Larry Little had that strength in his repertoire of talents, and as his pro career continued, his foes understood they would have their work cut out for them whenever they lined up against Little.

			But possibly the most important element of an offensive lineman’s duties and/or talents involves the poise that he must have to regulate what is going on at the line of scrimmage. A savvy offensive lineman who can maintain his blocks, open holes for the running backs, keep defensive linemen and linebackers off his quarterback, and yet still be able to make split-second decisions that will enhance his offense’s chances for success is yearned for by every team’s coaching staff. If he can successfully perform those duties well on a regular basis, then an offensive lineman can become great at his job.

			Finally, adding to the physical strength, agility, and poise of a great offensive lineman, one can revert to that simple word again: desire. How bad do you want to succeed? How much do you want to be a great player at your position? Larry Little continually asked himself those questions during his football career. Even though he may not have recognized it at the time, Little was actually responding in a step-by-step way regarding his desire to shut up his critics. He wanted to prove to the people who said that he could not accomplish several great feats were indeed wrong. Little wanted everyone to see that a man with an abundance of inner desire to succeed could succeed, despite what others might say about him.

			Nobody can excel on a football field unless the offensive linemen are first able to do their jobs. Nothing else can happen beforehand. All the gained yardage, all the fluid runs downfield, all the graceful catches across a zone defense, all the quarterback’s pinpoint passes—none of those things can take place unless the offensive linemen are able to initially ply their trade. Larry Little recognized the importance of his position. He knew that he was vital to the success of his team, and that fact was important to him.

			Today, as a member of the Pro Football Hall of Fame, Larry Little has earned the respect and honor that such a distinction provides. His accomplishments in the sport have run the gamut from being named to numerous All-Pro teams over the years, to being a member of a team that went to three straight Super Bowls and won two of them. But perhaps the most defining moment of his greatness was his participation in the season of 1972. It was the perfect season for the Miami Dolphins, a team that became the only team in pro football history to finish the year with an unblemished 17-0 record. Some teams since then have flirted with that mark, but none of them besides the 1972 Dolphins ended the year with a zero in the loss category.

			When I first began researching Larry Little’s pro football career, I came to the realization that there was a lot more to him than what was written about him. He has a past that is intriguing to say the least. Many success stories of professional athletes begin within the realm of unpredictability. Little’s story also begins there, but it does not end there. His character and his inner drive to make something of himself and to achieve success is a demanding part of his persona. It all speaks to a basic and foundational determination that seems to be at the core of anyone who refuses to accept the status quo. . . who refuses to accept the norms of what society feels is his worth. Knowing this, I was equally determined to find out more about Larry Little. The more that we discussed his career and his life, the more that I wanted to discover more facts and stories about him. Most importantly, however, was the fact that the more that I got to know him, the more that I wanted to write his biography.

			I began interviewing Mr. Little back in January of 2022. Since then, I began to observe several connections that I have to him, even though we grew up in a different time and in different family situations. The basic backbone of my similarities with the subject of this book can best be described as both of our willingness to not give up. . . to not quit. The exact examples are different, but the core idea is the same. You only lose if you allow yourself to lose. . . if you allow yourself to quit. That is the theme of Larry Little’s life. Never quitting turned out to be everything to Little, and it served as a springboard to any future good thing that has ever happened to him. It can become the same for us today.

			Larry Little was just as eager for his story to be written as I was to write it. He knew that there were some lessons for younger people to take account of within these pages, and anything positive that can be passed on for the benefit of future generations is a good thing. But I also think that he wanted to leave a mark in this world to prove to everyone that he was here. . . to prove that he was a part of this world, and he was able to succeed in this world. That commendable fact is worth proclaiming, if only to state that he was able to accomplish a variety of endeavors and to prosper in his chosen field of life. If you took a close look at the beginning of his life, you might not believe that such a result was possible. But perhaps the most important fact about his story is that he did not believe that he was destined to fail, like so many others that he knew of did. Rather, he always felt that he was going to make it in this world. That self-confidence is what this book is all about. That self-confidence is what Larry Little is all about.

			Many people will have debates on the greatness in a man, and on how an average man can become a great man. Some say that a man’s greatness is measured by how many friends he has. Some say that a man’s greatness is determined by how successful he is in life and in his profession, while others define a man’s greatness by the character that he displays throughout his life. Larry Little has ownership of all three of these reasons to aptly illustrate his greatness, but it is his character which shows itself. . . more than anything else.

