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—EMILY DICKINSON
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Foreword

On January 10, 2011, I stood at midfield of Glendale, Arizona's University of Phoenix Stadium for one of the most magic moments in my four decades as a member of the Oregon Ducks family: as honorary captain representing the Ducks in the BCS National Championship Game. How I wished that my old coach, the late Jerry Frei, could have been there to witness the moment. After all, when Dan Fouts and I came to Eugene in the late 1960s to play for Jerry, we expected to take Oregon to the top. We just didn't know it was going to take forty years. But all of us proud alumni were thinking the same thing. It didn't just happen out of the blue. And as president Richard Lariviere said as we gathered for the championship game, everybody had better get used to this thrill of the national stage. Much as I cherish my days playing for Oregon, this is not a program simply resting on the laurels of tradition. For our Ducks, the future is now.

During my recruiting process, I was fortunate to have the opportunity to play almost anywhere. But first, I wanted to go out and meet people, to find out what the entire university was about and make my decision based on that as much as on athletics. I soon realized that Oregonians are different. We find our own path. Think of the original Pioneers coming west: They marched to their own beat. And for the university, people like Steve Prefontaine, Dan Fouts, Phil Knight, Bill Bowerman, and myself: We all marched to our own beat too.

For many of us, college is also one of the most important journeys in life. It's one of the only times when you really get to choose your own path. As a result, we Ducks are a brotherhood and a sisterhood. There's a family feeling that's strong, because the bond comes from the progression we all make, or try to make, toward becoming enlightened, responsible human beings. Even if I had just attended the University of Oregon and never played a sport, it would be the same feeling. It's bigger than sport, but it's also what sport is all about: bringing everyone together.

At last year's Oregon Sports Awards ceremony, I was humbled by a compliment from quarterback Nate Costa, who called me the “Ultimate Duck.” It's true: I've worn my passion for the University of Oregon on my sleeve ever since I can remember. I have friends who don't even know UO's history call me “Big Duck.” And make no mistake: By the end of that night in Glendale, Duck power and Duck dignity was at an all-time high. It wasn't about winning or losing the game. Of course winning would have been wonderful, but in life, it's about the journey, and that's a beautiful, beautiful thing.

I love my Ducks. There's just no question.

—AHMAD RASHAD



Prologue: “CAN YOU BELIEVE THE MAGICAL SEASON THIS HAS BECOME?”

The century-plus history of the annual Oregon–Oregon State football rivalry has seen many rainy late-November and early-December games, from the embarrassment of the “Toilet Bowl” 0-0 tie in 1983 to the euphoric drama of the Ducks’ 2001 Fiesta Bowl clincher in monsoon-like conditions.

On December 4, 2010, at Reser Stadium in Corvallis, it was a dry, bitterly cold afternoon without rain. Nevertheless, it was a watershed moment, measured in the precipitation of a Gatorade bucket dumped on head coach Chip Kelly, and in the tears of longtime radio announcer Jerry Allen.

It was a moment that Oregon's fans, alumni, coaches, and players had waited a lifetime for—longer even, considering the generations who had missed it. There had been great seasons before, from the team's four Rose Bowl trips to its two Cotton Bowls and a recent collection of Top 10 finishes. There had been incredible games and performances starring the likes of Mel Renfro, Joey Harrington, Shy Huntington, Bill Musgrave, Ahmad Rashad, Kenny Wheaton, George Shaw, Jonathan Stewart, and so many others. There had been celebrated coaches on the Oregon sidelines like Len Casanova, Mike Bellotti, John McKay, George Seifert, Jerry Frei, John Robinson, and Rich Brooks. Yet as the clock struck zero in Corvallis, and the Ducks had secured an undefeated 12-0 season and a slot in the BCS National Championship game, the shocking truth was there for all to savor: that this was the greatest moment in well over a century of Oregon football.

Much as the millions of green-and-yellow followers around the world love their Ducks, no one could better express the exhilarating moment better than Allen, who fought back tears as he called the end of the game.

