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Writing a book is much like embarking on a journey. Like a journey, the trip is often as rewarding as the destination itself. Although authors, like travelers, cover long, smooth stretches, there are often bumps in the road, daunting detours, and what sometimes feel like dead ends. Resourceful travelers manage to handle most of these challenges themselves, but situations sometimes arise that are beyond their knowledge or skill sets. That’s when old friends, strangers, and strangers-who-become-friends come along to lend their expertise and help weary travelers get back on course to their ultimate destination, in this case, the completion of a hopefully honest, interesting, and thorough biography.


First and foremost among these individuals, Karen Walter proposed the journey when she suggested that I write about her famous father, Don Perkins. Karen and her husband Bucky Walter have been there through the peaks and valleys of my journey, always lending valuable information, kindness, and good cheer. Librarians at the University of New Mexico–Valencia Campus have come to my aid to solve thorny research problems with ease and remarkable speed. Librarians Kat Gullahorn, Barbara Lovato, and Cory A. Meyer were so helpful and efficient that you would hardly know they were laboring in the midst of a pandemic. The same must be said of archivists Elena Perez-Lizano and Felicia Lujan, who helped as I navigated through the New Mexico Records Center and Archives in Santa Fe. Thanks also to Nancy Brown-Martinez and Cindy Abel Morris of the Center for Southwest Research at the University of New Mexico; Margaret Ortega of the University of New Mexico’s Alumni Relations Office; and Frank Mercogliano, the assistant athletic director for communications at UNM. Genealogists Cynthia Shetter and the late Francisco Sisneros lent their extraordinary expertise. Rich Dalrymple, the Dallas Cowboys’ senior vice president of public relations and communications, provided timely information and excellent photos of Don Perkins and the Cowboys’ Ring of Honor.


Sportswriters Rick Wright, Toby Smith, and Gary Herron carefully read my drafts of the manuscript, with insightful suggestions and corrections. Nick Papas read the manuscript with the precision of his former profession, a retired chief editor of newspapers in New England and Albuquerque. John Taylor, my copilot on so many other journeys, read the book and urged me on as the trip continued over months and years. Kam Melzer helped in the exacting creation of an index. Friends Matt Baca, Don Bullis, Margaret Espinosa McDonald, J. P. Mendoza, David Myers, Esther Shir, and Robert Torrez helped with constructive conversations over many cups of coffee and leisurely meals before and after our months of COVID-induced isolation.


Rena C. Melzer helped me steer clear of many large and small obstacles in my path, just as she has done with every part of our joyful life together. Arriving at my journey’s destination would be impossible without her constant encouragement and love.


And then there was Virginia P. Grant, the person who traveled with Don through most of his life while bravely forging on when their life together had ended. Her unwavering cooperation and wise insights afforded a perspective that only she could provide. It is fitting that this book is gratefully dedicated to this generous, gracious lady.










Introduction
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I distinctly remember the moment when this book began. I was attending a campus gathering in December 2018 when a former student dropped by my table and told me that her father was the great Dallas Cowboys fullback Don Perkins. Karen Walter asked if I’d like to meet her dad and consider writing a book about him. I was deep into another book project but could not resist the temptation to meet a famous athlete and at least explore the possibility of writing his biography in the future. I was honored that Karen had even asked me to consider writing such a book.


Based on some preliminary research, I had imagined writing the story of a nearly perfect life. I learned that Don Perkins had been raised in a small midwestern city, had become an All-American football player at the University of New Mexico, and had become an All-Pro fullback for the Dallas Cowboys. He left the Cowboys in 1969, raised a family of four children, and had retired peacefully in the North Valley of Albuquerque.


My proposed outline and its naïve assumptions fell to pieces when I first interviewed Don Perkins in early 2019. Karen, her husband Bucky Walter, Don, and I sat around a table at Palmilla Senior Living, the retirement community in northwest Albuquerque where he was living at the time. Well prepared, I had a long list of questions to ask Don in this preliminary session. But just as I began to ask my first question, Don politely interrupted to declare, “I don’t know who I am.” I assumed Perkins was referring to the many phases of his life or his many careers, first as a football star and later as a sportscaster, community leader, and actor. Or he may have been referring to his gradual loss of memory, largely the result of injuries suffered as a ballplayer.


Instead, as Don patiently explained, he has never known his true identity in life. Given his dark skin, there is no doubt that Don was Black. But some Blacks have assumed that Don had perfected his clear, baritone voice so he would not be identified as an African American, while some whites have assumed that he perfected his voice to be identified as a white man, although he was too dark to ever pass as one. Not knowing one’s true identity would be difficult in any period, but especially at the height of the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, when Don Perkins was most well known as an All-American and All-Pro player. Another possibility was that Don did not know who he was because, based on his many talents, doors were always opened for him rather than chosen by him when he might well have taken other options more to his liking.


As I began to fathom Don’s dilemma, I realized that a truthful book about his life would have to describe his childhood in one of the most segregated communities in Iowa, his experiences as a professional football player in the still-segregated South, and the impact American racism had on him and his family’s life overall. His biography would also have to address other challenging issues in Perkins’s complex life, including childhood poverty, interracial marriage, and Don’s many injuries, including his dementia.


And so my biography of Don Perkins became vastly different from what I had first imagined. It is the story of a unique individual who bravely survived when racial conflict and tragic turns might well have destroyed a lesser man.










CHAPTER 1



Childhood in Iowa, 1938–1956


Midwestern states like Iowa are still deep in winter in early March. On March 4, 1938, headlines in the Waterloo Courier announced that “Snow, Sleet, and Freezing Rain Covers [Iowa] State Highways with Hazards of Ice.” Driving was hazardous as overnight low temperatures dipped into the teens in much of the state.1


Other state, local, and national news crowded the Courier’s pages that winter morning, but there was no mention of the birth of an African American boy in a poor, segregated neighborhood of Waterloo. If news of this humble birth had appeared at the time, it might have read:




Born at 8:30 a.m. on March 4, 1938, to Claude Perkins Sr. and Joe Willie Joyce Childress Perkins, a baby boy named Donald Anthony Perkins. Young Perkins is the couple’s fifth child since their marriage on September 26, 1929. Mr. Perkins is employed by the Rath Meatpacking Company and Mrs. Perkins is a homemaker. The family resides at 827 Boise St. in Waterloo’s Riverside Addition.2







Child of the Great Migration


Joining millions of African Americans that had gone before them, Claude and Joe Willie had arrived in Waterloo as part of the Great Migration of Blacks determined to escape the flagrant racism, Jim Crow segregation, and brutal violence of the South. In the first half of the twentieth century an estimated six million men, women, and children had fled north, northeast, and west, much as thousands had traveled north on the Underground Railroad to escape slavery in the South prior to the Civil War. Frequently utilized twentieth-century overground routes included the Illinois Central Railroad with tracks to the Midwest, the Southern Pacific with tracks to the West, and the Atlantic Coast Line and the Seaboard Air Line with tracks to the Northeast. Seeking paths to a decent income and social justice for themselves and their children, most Black refugees migrated to large northern cities, especially Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit, New York, and Philadelphia. Many other thousands fled to farm lands in the Midwest, coal mines in West Virginia, cities on the West Coast, and smaller industrial centers like Waterloo along the Cedar River in Black Hawk County, Iowa.3