			

			
				
						1  Interview with Larry Little on January 21, 2022


				

			

		


		
			Chapter 1

			An Outhouse Point of View

			Horatio Alger’s “rags to riches” tales would probably be regarded as an appropriate fit for the story of Larry Little. The future All-Pro and Hall of Fame offensive guard for pro football’s Miami Dolphins was born on November 2, 1945, in Groveland, Georgia. It was a location where luxuries were rare for a family as big as theirs, which in time would consist of two parents, three boys, and four girls. In fact, the Little household had to rely on an outhouse to relieve themselves while living in Georgia. The youngster did not spend much time in the Peach Tree State, however. In fact, he spent just three weeks there before George C. and Ida Mae Little would move their family to Florida. It would be in that beautiful Sunshine State where he would grow up and make a name for himself, and where he would eventually become famous.

			During his childhood, however, Little would spend his early years in nondescript ways that are seen in the lives of most kids of that era. Indeed, there were not many cultural opportunities like visiting art or history museums for the Little children to participate. And just like the rest of the youngsters all throughout his neighborhood in the city of Miami, he would face his formative years hovering close to the forlorn borders of poverty. Most blue-collar jobs in Miami would not offer particularly high wages during the 1950s and 1960s. Larry was the third-oldest child in his family, and he and his two brothers and four sisters were stuck in a world where they would watch their parents live paycheck to paycheck, where used clothes were passed on to the next youngest sibling, and where the future appeared to be no more promising than the previous day. It seemed to be a despondent existence, where the hopes for a better life and a better way of living in the future would seldom enter the minds of the members of the Little family. They were all too busy living one day at a time.

			But to his credit, Larry in the beginning did not think too much about what few things he had, and what numerous things others did. He was more concerned with his day-to-day life, and the basic world in which he found himself. As he transferred from Dunbar Elementary School to Phyllis Wheatley Elementary School, his imagination and his thoughts just did not seem to find any focus on the lives of others. Instead, he spent his time thinking about the lives of his family members and of the local kids in his neighborhood.

			“I didn’t realize that there were some people who had more money than us growing up,” admitted Little. “It was something that I didn’t even think about. Most of us in that neighborhood in Miami had two-parent homes. We were all poor, but I didn’t realize how poor we were.”1

			Feeding a large and struggling family was as difficult in the 1950s and 1960s as it still seems to be today, perhaps even more so. Snacking during the day was a rarity if it was ever experienced by the kids in the Little household. So, when dinner time came around each evening, Larry Little sat down and ate. And ate. And then ate some more. He was darn good at it. Perhaps one of the best food eaters who ever came out of his Miami neighborhood.

			“Back home in Miami, I would often go back for second and third helpings,” recalled Little, “and then would wipe clean anything my brothers and sisters left on their plates. I ate more than anyone else in the family. We were poor, but somehow we never went hungry. My mother would cook for everybody, but if they were having something that I didn’t like, she’d cook for me separately. My mother provided for us, but not for herself. She went quite a few years without buying a dress to care for us.2 She worked very hard, and everything she made went on our backs.”3

			Mrs. Little’s selfless example to her children was certainly not lost on any of them. They knew that the patriarchal and matriarchal governance of the family, as evidenced by how their parents addressed child rearing, was always going to be the main focus for guidance, structure, and strength in the Little abode. In addressing if he had to suddenly become a stay-at-home leader in their family, Larry Little was quick to confirm that such was not the case.

			“I never got that feeling,” admitted Little. “My mom, and my father too. . . neither one of them graduated from high school. So, they were a stickler on us kids getting an education. We were the kind of family that if it rained, you still had to go to school. If it came to it, my mom would call a cab to take us to school.”4

			Once there in the classroom, learning took over. And to a point so too did reality. Over time, Little eventually did become acutely aware of the distinction between the haves and the have-nots in American society, especially in the day-to-day world that he experienced in the slummy areas of Miami. He noticed that some kids had more clothes and more toys than he did. He did not let it affect him, however, except for the fact that it did give him a reason to become motivated. He used that lack of an advantage like a chip on his shoulder, and eventually, it grew to be just the impetus that he needed to excel at the sport of football.