“Fans… everywhere,” Allen said, his voice wavering, “one hundred fourteen years they've waited! Ten seconds on the clock. And Oregon”—he stopped, overcome again by tears—“is going to play in the national championship game! Oregon is going to be in the BCS Championship Game! Can you believe the magical season this has become? And it's not over. Oregon, their fans, the team, and the band, all down in the corner of the end zone, celebrating, congratulating each other, and living in the moment. And somewhere down in that humanity, a soaking-wet Chip Kelly is talking to the media about what his team has accomplished.” Allen again began to lose it as the last sentence left his lips. “Unbelievable,” he said through a sob, “… to have been a part of this.”

A few hours after the game, as pandemonium bloomed in thousands of dorm rooms and living rooms across the state and scattered across the world, and after hundreds of hours of interviews had been recorded with a throng of national media, the coaching staff was driving back along U.S. Route 99W from Corvallis to Eugene and decided to stop off at some small local watering hole and celebrate. At first the bus slowed down in tiny Monroe, Oregon, at the Long Branch Tavern, but there was a line just to get inside. Offensive line coach Steve Greatwood was designated by Kelly and crew to pick another destination. Somewhere on the way home, but “somewhere nobody knew our names,” as defensive coordinator Nick Aliotti recalled to the Register-Guard’s George Schroeder. “I'm not sure that kind of anonymity is available in and around Eugene,” Schroeder added. “But that's how Oregon's coaches and assorted very important others found themselves at the Prairie Schooner, on Prairie Road not too far from the airport. The place, well, it's a joint. Or a dive. It was perfect. The party was on.”

The season wasn't over, of course. There was no misunderstanding among the Ducks coaches, even as they pulled over for libations at the Prairie Schooner that Saturday evening, that a marathon of preparation and hard work was ahead to develop a game plan and prepare their young troops for battling in the brightest of spotlights against another undefeated squad. But that could wait a few hours, even for these Xs and Os workaholics. It was time to raise a glass.

Even so, it took longtime assistant coach and running back guru Gary Campbell until the next morning to shake off the disbelief. “OK, yeah, wow,” Campbell told himself the next morning as he picked up the morning paper to read the front-page story he had been a part of, “This is really happening.”
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Chapter 1

WEBFOOTS IN LEATHER HELMETS (1894–1950)

The first season in the University of Oregon's 115-year-plus history wasn't really a season at all. In fact, it was just one game. Led by Coach Cal Young, Oregon defeated Albany College by a score of 44-2 on March 24, 1894, in an unmarked field on the Eugene campus. Grover Cleveland was president that year, motion picture film had just been invented, and Coca-Cola sold in bottles for the first time.

Oregon was actually scheduled to begin its inaugural season six months later that fall in 1894, but Young had formed a team by the fall of 1893, practicing an entire year early. If first moves count for anything, let it be known that Oregon's original squad was so eager to get on the field that they played a game six months early.

Speaking of firsts, the name of the inaugural Oregon player to score a touchdown on that afternoon against Albany has been lost to history. But luckily, it was one of many scores that game day. Led by quarterback and team captain Frank Mathews, the team from Eugene enjoyed a 22-0 halftime lead before ultimately winning by 42 points. There were only thirteen players on the squad, but Coach Young kept his starters in the whole game to play offense, defense, and special teams. Even in 1894, they had benchwarmers.

As quickly as he conjured Oregon's first team, however, Cal Young was gone, his lifetime coaching record a perfect 1-0. His successor, J.A. Church, took over Oregon's team in the fall of 1894. It's a good thing for Oregon that Young had scheduled that early spring game against Albany College, though, because it turned out to be the team's only victory of the year. After Church's team failed to win any of its three games, or even score a single point, he too left the Oregon sidelines.