Claude Perkins Sr. was one such refugee, driven from the South and lured to the North by the siren sound of opportunity. Claude’s grandparents had been born into slavery in Louisiana, a state where conditions were considered among the worst in the antebellum South. Apparently, Claude’s grandfather, Jasper W. Perkins, had gained his freedom with Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation of January 1, 1863. Jasper served in the Civil War, enlisting at Port Hudson, Louisiana, on November 1, 1863. Port Hudson had been the scene of the longest siege—forty-eight days—in American military history. In their first major assault in the war, Black troops had demonstrated their discipline and bravery as the Union Army fought for control of the Mississippi River. Their valor helped recruit additional former slaves into the federal army. Inspired, Jasper may well have enlisted as part of this recruitment campaign. Joining the 89th Regiment, United States Colored Infantry, Company A (Union), Pvt. Jasper Perkins served at Port Hudson until the regiment was disbanded on July 28, 1864. It is likely that his service was limited to garrison duty. His name appears on a plaque among thousands of others at the African American Civil War Museum in Washington, DC.4


Jasper Perkins and his wife Rhoda had eight children, including James J. Perkins, born on August 10, 1864. According to the US censuses of 1870 and 1880, the Perkins family lived in Jackson, Louisiana. By the mid-1880s, the family had resettled in Freestone County, Texas, a hundred miles southeast of Dallas. Son James married Anna Gardner in Freestone, Texas, in 1886; census records list James’s occupation as a “farm laborer” or “farmer.” James and Anna had at least seven children, including their next to youngest, Claude, born on November 23, 1908, in Waxahachie, Texas.5


According to family legend, Claude was a young adult when he committed the unforgivable offense of fighting a white man either in Waxahachie or in nearby Dallas. Claude knew that southern Blacks were forbidden to carry firearms, testify against whites, or raise a hand against whites, even in self-defense. Claude also knew that justice in Texas was dominated by white policemen, prosecutors, judges, juries, prison guards, and wardens in a system of entrenched white supremacy. With inadequate legal representation, accused Blacks were inevitably found guilty in court and sentenced to long prison terms, which included not only prison terms but also excessive court fines and costs. With no savings to pay their fines or costs in prison, Blacks worked to pay off these debts (plus interest) with what little they earned at hard labor. Even short sentences extended into years. Longer sentences became decades, with little or no legal recourse available.6


Labor on plantation prisons was so cruel and unusual that many prisoners died long before their sentences ended and their fines and costs were paid. Daily quotas for picking cotton were so unreasonably high that prisoners who could not keep up were punished with confinement in horrific solitary confinement for weeks and months at a time. Thousands resorted to amputating their fingers or feet or severing their Achilles tendons to avoid labor in prison or nearby fields. Almost nine hundred cases of self-mutilation were recorded in Texas prisons from 1932 to 1951.7


Of course, many Black defendants never got to court, much less to prison. Vigilantes lynched an estimated 3,440 Blacks as punishment for a long list of absurd offenses from vagrancy and trying to vote to casual contact with a white woman or fighting a white man, Claude Perkins’s “crime.” Rather than face a lynch mob or decades of hard labor in a Texas plantation prison, Claude fled from Texas, heading first to Canada and then to Minnesota. Learning of work in Waterloo, Iowa’s “Factory City,” Claude relocated there in 1928 to seek a job at one of the city’s major employers, the Rath Meatpacking plant. Claude secured employment at the plant, working in the hog slaughter room. An estimated 85 percent of the workers in Rath’s infamous “kill room” were southern Black migrants like Claude. Starting pay was about 35 cents an hour.8


Much like Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, which described horrid conditions in the meatpacking plants of Chicago, the killing floor at Rath has been described as “a place where noise, stench, and heat filled the air.” These “nauseating working conditions” led to “frequent cuts, respiratory illnesses, and back injuries.” According to one killing floor employee, until the late 1940s the company and its foremen, much like plantation owners and their overseers, held “the whip,” making sure that employees worked constantly, not even allowing them to go to the restroom or to take breaks other than dinner. “[You] was [sic] somewhat a slave because you either did it or [found yourself unemployed] in front of the plant.”9
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Figure 1.1. The Rath Meatpacking Company, Waterloo, Iowa. (Author’s collection.)






The history of Blacks in Waterloo began with early waves of the Great Migration in the 1910s. The city’s Black population was 29 in 1910. By 1920 it was 400; by 1930 it was 1,234. Most Black newcomers lived beyond the tracks on the east side of town in a section called Smokey Row.10


Don Perkins’s mother, Joe Willie Childress, had been born on January 22, 1909, in Durant, Holmes County, Mississippi. She was the daughter of Joe Lee and Alice Lewis Childress, natives of Mississippi, who had married in 1902. Locked into a life of cotton picking and inherently unfair sharecropping, the Childress family may well have followed family members or friends in a serial migration from Mississippi. A third of Waterloo’s Black population came from Mississippi, especially from Holmes County. While Claude Perkins worked for the Rath Meatpacking plant, Joe Lee Childress secured employment at Waterloo’s other large factory, the John Deere manufacturing company.11


The John Deere factory in Waterloo had opened in 1918, when Blacks were hired in large numbers due to a severe shortage of labor during World War I. By 1920, Blacks represented 47 percent of the plant’s workforce. Much like at Rath, work in John Deere’s foundry and mill rooms was described as “hazardous and fatiguing,” with extreme heat, excessive noise, poor lighting, and air “filled with dirt, dust, and sand particles.” Workers were driven by the “intense pace of piecework.” Job-related accidents and illnesses were common.12


Meanwhile, Alice Childress worked as a domestic housekeeper in private homes, as did 90 percent of all Black female workers in Iowa by 1930. Although the Childresses never prospered and Waterloo had its share of poor working conditions, the family enjoyed a degree of economic opportunity they and their ancestors had never known or thought possible in the Deep South.13







Early Childhood


Claude and Joe Willie raised eight children: five boys and three girls. Dorothy Estelle was the eldest, followed by Gwendolyn, Claude Jr., Beverly, Donald Anthony, Paul Cary, William Clinton, and Ronald Columbus. It is not known who selected Donald Anthony’s name or if he was named after anyone in particular among his parents’ friends or relatives. His own friends nicknamed him “Perk” years later.14


Don admired both his parents. At 6’1” and 198 pounds, Claude Sr. was a large man with such a good sense of humor that he often shed tears when he laughed. Normally a peaceful man, Claude had at least two run-ins with the law during the late 1930s. In one incident, he was accused of hitting Nettie Smith, thirty-one, with his car as she crossed a street in Waterloo. Although she suffered bruises and abrasions, the stricken woman recuperated at home. The Waterloo Courier did not report if Claude, identified simply as a “Negro,” was arrested and charged in the accident. In a second incident, an Iowa state patrolman arrested Claude on charges of driving while intoxicated on June 25, 1939. Found guilty in district court, Claude was sentenced to six months in jail. He appealed his case to the Iowa Supreme Court, but lost his appeal early the following year. There is no record of how many months Claude actually served, but, if there was any good news about his sentence, it was that he served his time in Iowa rather than in Texas or any other southern state. Once released, Claude returned to his job in the Rath slaughterhouse. Joe Willie took control of his paycheck to assure he did not have money to buy drinks and that there would be enough money to cover the family’s essential expenses.15