			“What I had to prove. . . what I wanted to prove to people, was that I could be a good football player,” affirmed Little. “You know when you’re in school, you would go to see a counselor, and they would ask you the question, ‘What do you want to be in your life?’ I always said that I wanted to be a professional football player or a lawyer. I don’t know why I said lawyer. I guess that it was just to put something [else] down. But I always put down professional football player. That was my lifetime goal, even as a young kid.”5

			But even as a young kid, Larry Little had to see up close how a deck of cards was being stacked against him in the 1950s and 1960s in Florida, and all because he had a different skin color than some other people. The inherent unfairness of how one group gets treated differently than another group, all because of something that they had absolutely no control over, was enough to get any youngster disheartened at the possibilities for success in America. Looking back on those days, Larry Little was sagacious enough in his older years to observe the arc of success in society. He has witnessed and lived through how African Americans were forced to live when he was a child, and he can compare those days to how the social fabric of the races has developed in this current day and age.

			“We’ve come a long way in America, as far as civil rights go,” Little contends. “But it’s still not where it should be, I don’t think. I was a product of being required to ride on the back of the bus. I was a product of going to the store in downtown Miami called W.T. Grant, and they had the colored water fountain right next to the white-water fountain. And I would sneak when no whites were looking and drink the white folk’s water, to see if the white folk’s water was any different. And it was! The white folk’s water was cold, and the colored folk’s water was warm. And in another place in downtown Miami called McCrory’s, which was a department store. . . they had the best hotdogs. You could buy a hot dog there, but you couldn’t sit at the counter there unless you were white. I remember all of that stuff as if it were yesterday.”6

			Sometimes, it takes something bad to learn about things. . . about society. The society that Larry Little observed as a youth while growing up in the hard-scrabble sections of Miami was both unfair and unfortunate. But it at least gave him a taste of right and wrong. It gave him a taste of knowledge as to the ways of the world. Treating one set of people differently than others was a practice that he knew was wrong. It just took a few decades longer for more folks in America to realize what he already realized, judging by what he saw with his own eyes.

			Like most young kids, Little tried to imitate the actions and mannerisms of the people around him. Consequently, he also at times imitated the other kids that he grew up with. Many of the stories, Larry Little would later find, came with important morals and lessons. The end results of those tales and events would ultimately fall under the “nobody is perfect” category, as evidenced by the mistakes that he would eventually make.

			“I was suspended from school in both the fifth and sixth grade at Phyllis Wheatley Elementary School,” admitted Little. “I had a lisp when I spoke, way back in the third grade, and my mom got me a speech therapist to help me. I had to keep working on my speech. . . using Ss and Cs and stuff like that. It was called being tongue-tied. . . that’s what they called it back then. People thought that I was kind of dumb or stupid because of the way I spoke. I eventually grew out of it, but my suspensions. . . I don’t know if I was acting out because of my lisp or what. I may have done that to keep from being bullied. I was a chubby kid growing up.”7

			Regardless of his appearance or his tone of voice and diction, being a kid came with its share of hardships and opportunities. Some of the opportunities were good, such as playing sports and hanging out with his friends in the neighborhood. But some were not so good. Most youngsters make a bad choice or two during their sprightly lives, especially when they are faced with a possible bad outcome. Such a choice often occurs in a split second, where the person in question must weigh the potential rewards versus penalties, results, and consequences. One of those decisions would lead to an unfortunate event in Little’s life, one that he would remember for many years.

			“When I was suspended in sixth grade, I probably got the worst beating that I ever got,” said Little. “In fact, I know it was. I was in the Boy Scouts, and when I got suspended, it was not only me, it was a friend of mine also. But we plotted whether we would go to school or not go to school. During the time that I was a kid, I tried to make a little money, and I got some greeting cards to sell. When I got the suspension letter from the school to take to my parents, I put that letter in with my greeting cards. So, I never told my parents that I was being suspended. And so, we were walking along Biscayne Boulevard here in Miami, and one of my mom’s fellow church members was on a bus going to work, and she saw me. We were walking down the street, and I heard her holler ‘Larry!’ And I took off running.”8

			Little thought that he could run away from this problem, but it had presented itself as a very worrisome situation. An unexpected entity in the form of his mother’s church-going friend had integrated herself into his ruse, and he was now stuck in a spot that was filled with panic. His initial choice to not inform his parents of his suspension had led to more problems and presented him with more questions that he had to be thinking about at this time. What if his mom’s friend informed her of his truancy? That was probably a certainty. What would happen to him when his parents found out that he was skipping school, and that he was suspended? Those questions were indeed worrisome at this moment to Larry Little.