But the next year Oregon's fortunes improved considerably. In fact, all the way until 2010, 1895 stood as the team's only perfect season: 4-0! Led by new coach Percy Benson, the men from Eugene began by besting their new rivals at OAC (Oregon Agricultural College) in a 46-2 drubbing. Willamette was the next victim, though not an easy one, with a final score of 8-4. (Touchdowns were worth four points and the extra point was a two-pointer.) Oregon's perfect season concluded with a second matchup against Willamette, a 6-0 shutout.
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An Oregon team photo from 1896. Image courtesy of Special Collections and University Archives, University of Oregon libraries



Originally, the team was known not as the Ducks but as the Webfoots. This name didn't refer to waterfowl, but represented those Americans who had traveled the Oregon Trail to settle in fertile valleys west of the Cascade Range—an agricultural Garden of Eden, but a wet one. The Webfoots’ colors, green and yellow, represented the stem and buds of the Oregon grape, the state flower.

In these days Oregon's opponents such as the Chimewa Indians and Whitman College were not always marquee, but the Webfoots’ 115-0 victory over Puget Sound on October 22, 1910, stands as quite an achievement by any measure. The leading player in the blowout was Charles Taylor, who scored an astonishing seven touchdowns. As if that wasn't enough, he also kicked all the extra points on the team's 14 total touchdowns, and even added a field goal. His 52 points in the game is, of course, an Oregon record. On the strength of that game alone, Taylor was listed as an honorable mention member of the All-America team. Maybe if he'd scored more points that day, the young man would have been awarded first-team honors.

THE VICTOR, HUGO

Oregon had a third new coach, J.F. Frick, to go with its third season. The year 1896 also helped the Webfoots establish an early lead in the ongoing series with Oregon Agricultural College, later known as Oregon State University. Frick's squad earned two triumphs over the team from Corvallis: first a 2-0 victory, then an 8-4 win. Oregon fans were physically attacked on the sidelines, and university officials considered ending the annual series for good.

It would be another decade, however, before Oregon had its first head coach of enduring success. Hugo Bezdek was also the first to come with a pedigree. Born in Prague and raised in Chicago, Bezdek played running back at the University of Chicago for one of football's early legends, Coach Amos Alonzo Stagg. In fact, Stagg called Bezdek the best player he had ever had. Stagg also recommended Bezdek as a coach to Oregon, which hired him in 1906.

Bezdek's initial foray as Webfoots coach lasted only a year. In 1906, he led Oregon to a 5-0-1 record. After the season, Bezdek quit coaching to attend medical school back in Chicago. It ended up being a short-lived detour, for Bezdek was back coaching for Arkansas a year later. He would return to Oregon in 1913, compiling an impressive 30-10-4 record in five seasons. Most importantly, Bezdek guided Oregon to its only Rose Bowl victory of the 20th century, 14-0 over Pennsylvania on January 1, 1917.

In his final season at Oregon the next year, Bezdek was largely missing in action. After the Rose Bowl, he signed on to manage professional baseball's Pittsburgh Pirates and intended to hold on to both jobs simultaneously. But before the 1918 season commenced, he left to coach the Mare Island Marines, a United States military team, whom he would also lead to the Rose Bowl. With World War I raging, the Marines were loaded. Ultimately, Bezdek didn't just win at Oregon: He introduced numerous innovations, from training table meals for players to a newfangled strategy called the forward pass.

FIRST ROSES

When the 1916 Oregon team began its season with a 97-0 annihilation over Willamette, it was a harbinger of success to come. The Hugo Bezdek–coached team pitched shutouts in all but one game, including a 14-0 win over Pennsylvania at the Rose Bowl.

The Quakers, featuring a trio of All-Americans, were the overwhelming favorite to win. Oregon's students had to sell the student-owned bookstore to pay for the team's trip. But out of this came the University of Oregon's first Pasadena triumph. Shy Huntington passed to Lloyd Tegert for the game's first touchdown, and halfback Johnny Parsons’ 45-yard run to the one-yard line set up a second score, made by Huntington on a quarterback keeper. As it had done almost all year, Oregon kept its opponent from scoring a single point.