Although Claude spent most of his time at work, he sometimes found time to spend with his children, going fishing with Don, albeit never playing ball or other sports. Claude was determined to care for his family, a lesson he instilled in Don and all his sons and daughters. Preparing his children for productive lives was his highest priority. His clear message: Don’t waste time playing games if you hope to face reality and someday earn a good living. School was just a place you were legally obliged to attend until the time came when you were old enough to do what you were really meant to do in life: work. Based on his good work record at Rath, Claude probably hoped he could secure jobs at the plant for all his sons and some of his daughters, as many fathers at the factory did. Don’s oldest brother Claude Jr. had followed this path briefly after graduating from high school in the early 1950s, as did Don’s younger brother Paul in the early 1960s. Joining the military seemed like the only other alternative. Claude Jr. and Paul eventually took this route and Don considered it, once saying, “After high school, I was ready to join the army.” Playing sports or staying in school any longer than you had to made no sense to Claude Sr. Get a real job and do it well; that’s what Claude taught through words and deeds. Of course, Claude’s thinking meant that he had no expectation that he or his children could rise above subservient jobs, giving them little hope for advancement on the job or in their lives.16


Don was very close to his mother, with many fond memories of her cooking, caring, and willingness to sacrifice for the family. Once when Don was a teenager, his mother, a small woman, was driving their car with him in the front passenger’s seat. Seeing trouble on the road ahead, Joe Willie flung her arm across Don’s chest to protect him. There was no accident, but Don thought his mother’s reaction was funny because she was so small and by then he had grown to be so large. By attempting to protect Don, Joe Willie was reinforcing another important life lesson: “I will always be there for my children.”17


Neither of Don’s parents was a strict disciplinarian. Neither resorted to beatings or whippings because their children knew what was expected of them without having to be reminded with any form of corporal punishment. The only time Claude hurt Don in any way was when he cut Don’s hair with dull scissors. Claude used the same scissors on all his boys, meaning that they all suffered the same painful, unintended consequences.18


Don’s family lived in a poor section of Waterloo on the west side of the Cedar River. While most Black families lived on the east side of the river, the Perkinses were one of the only Black families in a west side neighborhood known as the Riverview Addition. Don and his siblings didn’t remember being poor, if only because no one else in their neighborhood was any better off than they were. Given their father’s strict work ethic, all the children worked to help make ends meet. The children shared a newspaper route, scavenged junk from the town dump, and collected and sold old rags to make extra money. The family raised chicks, although about two hundred perished in a fire caused by an overheated brooder stove in 1941. Don and his sister Beverly retrieved coal that dropped off passing trains, bringing it home in gunnysacks to help heat their family’s poorly insulated house. Accompanying truckloads of kids to surrounding cornfields, Don husked corn at harvest time, a job he enjoyed because he was largely on his own. The children had no allowance, although their mother sometimes gave them spare change to buy candy, a treat for Don with his very sweet tooth. Considered grown by the time they were eleven, Don and his brother Paul developed “side hustles” to access small change or goods. Paul played poker and Don ironed clothes, including his own, which he made sure were well washed and neatly pressed. The brothers dumpster dove and pilfered small items from grocery stores.19


Don grew up in a close-knit family. In Don’s words, “We have always cared for each other.” They enjoyed visiting extended family members, especially their cousins in Dallas and St. Paul. They celebrated Christmas, although their presents were usually practical items that they needed; there was no money for large, elaborate gifts.20


The Perkins’s home was small, with only a bedroom for Don’s parents and a second bedroom for the family’s eight children. Don often slept on the floor, although the floor had holes that were so large that rats ran through them and into the house. Don’s favorite room was the kitchen, where his family often gathered and his mother made his favorite home-cooked meals, especially chicken, potatoes, and “anything sweet.” Without indoor plumbing, water had to be hauled home in buckets, and everyone made use of an outhouse in the backyard. Vulnerable to flooding, the Riverside Addition suffered a particularly bad deluge in April 1951. Neighborhood streets lacked pavement, street lights, or sidewalks. Dogs were kept in the yard, less as pets and more as a poor man’s alarm system.21


With little money, the Perkins family never thought of going to the movies, taking a vacation, or indulging in other expensive pastimes. The family owned a radio, but no television. Don remembered listening to the radio to follow his favorite heroes, Jackie Robinson, the first Black player to integrate big league baseball, and Joe Louis, the Black heavyweight champion of the world.22


With so many boys in the family, the children often played very physical games, including “punch out,” in which each child would hit the others’ shoulders to see who could withstand the most pain. Don’s sister Beverly, a natural athlete, played this game with her brothers and sometimes won. Beverly also played football with her male siblings. She recalls a typically rough game when Don accidently hit her lip with his head, causing an injury that required plastic surgery years later.23


Don was good at sports of all kinds, winning sandlot games, shooting marbles, and swimming from an early age. As he grew older, Don especially liked getting up early on summer mornings to go to a nearby gravel pit where enough water accumulated to allow him, his siblings, and friends to swim. With no supervision, it was a dangerous place to play, with several swimmers breaking their necks in diving accidents. A “mysterious insect” bit a swimmer in the forehead, causing “fainting and illness.” Public health officials never tested gravel pits for bacterial contamination; the risk of catching polio in stagnant water was real, but largely ignored. Don and Beverly witnessed a young man drown, despite the efforts of the local firemen who quickly arrived on the scene. Safer swimming places were segregated and closed to Black kids like Don.24


Don’s world was shattered on Tuesday, December 29, 1953. Joe Willie had had headaches for some time, although she had never been bedridden or incapacitated. On that gray Tuesday morning she was visiting friends when she suddenly fell ill and was taken to Waterloo’s Schoitz Memorial Hospital about 10:30 a.m. She died of a stroke an hour later. Joe Willie was forty-four years old. Only fifteen years old, Don was devastated by the news.25


Don was largely on his own after his mother’s death. He felt especially alone when his father married Icy May Austin on March 5, 1955, and moved into Icy May’s home at 305 Sumner Street in East Waterloo. Don did not get along with his stepmother, particularly when she insisted that he attend the Gospel Temple Church of God in Christ, not only on Sundays but on days when Don had football practice or games. His father’s opposition to Don’s playing sports was reinforced by Icy May’s opposition to anything that would keep him from activities at her nearby church. Don spent more and more time with his older brother Claude Jr., and at West High School.26







Waterloo Education


Don had gone to west side Waterloo schools because that was the school district where the Perkins family lived when Don first went to school. West side schools were so predominantly white that not a single Black student appeared on the pages of Wahawk, West High School’s yearbook, for many years. In a telling image, the cover of the Wahawk’s 1945 edition was colored in white, with figures of two white students dressed completely in white. Most teachers were white. In fact, it was not until 1952 that Lily Nina Williams Fergerson became the first Black teacher in Waterloo and only the second Black teacher in all of Iowa.27


Don was “scared to death” when he first went to school, although not by his fellow white students, many of whom he knew from his old neighborhood in the Riverside Addition. Instead, Don was intimidated when he saw paved streets, sidewalks, and indoor plumbing, conveniences he had never known in his poverty-stricken part of town.28
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Figure 1.2. Don Perkins the only Black student in his elementary school class in Waterloo, Iowa. (Don Perkins Papers.)