			Unfortunately for Little, he was not done making mistakes and making more bad choices in this episode. His next actions would further compound his problems at home, and just like a snowball gains more snow to its mass as it rolls down a snowy hill, so too did Larry Little’s troubles multiply with seemingly every move that he made. In retrospect, he should have quit while he was seemingly already in enough trouble in this affair. But he did not.

			“We didn’t have any cellphones back then,” explained Little, “but there was a phone booth in between the houses where we stayed at. So, my mom was cooking, and she got a phone call. So my mom sent me down to see who was calling her,  and it was the lady who knew my mom from church and who saw me earlier on Biscayne Boulevard. Her name was Inez Cheeks. But I went to take the phone call before my mom got to the phone booth. Well, Mrs. Cheeks said, ‘Larry, let me speak to your momma.’ I said, ‘She’s not home.’ And then I hung up. But my mom was home.

			“So, on her way to a meeting at church later that night, Mrs. Cheeks came by our house, and she told my momma that she saw me playing hooky, because she didn’t know that I had been suspended. Later that day, I was at a Boy Scout meeting, and my older brother came out and got me, and said to me, ‘Oh Larry, mother wants you to come home right now.’ So, I rode my bicycle home, and my momma said, ‘Why were you playing hooky from school?’”9

			Practically every young boy who ever had disciplinarians for parents can relate to what was happening to Larry Little at this moment in his young life. His mind would think of two separate things at once. One of these things involved trying to come up with a quick statement that he could use to get out of a mess that he was now in. That assertion did not necessarily have to be truthful, it just had to be effective. But Larry realized he had to face the scenario as it was. .. the time for honesty had long since passed. Such excuses to his disciplinary parents would only compound his difficulties.

			Little simply feared the inevitable. He would await whatever mean-spirited punishment was headed his way. There was no optimism going through his brainwaves at this moment. No, by the time he realized the severity of what was happening, he knew there was typically bad, worse, and worst. How bad? How worse? According to Little, as bad and as worse as it ever got.

			“So, my mom started beating me,” Little recalled. “And I had a cousin who lived next door to us. . . an elderly cousin. And she had a barber shop strap. So, my mom gave my cousin a turn at beating me with her barber shop strap. They were trying to get through with it before my father got home. Well, my dad got home, and he was wondering why they were beating me. And so, I told him that I got suspended from school. And this man attacked me, because my father was abusive. He was a strict disciplinarian. And he beat me, and he beat me, and he beat me some more. Man, that was rough.10 My dad was only five-foot-eight, but none of us kids ever argued with him.11 I feared him, but I also respected him.”12

			There were probably many places which may have seemed like a favorable alternative to where Little currently found himself at this specific moment in his life. Only those young kids who have ever gotten a solemn beating by one (or both) of their parents can truly commiserate with what Larry Little was going through when his mom, then his cousin, and finally his father beat him—all in one night! It had to have been both physically painful and mentally debilitating. There was rarely a “sparing of the rod” in the Little household, but this was just one instance of the violent spanking that Larry found himself on the receiving end of as a child.

			“One day, my mom and dad went to school with me,” recounted Little. “One of my teachers was named Miss Dorothy Graham. She was the meanest teacher that I ever had in my life. She had me suspended another time. Again, I was playing hooky. The principal’s name was Ms. Grace Albert. She asked me, ‘Do your parents know that you are suspended from school?’ I said ‘Yes.’ So, we went into her office. Miss Graham came down, and when she was talking, I looked at her, and I rolled my eyes at her. My dad jumped up and slapped me. He said to me, ‘Don’t roll your eyes at Miss Graham without my permission!’ Then Ms. Albert asked my parents, ‘Do I have your permission to beat him?’ And my parents said ‘Yes.’ So, that was another beating that I got.”13

			These corporal elementary school whippings could be described as ones that certainly got out of hand. But Larry Little could not predict what would happen at the start of his examples of playing hooky. He was in a situation where he had to pay a price, and where he would at the very least obtain a tougher mindset. . . a mindset which involved dealing with a physical beating, regardless of who was giving him that beating. But there were other factors involved regarding his reasons for playing hooky in the first place.