Half a world away, the Bolshevik revolution was about to turn Russia and the 20th century upside down. But nobody in Eugene or Portland was too busy worrying just yet—the Ducks were Rose Bowl champions. “We ran into a batch of football that was a cross between a zip of forked lightning and the roll of a fast freight,” Pennsylvania coach Bob Folwell said after the game. “We were licked by a better team. Just let it go at that.”

The lone season that saw Oregon finish with a Rose Bowl win also introduced “Mighty Oregon,” the team's fight song. The Webfoots had previously been using the music of “On, Wisconsin!” with rewritten lyrics. Band director Albert Perfect penned the new tune, and DeWitt Gilbert, then a sophomore at the university, wrote its words:

Oregon our Alma Mater,

We will guard thee on and on,

Fellows gather ’round and cheer her,

Chant her glory, Oregon!

Roar the praises of her warriors,

Sing the story, Oregon,

On to vict'ry urge the heroes

Of our Mighty Oregon!

SHY SHADOW

The first Oregon player to earn a spot on the All-America team was Charles A. “Shy” Huntington, who began as a kicker in 1914 but would go on to lead the Webfoots to a Rose Bowl victory two years later as quarterback and defensive back. Huntington picked off four Quaker passes, threw for one Oregon touchdown, and ran for the other.

Four years later, in 1918, Huntington took over as head coach. Despite an impressive six-season record of 26-12-6, school leaders tried to lure Hugo Bezdek back numerous times. No matter: In 1919, the team's first at Hayward Field (where it would play through 1966), Huntington calmly guided Oregon to its second Rose Bowl appearance, losing 7-6 to Harvard.

Although the Webfoots were held without a touchdown in the game, the nation's only postseason contest in these early football years, Huntington's brother Hollis was the key player, rushing for 122 yards on 29 carries. An apparent go-ahead Oregon field goal by Skeet Manerud was close enough to fool the scoreboard operator, who prematurely changed the score to 9-7 Webfoots. But the kick was ruled just wide.
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Shy Huntington, Oregon's first All-American. Image courtesy of Special Collections and University Archives, University of Oregon libraries



Following Shy Huntington's departure after the 1923 season, Oregon's next two coaches—Joe Maddock and Richard Smith—lasted only one year each. But John McEwan finally returned the team to stability and, eventually, victory. An army captain, McEwan had been an All-America player at West Point in 1914 and its head coach from 1923 to 1925. For a West Coast school like Oregon, his hiring was a coup.

In 1926, McEwan added to the team Oregon's first two African-American players, Robert Robinson (a quarterback) and Charles Williams. But the team posted a disappointing 2-4-1 record both that year and in 1927. Also in 1927, Oregon officially made green and yellow the team's only uniform colors—dropping the occasional blue.
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Oregon's coaches receive a good luck charm in Pasadena before the 1919 Rose Bowl. Image courtesy of Special Collections and University Archives, University of Oregon libraries



McEwan's 1928 team went 9-2, marking the first time Oregon had amassed nine victories in a season. (It took seventy-two more years to get ten.) Led by its new star, sophomore quarterback John Kitzmiller, Oregon's 45-0 win over Pacific in the opener game equaled the cumulative scoring total from the entire previous season. The 1929 team's 7-3 record was slightly disappointing given Kitzmiller's return and expectations of challenging for the conference crown. A 14-0 win over Washington that year gave Oregon one of its most memorable all-time plays when Bobby Robinson raced toward a 95-yard interception return for a touchdown as a Washington player on the bench, Larry Westerweller, tackled him short of the end zone. Officials awarded Robinson the winning touchdown.


DEPRESSION DISTRACTION

If the nation was struggling with the transition from the Roaring Twenties to the Great Depression, at least Oregon fans had a new generation of stars to provide a little distracting fun.