Starting in his elementary grades, Don walked to school, often with his siblings and friends. As he grew older, he had his first uncomfortable encounters with racism. In Don’s words,




We got used to [white] kids saying, “Hi, nigger”—this type of thing. But they were always little kids. I felt that it was done out of ignorance. But it is a little embarrassing when you are walking with a couple of your [white] buddies, and a kid comes along and says, “Hey, you’re black” or “Hi, nigger,” and the kid probably doesn’t mean anything by it; it may be all he’s ever known.29





Don was especially conscious of such racism because his skin was so dark at a time when both whites and Blacks consistently favored light-skinned Blacks in schools, social relations, housing, the job market, the criminal justice system, and the workplace, including the military. White children went so far as to rub Don’s arms “to see whether your black skin would come off.” Taunted by strangers and his own siblings as a “little blackie,” Don resorted to trying to bleach his particularly dark skin. Commercial creams like Sweet Georgia Brown’s Lightning-Fast Brightener were available in drugstores, but it is more likely that Don usually used less expensive homemade mixtures. One such concoction called for a combination of one-third water, one-third peroxide, and one-third lemon juice. Of course, nothing made a difference, physically, psychologically, or emotionally.30







“They Were Just Waiting to Get Me in a Uniform”


As with most boys his age, Don enjoyed two school time activities in particular: recess and physical education. He was strong, ran fast, and excelled in games of agility, like dodgeball. After school, Don and his friends played football “just because it was the thing to do. I didn’t think I played it because I had hopes of becoming a high school, college, or pro player. I just played it because it was fun and all the other kids did [too].”31


It was not long before physical education teachers and coaches noticed that Don had all the talents of a potentially good football player. A sportswriter later wrote that “As a boy … Perkins never really chose to play football. It chose him.” Don said that by the time he entered the eighth grade, “They were just waiting to get me in a uniform.”32


Race did not matter as long as Don excelled at sports. In fact, when Don’s father married Icy May Austin and the couple moved to her home on the eastside of Waterloo, the school board passed a rule that “allowed students who attained senior status [but moved to another part of town] to finish at their original [school] if they desire, regardless of their residence.” This decision, which might as well have been called the “Don Perkins Rule,” allowed Don to remain at West High for his senior year rather than transfer to East High, a mostly segregated school closer to his father’s new home. No other student fit in this category. Even Don’s brother Paul, another fine athlete, had to transfer to East High because he was not entering his senior year when the Perkins family moved across the river to Sumner Street. By limiting the number of Black students to one, the Don Perkins Rule was essentially a Jim Crow law, one of the last to be created after the U.S. Supreme Court desegregated public schools in its landmark case, Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, in 1954.33


With Don playing as a senior for West High and Paul playing as a junior for East High, the brothers faced each other in Waterloo’s intracity rivalry in November 1955. The cocaptain of his team, Don starred, scoring touchdowns with runs of 33 and 66 yards. A crowd of five thousand fans watched as West High beat East High, 20-12. As was customary after a victory in this rivalry, West’s players drenched their coaches in the team’s locker-room shower. Already wet, the players continued their celebration by jumping into the school’s swimming pool.34


At a school assembly the following Monday morning, Don and his fellow cocaptain, Ken Schauer, received the rivalry’s trophy on behalf of West High. A photo of the cocaptains with the coveted trophy appeared in the Waterloo Courier. Don was proud of his team and their achievements, but he never shook the feeling that he was an outsider. “They endured me,” Don said, because he was such a good athlete.35


Adding to his credentials as a premier athlete, Don played basketball, earning a letter in the sport by scoring 168 points in his senior year as a guard, a forward, and a center. He also ran track, winning many sprint races and broad jump events while serving as team captain. But football was his best sport. In one newspaper photo after another, Don appeared as the only Black player in all three sports.36


Of all those who knew him in high school, no one appreciated Don’s football talents more than his varsity coach, George “Pappy” Dutcher, the first of three influential head coaches in Don’s life. Dutcher had been a halfback at West High before playing ball at the University of Northern Iowa. Becoming the West High Wahawks’ head football coach in 1950, Dutcher served in that capacity for fifteen years, ending his career with an 89-49-6 record, including two undefeated seasons. His teams won or shared four Big Eight Iowa High School Conference championships.37
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Figure 1.3. Don Perkins, no. 24, and the West High School football team, 1955. (Don Perkins Papers.)






Coach Dutcher achieved all these records without winning any popularity contests with his players. As Don recalled years later, “To this day, I think I’m afraid of George. All the athletes I know are afraid of George…. We all thought he was a brute because he worked us hard. We thought he was insensitive because he pushed us beyond our limits.” But Don also acknowledged that his coach “was very honest, very up front with you. I think he was concerned about young athletes in all aspects of their lives.” Don knew it sounded “like a dichotomy, but at the same time [that I feared him,] I felt very close and loved the man.” Don was sure that his coach “knew better than we did [and] prepared us well for the future.” Coach Dutcher’s confidence in Don’s talent may well have countered Claude Perkins’s lack of encouragement in his son’s playing high school sports. As happens with many young men, respected coaches like Dutcher often play the role of father figures, teaching values and boosting morale to help young men like Don succeed.38


Of course, much of Coach Dutcher’s success in the mid-1950s was the result of having Don play on his teams. Don became a regular on the West High football team in his sophomore season in 1953. Don played so well that he received his football letter that year, the only player in his sophomore class to do so. Playing right halfback, Don scored a total of 157 points in his junior and senior seasons, 1954 and 1955. The local Waterloo newspaper reported that in a game against Burlington High, Don “sprinted and danced inside, over, and around left end for 203 yards and two touchdowns, averaging nearly a first down every time he carried the ball. He handled it twenty-two times for a 9.4-yard average.” Don scored a West High record 108 points on eighteen touchdowns in 1955 alone. According to the Waterloo Courier, by the end of his senior season, Don was a “standout on defense,” but starred as a running back at a time when “the powerful Wahawks moved the ball mainly on the ground.” Don led the way as the Wahawks won every game but two (losing by one-point margins) in 1955.39


The Wahawks continued to dominate their rivals in Don’s senior year, defeating teams like Fort Dodge and Wilson Cedar Rapids with scores of 50-6 and 40-0, respectively. With Don returning as cocaptain, West High went undefeated, finishing with an 8-0-1 record. Only a 14-14 tie against Mason City prevented the team from winning their high school championship. Don was named to the All-State high school football squad. As a member of the Varsity Club, with a total of eight letters, he continued to play basketball and run track. He was named West High’s Most Valuable Athlete of 1956.40