			“I wanted to avoid getting bullied,” Little said, “and one thing led to another. I can look back on it, and that was what happened.”14

			Today it is called street cred. Back when Little was roaming around the crowded inner city of Miami’s poorer neighborhoods, it may not have had a defining name. But the youthful minority citizens knew how a tough reputation and mean credentials could become your saving grace along the streets, where the saving of anything was not very common. Whatever it took to stay alive and to avoid getting hurt, injured, or killed. . . that was the end goal of that group of people. To some, that was all that they could hope for.

			“If I didn’t grow up fast as a kid, I wouldn’t have grown up at all,” Little admitted. “Mostly, we ran down the streets. .. from guys with knives and cops with guns. But I never did something I’d needed a lawyer for. What helped me out of that fool stuff was my parents.”15

			That innate desire of Little’s to stick with the sport of football may have gotten its start when he played street football in his neighborhood before he went to high school. It was there that he was introduced to the sport in an active way, and it was on the streets where he found enjoyment in imitating the football players that he saw playing the game on television. Street football was a rough brand of football to be sure. But it went a long way in toughening up a growing Larry Little. Those street football games gave him an opportunity to form a heart for the game.

			“One street would play another street,” Little recalled. “It was teams like the 19th Street team playing the 14th Street team. It was teams like that. I was on the 19th Street team. It was tackle football on a cement parking lot. . . a broken-down parking lot. At one time there would be rocks and broken glass out there. We would play tackle football out there. And it was organized football.”16

			Little’s interest in the game developed and grew while playing in those sandlot games, and it provided him with a yearning to be a part of something formative. . . something productive. This sandlot action gave Little a rudimentary taste of football, and a foundational knowledge of the game. These contests were at first intended to be fun, and indeed they were. But they would also give Little some knowledge of how teamwork proved to be the most important element in the sport. It was here that Little and his teammates learned that they had to work together to achieve any measure of success in football.

			Buoyed with this primary knowledge, Little moved on to bigger and better things, as he grew older in his scholastic environment. He started to mature as a young man, and he made the most of whatever opportunity came his way. Even though the chances for him to show what he could do on the football field were few, he decided to be as prepared as he could be, in the hopes that his chances to play would soon increase, and in the hopes that someone in his near future would give him a chance to display his abilities.

			One other thing that Larry Little saw with his own eyes was an introduction of sorts, to what would eventually be a glimpse of his future. The game of professional football appeared to Little by how it initially was observed by most youngsters who grew up in South Florida. He first saw the sport on television broadcasts, and even though those broadcasts were sparse in number, they collectively planted a hook in the young man’s mind. He felt a natural attraction to the game. It stayed with him, and it became a perceivable and important part of him.

			“You know during those days, we didn’t see much professional football down south,” recalled Little. “Down south, the only games that we could watch on television were the Washington Redskins [now known as the Washington Commanders], because they were the team that was the farthest south than any other team. That was when Eddie LeBaron was their quarterback. So, we saw them play. I was a big Baltimore Colts fan. The reason why is because the Redskins at that time didn’t have any black players on their team, but the Colts did. They had people like Lenny Moore, Big Daddy Lipscomb, Jim Parker, and Lenny Lyles playing for them. I remember Jim Parker when he was at Ohio State. He and Big Daddy Lipscomb were my idols. Those were the players that I would follow as a kid.17 Now we didn’t have a TV until I was around eleven or twelve years old. That’s when I saw my first televised football game.”

			Football may have preoccupied Little’s mind at this stage of his young life. But his high school days at Booker T. Washington High School would provide him with a somewhat different vantage point. He started to see his life with a new vision. . . a little more worldly viewpoint. He was searching for his own individual identity, mind you, all while observing a group of his friends who were doing the same thing. Little was in the yearning stage of his young life. All young kids go through this stage, each looking for some avenue or another where he or she can move ahead in his or her life, and where he or she can obtain at least some measure of success in addressing the new challenges that they face each day. For Larry Little, those challenges during his high school years involved the idea of fitting in with both smaller and larger groups of classmates, all of which comprised his environment in the early 1960s in Miami. And not surprisingly, many of those challenges involved his lifelong desire to play football.

			“When I went out for football, I was like thirteen, going into the ninth grade,” remembered Little. “I was still young and kinda timid. There were some big guys on that team. If they saw that they weren’t going to have anybody to beat down in practice, they’d beat on me. I made up my mind that [despite those beatings] I would never give up.”18

			Once Little made the decision that he wanted to devote his energies to football, he never wavered one bit from that pronouncement. It sounds simple enough, but that was not the case. Not quitting required a huge amount of personal strength and fortitude.