John Kitzmiller had a knack for making dramatic defensive plays, hence his nickname: “The Flying Dutchman.” As a sophomore in Oregon's first-ever meeting against UCLA in 1928, Kitzmiller returned an interception 96 yards for a touchdown. He also kicked for the team and, in an era of two- or (in this case) three-way players, he made his biggest impact as a quarterback, leading the conference in scoring 48 points. As a senior, Kitzmiller led Oregon to a third straight winning season, highlighted by a victory over Drake at Chicago's Soldier Field in one of college football's first night games. Kitzmiller earned second-team All-America honors, and Oregon amassed a 23-7 record when he was in the lineup, enough to earn his enshrinement in the College Football Hall of Fame in 1969.

In 1931, the Ducks were struggling amid a scoreless deadlock on the road against Washington. But Bill Bowerman, who would later become Oregon's track coach and cofounder of athletics giant Nike, broke the game open on a record 87-yard punt return touchdown. Bowerman was matched step for step on the sidelines by Oregon's then–track coach, sixty-three-year-old Bill Hayward, who shouted to his protégé to keep his knees high. The touchdown gave Oregon a 13-0 win.

Oregon's 1931 team starred quarterback Leighton Gee and a trio of running backs known as the Midnight Express: Mark Temple, Joe Lillard, and Mike Mikulak. Lillard didn't stay long; he became ineligible after it was discovered he'd played semi-pro baseball under an assumed name. But Lillard would go on to become one of the first two African Americans to play professional football.

The youngest member of Oregon's famous Midnight Express backfield of 1931, freshman fullback Mike Mikulak, would go on to become one of the team's most accomplished players. Known as Iron Mike long before Mike Ditka, Mikulak was Oregon's principal ball carrier for the talented 1932 and ’33 teams, as well as a hard-hitting middle linebacker. In 1933, he became a first-team All-American, and two years later achieved all-pro status for the Chicago Cardinals.

Former two-time all-conference Oregon center Prink Callison, who took over head coaching duties in 1932, had earned the nickname 60-Minute Man for his relentless play. After an apprenticeship coaching the UO freshman squad, who lost only twice in three years, Callison led Oregon's varsity to winning records in each of his first four seasons from 1932 to 1935, including a 9-1 campaign in 1933.

But like many coaches, the high-stress profession and its pressure to win took a personal, emotional toll on the young coach. Callison's final two seasons in Eugene were both losing ones, but that's not what sent him packing. “He was only about four years older than us,” recalls Gerald Calhoun, who played end for the team. “He was a pretty nice guy, but he had a problem with alcohol. He lost his job over that.”

Oregon's Alphonse “Tuffy” Leemans would later become a member of the Pro Football Hall of Fame. But he played only one season, 1932. Unfortunately, Leeman decided to transferred to George Washington; he would go on to lead the NFL in rushing as a rookie for the New York Giants two seasons after leaving Eugene.

The 1933 squad earned a share of the conference championship, but didn't get a Rose Bowl trip. Led quarterback Maurice Van Vliet (who would head the Canadian Olympic Committee several years later), Oregon rattled off eight straight victories to begin the season, including a hard-fought 13-3 win at Multnomah Stadium in Portland against Oregon State. But USC tamed the Ducks in Los Angeles a week later, giving Stanford the Rose Bowl berth.

Before 1934, teams were penalized five yards for any incompletion after first down. It made throwing the ball too risky much of the time. But after the rule was abolished, Oregon adapted with a greater emphasis on passing. Raymond Morse caught many passes that season and had three touchdowns, enough to make him the third player from Eugene to be named first-team All-America. “It was different,” remembers Calhoun, who blocked for Morse. “The passing game was nil compared to today. If it was a 10- or 15-yard pass, it was a big deal.”

ARMYDUCKS

Former West Point player Tex Oliver began the first of two Oregon head coaching tenures in 1938. This first time around, he would last four years before a more important kind of battle took precedent. On December 6, 1941, Oregon had suffered one of its most lopsided defeats in team history, 71-7, to Texas. But it was all forgotten the next morning as Americans woke to the news that Japan had bombed Pearl Harbor.