Off the Field at West High


Don was active in school on and off the playing field. West High School yearbooks include photos of him participating in typical school events, playing a part in the “annual skit” and helping to decorate the school Christmas tree. Don was so admired and respected by his classmates that they elected him their student senate secretary in his sophomore year, vice president in his junior year, and president as a senior in the 1955–1956 school year. He was so well-regarded by the entire Waterloo community that he and James Jackson of East High School received the first Waterloo Awards for Negro Achievements during Negro History Week in February 1956.41


Despite his many achievements, Don faced several problems in high school. His family’s poverty meant that he could not afford to buy new clothes, attend dances, go to see movies, or own his own car. Not able to afford a winter coat, Don told friends that he never wore one because he simply did not like them. He refused rides home because he didn’t want his white classmates to see the poverty his family lived in. When asked about specific difficulties in his high school years, Don answered candidly: “being very poor and being very dark-skinned.” He was in fact the only Black person in his class of 310 students at West High School.42


Academically, Don did well enough in class, although most people encouraged him to excel in sports rather than in the classroom. In one bit of academic encouragement, Don recalled that a teacher he admired told him he “had a nice voice and it should be used for something other than calling signals.” Using his strong, clear voice, Don made his first public address before the West High student body. He carefully wrote his speech on index cards and had his counselor and teachers review it. “I was going to be another William Jennings Bryan,” he remembered. But then disaster struck: “I couldn’t find my place. I had to just forget the speech” and ad lib. Learning a lesson, he vowed to commit every word of his speeches to memory in the future.43


Don’s father continued to oppose Don’s playing sports, rather than concentrating on getting a job and “not becoming a poor person.” Claude Perkins’s strong conviction made it uncomfortable for Don to spend much time at home. And Claude never attended a single football game. To earn some spending money in high school, Don worked at various part-time jobs after school and in the summers, even sweeping the floor of leftover animal parts in Rath’s killing room; Don refused to eat hot dogs for years thereafter. On other occasions, he worked at the Cities Service station, owned by his best friend Bob Landau’s father Carl. Don spent hours pumping gas, checking oil, and cleaning customers’ windshields. Don also set pins in a bowling alley, a dangerous job with speeding balls and flying pins to dodge before automatic pinsetters were installed.44


Don faced little racism in school where he was well known and popular. As he put it, “I was an exceptional athlete, so I didn’t have any problems. I didn’t have any problems with coaches or any with students. You always have problems with people when you’re not in the majority, but I’m sure I had fewer problems than most, because, after all, I was a super jock.” Don’s special status allowed him to mix easily and well with both whites in school and Blacks at home, an experience that few Black youths lived through in the 1950s and an experience that benefited him in college, in professional sports, and in social relations for the rest of his life.45













CHAPTER 2



Confronting Racism


Don Perkins knew that he enjoyed a special status as a star high school athlete in Waterloo. But he also knew that his privileged status was limited in time and space. Whatever privileged standing he enjoyed on his high school campus ended at the schoolyard gate in a community with a history of racism dating back to the arrival of Waterloo’s first Black residents in the early twentieth century.




De Facto Segregation


Many of its original Black residents had come to Waterloo as a result of a labor strike against the Illinois Central Railroad in 1911. The labor conflict had been broken by management with the use of replacement or scab labor. As happened elsewhere, many Black workers had no idea that they were being recruited for this purpose when they responded to offers of free railroad transportation and better wages in Waterloo. After all, the Illinois Central’s tracks had become a main route north on the overground railroad of the Great Migration. Other Black migrants had little sympathy for strikes organized by unions that did not allow Blacks to join their ranks or share in any benefits the unions might gain.


Remembered for their role in breaking the 1911 strike, early Black residents were not always well-treated in their new community. Although Jim Crow laws did not exist in Iowa, Blacks in Waterloo faced de facto discrimination in housing, on trollies, in restaurants, at lunch counters, and in theaters. In one of many examples of discrimination, Black residents were made to march at the end of a patriotic parade in 1918. The Waterloo Evening Courier and the Waterloo Times-Tribune unfairly blamed Blacks and their “red hot tempers” for much of the town’s crime and vice. Tragically, Black migrants had fled a brutal Jim Crow in the rural South only to meet his more subtle, but no less recognizable cousin in northern cities like Waterloo.1


Lingering resentment against local Black families helped fuel the creation of a Waterloo Klavern of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) in the 1920s. Waterloo was not unique in the United States. By glorifying the creation of the Confederacy and the original KKK, the Klan had experienced a resurgence in popularity and membership not only in the South, but also in many northern states, including Iowa. The KKK characterized itself as a patriotic, law-and-order, Christian organization determined to “save the country from foreign elements” and so-called dangerous minorities, from Catholics and Jews to Asians and Blacks.2


The KKK’s revival in the United States was largely the result of D. W. Griffith’s immensely influential twelve-reel movie The Birth of a Nation. Released in early 1915, the silent film glorified the rise of the KKK in the Reconstruction era when, according to a promotional piece, the KKK rode “through the countryside to rescue white women and preserve [southern] traditions” threatened by devious Blacks and conniving white carpetbaggers. The Birth of a Nation was shown in Waterloo movie theaters at least once a year from 1915 to 1918 and twice more in the 1920s. Often booked in Waterloo for a week at a time, the movie received enthusiastic reviews that praised it as the “Eighth Wonder of the World” and the greatest production “of any theatrical attraction in the world today.”3


The Waterloo Courier reported news of the KKK from across the United States and in various communities in Iowa. A typical news item reported that Klan members from four Iowa counties gathered for a Klonklave (mass meeting) in Waterloo on Saturday, September 19, 1925. Whole families participated in planned events held at the city’s Electric Park and on the Dairy Cattle Congress grounds. That evening, hundreds gathered to watch a fifty-foot-high cross burn “amid a roar from aerial bombs and a brilliant display of fireworks.”4


KKK membership and activities began to decline in Iowa and the country as a whole when more and more Americans realized that the organization was not only racist, but also violent, immoral, and corrupt. Nationally, Klan membership plummeted from five to six million at its peak in 1924 to about one hundred thousand in 1930.5








Civil Rights in Iowa


The KKK’s rapid decline did not spell the end of the prevailing prejudice that its former members and countless Americans still harbored. Waterloo and its surrounding communities were still segregated by oppressive Jim Crow traditions, if not actual laws.6


Iowa had passed a civil rights act to protect Black rights, but the law had not been seriously tested in court until July 7, 1948, when Black residents Edna Griffin, her infant daughter Phyllis, John Bibbs, and Leonard Hudson were refused service at the soda fountain in the Katz drugstore in Des Moines, Iowa. The store’s general manager, Maurice Katz, informed the group that “I cater to a large volume of white trade and don’t have the proper equipment to serve you.” Griffin, Bibbs, and Hudson responded by joining others in picketing the drugstore, staging sit-ins, organizing a Committee to End Jim Crow at Katz, and filing a civil suit against the general manager. A jury found Katz guilty of violating the state’s civil rights act and fined him $50. The drugstore finally capitulated, serving members of the Committee to End Jim Crow at Katz with “rapid” and “courteous” service on December 3, 1949.7