			“I just wanted to be a part of something,” Little assessed. “When I first went to Booker T. Washington High School, which went from the seventh grade to the twelfth grade, you couldn’t play football until you went out for the team in the ninth grade. I did that, and I hung in there. I was told that I would never be a good football player. I was called ‘sorry.’ I was playing and going up against these guys in practice, and some of them were upperclassmen who were nineteen years old. Some of them may have been even twenty years old.” Little laughed. “One of them was actually a professional boxer who I went up against. And they were beating the hell out of me, and I was only thirteen. Some of those older guys were held back a grade, and some weren’t, some even had come to play for us from another city. I was still a boy going up against some men. But I wouldn’t quit.

			“In my freshman year, I didn’t play at all. I would be sitting on the bench. The coaches and the upperclassmen never gave me anything. Some of the upper-class kids would come along and put dirt on me to make it look like I had played in the games, even though all I did was sit on the bench.” Little laughed again but reflected on his treatment during his first year playing. “I was a chubby kid at that time. They were trying to ridicule me. It was tough, but I stuck with it. Everyone else my age on that team quit. But I didn’t.”19

			“In the tenth grade, I played a little, but not that much,” remembered Little. “In eleventh grade, I played, because one of the assistant coaches had seen something in me, where other coaches before him hadn’t seen anything in me. He was actually the men’s basketball head coach, but he played football in college. His name was Cecil Harris. He had a defense that he called ‘Harris’ Raiders.’ And they gave me some pride because I now had a name. I was a part of Harris’ Raiders. I now had an identity, and a part of the team that I could identify with. I was now a part of something.”20

			That new identity as a member of an esteemed group fell right in line with Little’s dreams and ambitions to play football. He knew that it was a major steppingstone in his young life, and he made the most of it. When he was just a kid on the streets, he was just another kid on the streets. But the connection that Little felt with the sport just grew deeper and stronger with Harris’ Raiders, and by this time, there was no turning back. He now felt important to his teammates and to himself. Indeed, if he had not quit throughout all the abuse that he received in his earlier years playing the game, he certainly was not about to quit now as he prepared to enter his senior year in high school. He was prepped and ready to make his final year in high school his best.

			By this time, came his fondness for reading about football, and about many sports in general. Even to this day, Larry still feels that the greatest gift that a young student can possess from elementary and high school is his or her ability to read. He believed the ability to read presents the possibility of success. Larry recalls his mother frequently glancing over at her son to see Larry pouring through the local newspapers every morning while she was making breakfast.

			“We got the Miami Herald at my house,” proclaimed Little. “I read it every day. I’ve always loved sports, always followed sports, always read about sports.”21

			Reading about sports may have been a slight motivator for Little. But there were other influences in his young life beyond the printed word. Larry Little was seemingly always having to look over his shoulder at people and at situations that were not of his making. Take for example the situation with his older brother, George. Little grew up with a sibling who was supposedly smarter or more gifted than he could relate to in high school. A tinge of jealousy can sometimes become a motivator, but for Little, it was accompanied with a touch of wanting to earn something more for himself.

			“My older brother George was a genius,” affirmed Little. “When I went to high school, I kind of rebelled. Because even though he was four years older than me, George was one of the most popular people in my high school, because he could do it all. He was a great actor, he was a great singer, and he was smart. He had an A average. The teachers that I went to. . . the ones whose classes he had attended, would always ask me, ‘Why aren’t you more like your brother George?’ You know I heard that enough, and I rebelled.

			“And the only thing that we had in common was that we both sang in the school choir.” Laughed Little. “He could do it all. And then in the school yearbook, people were telling him that he could be the next Sidney Portier, because he could act so well. That’s how great he was. He even went to Howard University on a math and chemistry scholarship.”22

			Seeing his older brother accomplish so much gave Larry Little a dual sense of pride for his brother, and perhaps also a secret internal wish that he had—or would someday achieve—similar feats in whatever walk of life he was destined to follow. But somewhere, in the back of his mind during his high school years, Little eventually came to the realization that all good things take time. He abruptly came to know that life was not always fair. . . assuming that it ever is. He acknowledged that some things just come easier to some people, like they did for his brother George, than they did for himself and for other people. Larry knew by now that his dreams would take a lot of dedication to become a reality one day. The only worthwhile career that he could envision at this stage of his young life involved football. With that fact in mind, he set out to make his dream of one day becoming a pro football player a reality. . . one step at a time.