Oregon would finish the 1941 campaign and continue for an additional year, but did not field a football team for the 1943 and 1944 seasons. Too many of its players (and Oliver) were off fighting World War II. Students were left with only an amateur team made of ROTC students called the Armyducks, coached by former Oregon player John Warren. They were winless in four games, including two losses to a coastal Coos Bay–based army cavalry unit.

Oliver, resuming coaching duties in 1945 with a mix of war veterans in their mid- to late twenties and young recruits in their teens, helped nudge Oregon toward the passing game. Yet when none of his six seasons brought winning records, the administration didn't ask Oliver for more. But as players continued to trickle into school from military duty, some previously having played for other schools, the talent pool grew.

Jake Leicht had already played in the 1944 Cotton Bowl the year before he came to Oregon. In his sophomore season in 1945 (his first at Oregon), Leicht led the Ducks in rushing, passing, and scoring on offense and set a team record with 10 interceptions on defense, which also led the nation. He was named first-team All-America, but unfortunately, Oregon finished only 3-6 that year and 4-4-1 the next.


VAN BROCKLIN AND MCKAY

In 1947, the mood in Eugene improved considerably with a 7-3 campaign under new coach Jim Aiken and the school's first athletic director, Leo Harris. Among Harris's early accomplishments was an agreement with Walt Disney allowing Oregon to use a version of Donald Duck as its mascot.

Although All-American Jake Leicht was a senior that year, Oregon's new quarterback, Norm Van Brocklin, was overshadowing him. Earlier in his career, Tex Oliver had only used him sparingly. “He's only a fair runner, and he can't block,” the coach said. Luckily, Oliver's replacement, Aiken, realized he had a future Pro Football Hall of Fame passer.

After serving in World War II from 1943 to 1945 and warming the bench as a freshman, an early 1-3 record in 1947 may have shown the inexperience of young South Dakota–born, California-raised Norman Mack Van Brocklin—that and the fact that Oregon was breaking in the new T formation. But he and the team soon rallied, rattling off six straight wins, including a 14-6 victory over Oregon State, to end the season.
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Quarterback Norm Van Brocklin, Oregon's first player inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame. Image courtesy of Special Collections and University Archives, University of Oregon libraries



In 1948, Oregon amassed a 9-1 record, its only loss a non-conference defeat on the road against mighty Michigan, en route to the Cotton Bowl. That year the Ducks made their first-ever appearance in the Associated Press writers’ poll on October 26, 1948, ranking 14th following a 33-7 victory over Washington State. It was really the week before, though, that the team cemented its reputation, upsetting USC at Multnomah Stadium. The Ducks would climb to No. 9 before a New Year's Day loss to Southern Methodist in the Cotton Bowl.

Van Brocklin decided to forgo his senior season at Oregon after earning his degree in three years. But he was just getting warmed up playing football. Selected by the Los Angeles Rams, he played twelve seasons with two NFL championships (for the Rams and Eagles), nine Pro Bowls, and a Most Valuable Player trophy after his final campaign in 1960. Afterward, Van Brocklin was a head coach for 13 seasons with Minnesota and Atlanta. He was inducted into both the Pro Football Hall of Fame and the College Hall of Fame. Years later, the Eugene newspaper The Register Guard would name Van Brocklin the school's all-time greatest quarterback.

Van Brocklin's teammate John McKay would also go on to become a legendary name in the annals of college and pro football history, having guided the USC Trojans to four national championships before taking the NFL expansion Tampa Bay Buccaneers from laughingstock to Super Bowl contender. As a running back in 1948 and ’49, McKay set an Oregon yards per carry record at 6.1, complemented by running backs George Sanders, Bob Sanders, and talented Woodley Lewis. After McKay's playing days ended, he became an assistant with the Ducks from 1950 to 1958.