In a second famous civil rights case, a twenty-year-old Black Rath employee named Isadore Patterson Jr. was denied admission to the Surf ballroom in Clear Lake, Iowa, in 1952. The Surf was a popular venue for dances and other large social events. Patterson said that a doorman at the Surf barred his entrance, saying, “I can’t let those colored boys in. It’s against our policy. We have our orders.” Brought to court, the defense argued that the Surf was not a “place of amusement” and was therefore not covered by the state law that protected Blacks from discrimination at such establishments. A six-member, all-white jury agreed with the defense, returning a verdict in favor of the Surf’s management.8


Thirteen months later a young Black woman filed another suit against Surf based on an incident that had occurred in late 1951. Like Patterson, Mrs. John Almos and seven Black friends had been denied entrance to the ballroom based on a company policy that “any person admitted must be acceptable as a dancing partner to all other patrons.” When the judge in this second case instructed the jury to consider Surf a “place of amusement,” the jury returned a guilty verdict with $400 in damages. Although judgments in civil rights cases like those against Surf were mixed, they usually favored white business owners. In twenty-two civil rights cases that were brought to court in Iowa from 1939 to 1959, only three resulted in convictions or fines.9


The civil rights movement had barely begun in the United States as a whole, no less in small communities like Waterloo, by the early 1950s. Waterloo had had its own branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) since 1921, but many Black residents never felt that the organization truly represented their best interests. As Black resident Charles Pearson recalled, “the NAACP had always been professional people—doctors and lawyers, maybe a schoolteacher” who did not identify with the average Black person and his struggle for civil rights. By 1941, Waterloo’s NAACP focused much of its attention on the creation of a segregated “Negro community center” with the help of “colored groups in the YMCA and YWCA.”10


Other groups, including the Waterloo’s Pioneer Hush Mouth Club, “dedicated to the interests and advancement of the Negros in Waterloo,” met in “enthusiastic” meetings, but, as the club’s name suggests, made little progress in speaking out for civil rights. The club evolved into a social organization, with hikes, picnics, barbecues, and speeches on topics like the value of keeping saving accounts and “How to Help Yourself.” Only the Packinghouse Workers’ Organizing Committee and Local 46 of the United Packinghouse Workers of America made progress in interracial cooperation and improved conditions at Rath and, to some degree, in Waterloo.11


Despite all the racism he witnessed in Waterloo, Don recalled that “My family didn’t discuss the race situations…. It was a matter of enduring situations that existed and hoping that they would get better.” Like so many Black families in Waterloo, Don’s family knew the racial boundaries and did not challenge them for fear of losing their jobs or whatever meager economic security they enjoyed. In any case, Don and his family lacked the expendable income to frequent segregated businesses like drugstores, dance halls, and restaurants. With one great exception, Don seldom directly confronted racism in his young life.12







Racing Home Through the Night


Although Iowa’s antimiscegenation law of 1839 had long since been abolished, the practice of interracial dating and marriages was still largely taboo in the state. Like many white Americans, thousands of Iowans feared the mongrelization of the white race. The mulatto children of “unnatural relations” were said to carry the worst traits of each race. Their increased numbers would supposedly threaten, if not doom, Western civilization, culture, and democracy.13


Don knew of these social restrictions when he began to date girls in high school. He remembered feeling socially awkward with all the girls his age. Dating was “scary” because “I did not know what to say or do or not do.” When he finally got the courage to kiss a girl, “I was shocked and thought I would fall down.”14


Don’s first high school crush was on a white girl named Nancy Barger. A year younger than Don, Nancy was active as a feature writer for their school newspaper and as a 4-H competitor, winning a blue ribbon at the 1955 Iowa State Fair. Both Don and Nancy had brothers in the Marines. Don’s brother Claude Jr. had enlisted in the Marines shortly after President Harry Truman desegregated the armed forces with Executive Order 9981 on July 26, 1948. Nancy’s brother Paul Barry Barger Jr. was a decorated Marine who had fought in Korea. Neither Don nor Nancy could be described as defiant or rebellious youths. They were simply normal American teenagers trying to live normal adolescent lives in the mid-1950s.15


Interracial relations were frowned upon, especially if a woman came from a middle- or upper-class white family like Nancy’s. As late as the 1970s, interracial dating was still considered taboo in both West and East High Schools. According to an East High graduate of 1971, “If there was biracial dating, it wasn’t public. It was on the sly. It wasn’t where a black guy would walk into a dance with a white girl. Maybe after the dance they did get together down by the sand pits.” A 1974 West High graduate added, “Don’t fool yourself. There were biracial couples at West High, undercover. One of the black football players, all he had was white girlfriends. But it was all undercover.”16


Years before, in the 1950s, Don recalled that “it was pretty common knowledge at school that [Nancy and I] were dating.” The Waterloo Courier noted that Nancy was one of the “five frozen ladies … seen waiting for [Don and] West’s mighty [football] men to return home after their win over Wilson [High] of Cedar Rapids” in November 1955 After waiting in the sleet and snow, the girls arrived at school the following Monday “with evidence of their vigil—cleansing tissues, cough drops, and all the usual remedies for that old demon, the common cold.”17


Nancy was the daughter of Paul Barger, the Black Hawk County extension director and an influential member of Waterloo’s white community, few of whom approved of interracial dating. It was only a matter of time before Paul Barger’s values led to a confrontation with young Perkins.18


Nancy owned a car. One night, as she was driving Don home, a police car began to follow them. Nancy’s father had alerted the police that she was “missing,” and the police had tracked her vehicle down with the young couple inside. The police may well have flashed their lights and used a bullhorn to order Nancy to pull over and stop. Realizing what was happening, Don jumped from the car and ran. His track star speed served him well as he raced home through the night.19


Ironically, it was a scene reminiscent of the South that Don’s father, Claude, had fled for fear of being lynched in Texas. Thousands of Black men had been killed for this and lesser “crimes” against white women in the South. Most of their offenses, from allegedly insulting to supposedly frightening white women, were not even crimes. The accused were killed by lynch mobs without trials and the protection of their due process rights as American citizens. Although many lynchings by white mobs occurred in the dark of the night, others took place in broad daylight with huge crowds of men, women, and children present. Schools often let children out early so that they could join their parents at the sadistic events. With enough notice, some railroads offered special fares for passengers traveling to well-publicized lynchings. Mobs often scavenged the victims’ clothes and body parts to auction them off as souvenirs. Whole families posed with mutilated remains in grotesque photo postcards. When the U.S. Post Office banned the mailing of these graphic postcards, people simply sent them through the mail in envelopes.20


The most recent of these tragedies had occurred just as Don Perkins fled from the police in Waterloo. The nation was rocked by the news that a Black teenager had been brutally murdered by two white men in the Deep South. Fourteen-year-old Emmett Louis Till had gone south from his home in Chicago to visit relatives in Money, Mississippi, naïvely unaware of southern taboos regarding Black men and white women. Within days of his arrival in August 1955, Emmett had entered a local grocery store and supposedly “wolf whistled” at the store owner’s wife, a twenty-one-year-old white woman named Carolyn Bryant. Bryant also accused Emmett of touching her hand, propositioning her, and putting his arm around her waist. Four days after the incident, the woman’s twenty-four-year-old husband, Roy Bryant, and her thirty-six-year-old half-brother, John William Milam, abducted Emmett from his great-uncle’s house, beat him, shot him in the head, and sank his body in the Tallahatchie River, where it was found, swollen and disfigured, three days later. Thousands attended the slain youth’s funeral in Chicago. Emmett’s mother, Mamie Till, insisted that his coffin be left open so the entire world could see what southern racists had done to her son.21