			With this determination, Little grew ecstatic as he was set to play on the offensive line when he began twelfth grade. This is where he would experience his first lessons in the position he would excel at for the rest of his life. Soon after the school year began, practice at the field would have Little under the teachings of the offensive line coach, Cleveland Paulk. “We called him ‘Coach Nasty Mouth.’ That’s because it seemed that every word out of his mouth was a profanity.” Little chuckled. “But he was a hell of a line coach, and he only weighed 165 pounds. One of the things that I remember about Coach Paulk was the fact that he had a paddle, and he would beat all of the linemen’s butts in the locker room at halftime.” Little laughed even harder. “He ended up beating me too because I wasn’t playing!”23

			Coach Paulk would stress the fundamentals of effective offensive line play for Little like no one else had before. Both in pass blocking and run blocking, Little’s knowledge of how to ward off pass rushers and how best to open holes for runners in the game grew, thanks in large measure to the efforts of “Coach Nasty Mouth.” Little was certainly not a completely polished offensive lineman yet at this stage of his young life, but he was firmly walking on the road toward that goal. And that was a good aspiration for his focus.

			During his final year of high school, Little spent his time outside of school, besides the hours that he spent on the football field, involved in the normal and somewhat mundane parts of his complete scholastic experience. His typical days included activities in which practically every kid during those times participated.

			“Well after school, basically I went home, and if I had homework, I would do it,” Little remarked. “But I would just hang out with the guys. Maybe not at my house, but at another friend’s house where a lot of us hung out at. My parents were sticklers in me and my brothers and sisters in getting good grades in school. In high school, I usually earned Cs and C plus grades.”24

			Little’s mother, Ida Mae, would have probably wished that Larry’s grades were higher than the C range, but she had to have been proud of him, nonetheless. She obviously knew how much he enjoyed playing football during those years, and she loved it when he showed off some sign of fulfillment with something that brought him so much happiness. His father, George C. Little, however, was a whole other story.

			“Well, my mom really pushed me to believe in myself,” Little said. “But my dad was an alcoholic, so I didn’t listen much to him. My dad had a job, but he was a bad alcoholic, and he was very abusive. In my senior year of high school, my dad said that he wasn’t going to pay any more rent. He wasn’t good to my mom.”25

			But fortunately, Little had also been dealing with the legality of rules and fairness in the sport of football. Those feelings of right and wrong had taken a strong and growing hold on his mind and his thoughts all throughout his time in high school. He realized that the interpersonal examples that his father set before him were not good ones, and ones that he was not going to repeat if he would ever get the opportunity to become a husband and a father himself. But despite that frame of mind and that strong conviction, he still had to deal with the serious and downright bad examples that his father was exhibiting in the daily lives of his family.

			“My dad would get so drunk sometimes, he’d forget where he put his money,” Little remembered. “I was always the one to find it for him. I remember my brother having one of those old foot lockers that they used to have. Well one day, I hid my dad’s money underneath that footlocker. But I didn’t know that one day, that footlocker was broken, and my dad had sent it out to be fixed. One of the repairmen came to get the footlocker, and he took the $300. When my dad found out that the $300 was gone, he beat me, and he beat me, because he thought that I had taken the money. I told him ‘Daddy, I did not take your money!’

			“Then to make a long story short, we went on vacation that summer. My family and I were going to visit my grandparents up in Georgia. And we were at the Greyhound bus station waiting for the bus. My father came and took me into the bathroom, and he searched me. He was still thinking that I had taken that money. Well, I didn’t have the money, and his search of me proved that. That may have been the only time that he felt that I did not steal his money. And I never did. The people who came to move that footlocker. . . they were the ones who took that money.26

			Finally, Larry Little had reached a point in his life where he had endured enough of the treatment that both he and the others in his family received from his father. He was an upper classman in high school by that time, and he had grown up, both in physical stature and in maturity. He was now ready to take a stand against his father.