THE 1949 COTTON BOWL

Oregon was a perfect 7-0 in Pacific Coast Conference play in 1948, but the team lost out to California for the Rose Bowl berth when conference representatives voted for Cal 7-3. Oregon earned votes from Oregon State and Washington State, but not Washington. Van Brocklin unabashedly shed tears at an Oregon Club event upon hearing the news.


[image: image]
Oregon (dressed in white) battles SMU in the 1949 Cotton Bowl. Image courtesy of Special Collections and University Archives, University of Oregon libraries



Yet the Ducks received an invitation to play Southwest Conference champion SMU in a marquee January 1 game: the Cotton Bowl. The contest began with SMU driving 73 yards on its first possession for a one-yard touchdown by Heisman Trophy winner Doak Walker. After a scoreless second quarter, the Mustangs added a 36-yard touchdown run by halfback Kyle Rote in the third.

Trailing 14-0, the Ducks came alive. Van Brocklin found Dick Wilkins for a 24-yard pass early in the fourth period and would finish 6-for-10 in second-half passing. After SMU answered with another touchdown, the Flying Dutchman threw to Darrell Robinson for a 41-yard gain en route to a touchdown that would make it 21-13. But SMU held on as the final six minutes went by without any further scoring.

Coach Jim Aiken's first two years had seen Van Brocklin guiding the team to an impressive 16-5 overall record, with only the team's third-ever New Year's Day bowl appearance. But after the star quarterback's departure, Oregon suffered two straight losing seasons, including a disastrous 1-9 campaign in 1950, the year President Harry Truman sent combat troops to Korea. Under pressure from the university's administration, Aiken resigned in June 1951. There had been rumors of improprieties, but Aiken's nerves were also shot. “I remember, after we lost the Iowa game, seeing him sitting by himself behind the bleachers,” recalls John Gram, a student manager for the team that year. “He was smoking a cigarette, and his hands were just shaking.”

Aiken's tenure was also overshadowed by Oregon's next coach, Len Casanova, who would stay for sixteen seasons and finally take the Ducks back to Pasadena. But Aiken ultimately molded an all-time great in Van Brocklin and produced one of Oregon's best two-year runs.


Chapter 2

CASANOVA'S CHARMS (1951–1966)

When the search for a new coach commenced in 1951, a member of the Portland Duck Club campaigned for his former high school coach, Len Casanova, who previously had led tiny Santa Clara to an unlikely Orange Bowl and was now unhappy after one season at Pittsburgh. Casanova longed to be back in the West and accepted the Oregon job despite inheriting a team that had been depleted by Korean War enlistments and lacked talent.

It took time for Cas, as he was familiarly known, to turn the Ducks program around. His first two years were lean ones, with just a pair of victories each season. After a mediocre 4-5-1 campaign in 1953, though, came four straight winning seasons culminating in the 1958 Rose Bowl, the jewel of a sixteen-year tenure.

Casanova remained a fixture on the Oregon campus for decades, first as athletic director and later as a retired father figure to the coaches who succeeded him. As much as athletic ability or on-the-field achievement, integrity and goodwill underscored the entire program; and this may be what most set coach Len Casanova's teams apart: Players knew the coaching staff respected and cared about them. From that trust, they built a winning program that often went toe-to-toe against teams with far greater resources and talent.


HE CAME, HE SHAW, HE CONQUERED

Imagine today a college football player leading the NCAA in interceptions as a freshman and then, three years later, be first in total offense. Unthinkable, perhaps? George Shaw did it all at Oregon in the early 1950s. Besides quarterback and defensive back, he also played receiver and running back and kicked field goals. During football's off-season, he was even an All-America baseball player.