Bryant and Milam’s trial lasted five days in September 1955. Court proceedings received national attention, with press coverage that appeared on the front page of hundreds of newspapers, including the Waterloo Courier. The Courier’s September 19 edition included photos of Emmett Till, Carolyn Bryant, and the two defendants. Don may well have read of the trial, seen these photos, and discussed the case with his friends, relatives, and classmates.22


It took an all-white jury little more than an hour to acquit Bryant and Milam. Four months later, Look magazine printed an interview with the freed men, quoting Milam as saying:




I just decided it was time a few people got put on notice. As long as I live and can do anything about it, niggers are gonna stay in their place. Niggers ain’t gonna vote where I live. It they did, they’d control the government. They ain’t gonna go to school with my kids. And when a nigger gets close to mentioning sex with a white woman, he’s tired o’ livin’. I’m likely to kill him.





Although both men confessed to killing Emmett Till, the rule of double jeopardy prevented Mississippi courts from trying Bryant and Milam again. The message was clear: lynching Black men, especially for offending white women, was still condoned and often celebrated in the Deep South of the mid-twentieth century.23


While Money, Mississippi, was hundreds of miles from Waterloo in physical distance, the two communities shared certain similarities. Each place was racist in its own way. As a Black migrant put it, racism in Waterloo “wasn’t as obvious, or as pronounced, as it was in Mississippi. I pretty much knew where I stood in Mississippi [but] here [in Waterloo] I had to be told and reminded.” Racial violence was not yet as severe in Waterloo, but that could have easily changed in the aftermath of fanatic, unpunished events in Money.24


It is possible that Nancy Barger’s family contacted not only the Waterloo police, but also the administration at West High School to report that Don had dated Nancy. Don recalled the day his coach, George Dutcher, took him aside and told him that college admission committees “take a dim view” of Black athletes dating white girls. Such relations could affect whether a university recruited an athlete or not. Coach Dutcher could not have been more blatant. If Don hoped to receive an athletic scholarship and continue his football career in college, he had better stop seeing white girls in Waterloo. Don said that he learned that “race does matter,” and it was clearly not acceptable for Blacks to date whites.25







Meeting Virginia


Don met other girls in his new, mostly Black neighborhood on Waterloo’s east side. He particularly noticed an attractive girl he often saw in her aunt’s grocery store, the Sumner Street Market next to Don’s father and stepmother’s house. Virginia Pearl Green had been born in West, Mississippi, on November 17, 1941. Delivered by a midwife, Virginia had been named after her grandmothers, Mollie Virginia Love and Lula Pearl Green. Virginia never knew her biological father. Her mother Wardean married Charlie Green, a mulatto sharecropper who worked the land owned by his white father. Wardean worked as a housekeeper in a house where she was “treated well,” as lighter-skinned Blacks and those who worked in white homes often were.26


Following the path trod by thousands before them, Charlie and Wardean Green moved to Waterloo when Virginia was still an infant. Just as Claude Perkins had secured employment at Waterloo’s meatpacking plant, Charlie was hired as an unskilled laborer at John Deere’s Tractor Works. Charlie worked at the factory for thirty years.27


The Greens eventually bought a house at 209 Sumner Street on Waterloo’s east side. They raised a garden and relied on Charlie’s fishing and hunting skills to help keep food on their table. With steady wages earned at the John Deere plant, they were even able to purchase a 1941 Plymouth coupe.28


But Virginia faced some difficult times as she grew older. Her infant brother Roy died in 1943, and her younger sister Maxine suffered from asthma and could do little to help in the house. Virginia was left with most of the household chores, including shoveling coal, shoveling snow, mowing the lawn, cleaning, doing laundry, and washing dishes. She was also busy going to school and taking piano lessons until her family could no longer afford the fifty cents an hour the lessons cost. Her religious family prohibited such “vices of the devil” as going to the movies, attending dances, wearing “provocative clothing,” and watching television shows, with the exception of certain comedies.29
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Figure 2.1. Don Perkins’s senior photo with a dedication to Virginia Green, 1956, West High School, Iowa. (Don Perkins Papers.)






As a teen, Virginia had little time for diversions, but she began to notice certain boys in her aunt’s grocery store. Don’s younger brother, Paul, caught her eye first until she took notice of Don himself. Although three years younger than Don, Virginia became “mesmerized by his deep voice that I thought was so romantic. He had outstanding language skills and spoke with such confidence…. Then I fell in love with his walk…. I made many trips to the store just to get a glimpse of him.”30


Don also began to notice Virginia. His first impression of her was that the East High coed was very pretty and very quiet. The couple developed a friendship, engaging in conversations that often lasted for hours at the street corner, at her house, and on the phone, although Virginia remembers that “we often got busted on the phone.” When it was time for Virginia to go home after they visited at the corner, Don snuck up to her window or met her on her back porch “so we could talk some more.” Virginia was too young to date, but her mother was “fond of Don because of his attractiveness, manners, and respectfulness.” It was possible that Virginia’s family, who found him “charming,” knew of their “secret” rendezvous and turned a blind eye to them. The couple talked about nearly everything teenagers discuss, although Virginia would not tell Don the biggest secret of her life until much later.31


By his senior year, Don gave Virginia his West High letter sweater and varsity pin to wear, the equivalent of a promise ring for a teenager without enough money to buy more expensive jewelry. As Virginia wrote in her autobiography, “I was in love.”32













CHAPTER 3



The Early Lobo Years, 1956–1958


Don Perkins graduated with his high school class in West High’s auditorium on May 29, 1956. Many of Don’s 306 fellow grads went to graduation parties given by their parents. The parents of twenty graduates invited 450 guests to one such graduation party, held at Waterloo’s Sunnyside Country Club. Given his popularity as a star athlete and student leader, it is possible that Don was invited to this special event. Given the segregation that still existed in Waterloo, it is just as likely that he was not among those invited to this social center of white, upper-class privilege.1




Why UNM?


Don also faced prejudice when he considered college athletics. Some colleges and universities had begun to recruit Black athletes by the 1950s. Their numbers were nevertheless limited, either by segregationist policies or by racist tradition, especially in the South. In Texas, for example, all state-supported colleges and universities were banned from playing teams with Black players until 1950, when the ban was lifted on at least Texas Western College, but only because an out-of-state school forfeited its scheduled game with the El Paso–based college and other teams threatened to follow suit.2


After serving in World War II, Emlen “Em” Tunnell played at the University of Iowa before starring in the National Football League (NFL) and becoming the first Black inductee into the league’s Hall of Fame. By the mid-1950s, the Hawkeyes had three Black stars, including lineman Cal Jones, the team’s first Black captain and the first African American to appear on the cover of Sports Illustrated. As late as December 1955 Don had hoped to play at the university and major in physical education. But the university showed little interest in Don, and the state’s second largest university, Iowa State, recruited Don to play basketball, not football.3


As Don recalled, other schools “came knocking on my door,” but he had lingering doubts about his ability, both academically and athletically. His father’s lack of encouragement and support may well have influenced Don’s feelings. And so might his size. Although no one could ever question his speed, agility, or strength, Don weighed only 160 pounds, making him the second-smallest player on West High’s starting offensive team in his senior year. His size had hardly mattered in high school, but it could be a great detriment in playing college football at Division I schools like the University of Iowa. Later, while remembering that Iowa’s coach Forest Evashevski had passed him up, Don said with a laugh, “Too bad, Forest. Actually, at the time I was kind of hurt by it because all anybody talked about in those days was Iowa, Iowa, Iowa … but there was never an inquiry from Iowa.”4


Stories of Don’s crossing the color line in dating a white girl may have continued to haunt him and hurt his chances of playing at Iowa or many other schools. Coach Dutcher had warned him of such a consequence and Don may have heeded his warning, but old rumors die hard, especially in a small state like Iowa.