			“When my brother George left home to go to college, that left me to be the man of the house,” said Little. “And I had to keep my father from coming home drunk, and I had to keep him from wanting to fight my mom. I had eventually grown bigger than him because he was only five-foot-eight. He came home drunk one day, and I said, ‘To hell with all of this.’ I said to him, ‘No more, buddy.’ I went and put his stuff out on the front porch, and I wouldn’t let him in the house.”27

			Little’s definitive stand against his father’s actions marked a turning point in the young man’s life. He had the strength of his convictions of what was right and what was wrong, and that determined approach to his home situation was indeed important. Nevertheless, his stance of sticking up for his mother and his siblings was tempered somewhat by what was happening all around the nation at that time. Though kicking his father out of the house was extremely traumatizing, he had also grown numb to it. He had to numb himself to a lot of things. Even when facing struggles at home, and the adversity met by his own family, Little still had to face it when he walked out his front door. The unjust specter of racism had reached exasperating levels all throughout the 1960s, and Larry Little had seen it develop, even in the game of football. Some of the elements of racism regarding the sport, and the aspects outside it, were blatant and impossible to ignore, while other segments of it were held just barely under the cover of something else.

			“We could walk from my house to the Orange Bowl,” recalled Little, “because I lived so close to the Orange Bowl then. But because of segregation, we weren’t allowed to sit in the stands. We black folks had to sit in the bleachers at the Orange Bowl.”

			Little had to stomach the acceptance of the viewing experience at the stadium, the only silver lining was being able to watch his team.

			“Booker T. Washington had one of the powerhouse high school football teams in the state back in the 1950s,” remembered Little. “By the time that I played football there in the twelfth grade, Alkin Hepburn was my head coach. Those guys were my heroes. By the time that I had graduated high school, I was on a team that won just ten games in four years.”28

			The shame of losing more than half of his team’s games did not help the feeling that Little felt when contemplating the unfairness of the Orange Bowl’s seating restrictions.

			Nevertheless, the addition of Coach Hepburn to the Booker T. Washington coaching staff was undeniably a change for the better for the team. True, the football team did not win a lot of games. But Coach Hepburn owned an impressive legacy at the school, having been an athlete for their football team while he himself was a student there. He also developed a fair reputation as a pretty good quarterback when he attended college. For his part, Little was developing into a pretty good offensive lineman under the tutelage of Coach Hepburn and Coach Paulk. Little’s actions at practice showed how much he was willing to sacrifice to play the game. His determination was undeniable.

			Little was getting bigger and stronger by his late teens. As a lineman, he was generally expected to be bigger and stronger than most of the other young men who played different positions on the team. In order to gain girth and strength, Little ate a lot of food. But his speed on the football field never really suffered, regardless of how much he weighed.

			Little’s teammates could not help but notice his growth. But they also noticed his willingness to become a team leader. By the time that the growing lineman had reached his senior year, he was selected as a team captain. The honor was not lost on him.

			“The coaches didn’t make me a captain, but they thought that I showed leadership ability,” said Little.29 Little’s leadership capabilities would come a long way.

			Coach Hepburn knew well enough to judge Little’s heart for the game. He knew that his young lineman had an unquenchable desire to play football. It is something that a coach cannot develop or explain. A player either has that desire, or he does not. The bottom line often comes down to something as simple as that. Larry Little was the type of player, indeed the type of person, who was not going to give up on his dreams.

			He now seemed to get the better of the hits that were delivered during his senior year on high school football fields. He managed to escape injury for the most part, except for one head-to-head concussion. It would be the only concussion that he would receive in all his twenty-four years of organized football action as a player. Looking back, Little finds it an astounding accomplishment, considering how deficient the equipment was back then compared to the safety advancements of today’s helmets and padding.

			But overall safety was not on Larry Little’s radar when he stepped on the gridiron as a youngster in high school. To say that the 190-pound lineman who never made any All-City teams in high school had become a ferocious blocker by this stage of his life was perhaps a little premature. It was accurate, however, to state that he had made the most out of his opportunities while in high school as a lineman for the Booker T. Washington football team. Being on that team gave him a sense of belonging to something important. He had somehow made it through a poverty-stricken area of Miami, the struggles of his upbringing and instability of his home life, to walk across the stage at his scholastic graduation while being part of a team he was proud to have joined.

			In the end, Larry Little wanted much more than just a high school diploma. He wanted to continue onto the next logical step toward his dream of becoming a professional football player. That step involved going on to becoming a student-athlete at one college or another. He immediately fixed his mind and his sights on that next logical step toward his dream.
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