In 1951, normally a time when freshmen didn't even play, Shaw amassed a stunning 13 interceptions. (The next closest in Oregon's record book is just nine, achieved by Steve Smith exactly fifty years later.) Shaw's first season as starting quarterback, a 4-5-1 campaign in 1953, included not only upsets over Nebraska and USC, but also a 26-13 win against San Jose State in which he threw for one touchdown and caught a pass for another. As a senior, Shaw's team record 1,358 yards passing and conference record 1,536 yards of total offense gave Len Casanova his first winning season in Eugene at 6-4. His duel with Stanford quarterback and future San Francisco 49er Hall of Famer John Brodie resulted in an 18-13 defeat. But two weeks later, the Oregon signal caller bested another hot Bay Area quarterback, Cal's Paul Larson, in a close 33-27 win. Shaw passed for three touchdowns in his final game in a Ducks uniform, a 33-14 Civil War triumph, giving Cas his first coaching victory in four tries against the Beavers. “This, at long last,” wrote L.H. Gregory in The Oregonian, “was Oregon's football day.”

In 1953, Len Casanova's third season in Eugene, the Ducks were still a year away from a winning record. But the season began with an impressive victory on the road over college football powerhouse Nebraska. The game was the first-ever nationally televised Game of the Week on NBC. Temperatures in Lincoln were hot and humid, but the Ducks stunned the Cornhuskers 20-12 behind quarterback George Shaw, whose star would rise prominently over the next year. Perhaps the historic victory took too much out of the Ducks, who proceeded to lose four in a row. One more upset did remain, however, against No. 4 USC in Portland.

After Shaw graduated (was a first-round draft choice of the NFL's Baltimore Colts but eventually lost the starting job to legendary quarterback Johnny Unitas), Oregon depended largely on its ground game, with tailback Jim Shanley, who would end his career as Oregon's all-time leader in rushing, scoring, and total yards. The year 1955 was an up-and-down year for the team, though, with three straight losses followed by four straight wins. After a blowout late-season loss to Stanford left the Ducks 5-4, a group of Oregon students caused a stir on campus by hanging Coach Len Casanova in effigy. But it fired up the team as they rallied around their coach just in time for the Civil War, trouncing Oregon State 28-0.

FINALLY, PASADENA BOUND

Len Casanova's sixteen-year career in Eugene was punctuated by the 1957 season, during which Oregon made its first trip to the Rose Bowl in thirty-nine years (and its last for another thirty-seven years).

In September the Ducks squeaked by Idaho 9-6, then lost to Pittsburgh 6-3 at Multnomah Stadium. Afterward, Casanova's team started rolling, shutting out UCLA 21-0 and San Jose State 26-0. Close wins against Washington State and Stanford followed. Ahead in the Rose Bowl race by two games with only three matchups left, Oregon lost to Washington but beat USC 16-7 in Los Angeles.

Oregon State was ineligible for a Pasadena trip because of the Pacific Coast Conference's no-repeat rule, having played there the season before. So Oregon had a Rose Bowl berth clinched before the game. Good thing for the Ducks, because Oregon State won 10-7 with the help of a controversial referee's call at Hayward Field. Late in the game, Oregon's Jim Shanley appeared to cross the plane of the goal line just as defender Nub Beamer slapped the ball from his grasp. Officials gave Oregon State the ball. Oregon was still going to the Rose Bowl, but the conference championship would have to be shared with the Beavers.


[image: image]
Oregon prepares to battle No. 1 Ohio State in the 1958 Rose Bowl. Image courtesy of Special Collections and University Archives, University of Oregon libraries



The Ducks had a particularly tall order facing No. 1-ranked Ohio State. Oddsmakers made Oregon more than a two-touchdown underdog. But if it's possible to lose and still prove the naysayers wrong, the Ducks did just that on January 1, 1958. Woody Hayes’ Buckeyes scored their only touchdown of the game in the first quarter, which the Ducks equalized in the second on a 10-play, 80-yard drive culminating in Jim Shanley's five-yard run to the end zone. A scoreless third quarter kept it 7-7, but Ohio State notched a field goal a minute into the fourth.
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