Fortunately for Don, a new opportunity came knocking. Dick Clausen, the head football coach at Coe College in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, and the Small College Coach of the Year in 1955, had taken the head coaching job at the University of New Mexico (UNM) in 1956. Clausen had brought his coaching staff with him to UNM, including Marv Levy, his able backfield assistant. Levy recalls that “there was some apprehension among several of the staff members and their wives because New Mexico seemed remote and foreboding.” Despite her misgivings, Levy’s wife Dorothy agreed to accompany him, making sure to pack “forty yards of mosquito netting, two pith helmets, and an elephant gun” so they would be prepared for anything they might encounter in the wilds of New Mexico.5


Having played and coached at Coe College, Levy knew of Iowa’s best high school football players. Before leaving Coe for UNM, Levy worked hard to recruit some of the Iowa stars who had yet to be recruited elsewhere. He successfully signed four players: guard Bob Lozier of Des Moines, lineman Roger Kranz of Grinnell, quarterback Chuck Roberts of Davenport, and a halfback from Waterloo named Perkins. Levy described Perkins as “the most exciting high school player I had ever seen.” Levy later wrote that Forest Evashevski, fearing that Don might sign with Iowa State and “come back someday to haunt his [University of Iowa] Hawkeyes,” urged the running back to sign with New Mexico.6


But complications arose shortly after Don arrived at UNM in the summer of 1956. Head coach Dick Clausen told Levy that Don could not be admitted to UNM because he had not taken certain required high school subjects. Levy objected, saying that “Don had had good grades in high school and he was an alert, articulate young man with exemplary character qualities.” Clausen answered that the football team was only allowed two admission appeals a year “and he did not want to use one on a 150-pound halfback.” Discouraged, Levy left Clausen’s office, but within fifty feet spun around and barged back in, saying, “Do you know how really good this guy really is?” Conceding, Clausen let Levy take Don’s case to the dean, who finally agreed to take a chance on the small player, admitting him to start classes in the fall semester.7


Coach Levy never changed his opinion of his star recruit from Waterloo. He later declared that Don “came to New Mexico already instilled with the finesse of a college veteran.” Looking back at his coaching success at UNM, Levy revealed that his key secret was to demoralize his opposition with a running attack led by Don Perkins. Levy insisted that Don was “the greatest all-around player I have ever coached.” In an even greater tribute, Levy added that he had never coached “a better individual.”8







Wolfpup at UNM


Scholarship in hand, Don moved to Albuquerque in the summer of 1956. He said, “I figured it was a chance to see a different part of the country” and “experience … a world I knew nothing about.” He stayed with Coach Levy and his family until the dorms opened that fall. Don was impressed by UNM’s Mesa Vista Hall, a dorm with “a real nice clean room with sheets on the bed and running water and an indoor toilet.”9


Don found few fellow Black players on the Lobo team. When Don arrived in 1956, he roomed with fellow Iowan Chuck Roberts. Joe Gale, a transfer student from Trinidad Junior College, played for the Lobos in 1956 and 1957. Roberts and Gale became two of the first Black collegiate quarterbacks in the United States.10


But some communities of New Mexico clung to their racist past. In November 1947, for example, Albuquerque High School was scheduled to play a game at Roswell High, but shortly before the game Roswell informed Albuquerque High coaches that they should leave their three Black players at home. Albuquerque High canceled the game. Six years later the two teams were scheduled to meet again for the Roswell Coyotes’ homecoming game. The Albuquerque Bulldogs did not have many Black players in 1952, but one of their white players (wearing jersey number 64) fell ill at the last minute, so a Black junior named Velma “Vel” Corley filled in, wearing the sick player’s uniform and number. The Coyotes did not realize that number 64 was actually worn by an African American who was playing in the first high school game of his life. With seconds to go, Corley caught a long pass and ran untouched for the winning touchdown. Final score, with a two-point conversion: Bulldogs 8, Coyotes 6. After graduating from Albuquerque High, Corley became the first Black player on the UNM football team.11


Don began to train with the UNM Lobos in the fall of 1956. Lacking confidence, he never believed he would be good enough to make the team and succeed in college. He fully expected to be cut and be sent home to Iowa, where he would go to work alongside his father at Waterloo’s meatpacking plant. It was as if Claude Perkins’s message loomed in Don’s mind, always ready to make Don doubt his potential as a talented athlete.12


Despite Don’s misgivings, he did remarkably well on the Lobos’ freshman team, starting from the first game. The Wolfpups’ schedule was limited to a few games against other freshman teams and a scrimmage against the varsity Lobos. Although they lost to the New Mexico Military Institute and the University of Denver, the Wolfpups beat Fort Lewis College, 43-20. Don scored on a 45-yard pass from his roommate Chuck Roberts, but the touchdown was called back due to a penalty. Don also had an impressive game against the University of Arizona’s freshman team, scoring twice, including one for 81 yards, the longest scoring run of the game. UNM won in Tucson, 44-26. UNM’s admission of a “small” halfback from Waterloo had begun to pay big dividends.13







“The Most Promising Football Player”


Based on his success as a freshman, Don entered his sophomore year pegged by the press as the “most promising football player ever to enroll at New Mexico.” His hometown newspaper in Waterloo claimed that Don was “being boomed as a future All-American football player.”14


In the pre-1965 era, when teams used a grueling two-platoon system, players played both offense and defense. Don played running back on offense and linebacker on defense. As a 176-pound sophomore in 1957, he became one of the lightest starting Lobos in UNM history. As the 1957 season progressed, even Dick Clausen, who had originally hesitated to give Don a football scholarship, sang the young player’s praises. “Perkins has almost every natural attribute of a great ball player. He runs powerfully as well as with great speed, has uncanny balance and a number of little tricks that make it difficult for a tackler to get a good shot at him.” Always humble, Don responded to such compliments by saying, “I’m not real fast. The line gets me a good hole and then I just get lucky.”15


When Dick Clausen moved on to become athletic director at the University of Arizona in 1957, thirty-three-year-old Marv Levy became the head coach at UNM, making him the youngest major college coach in the nation. With Don entering his sophomore year, Levy’s timing could not have been better. Levy described the season’s opening game against rival New Mexico A&M, capturing the same excitement that young Don must have felt before this, his first varsity game:




The band was playing the Lobos’ fight song. Pretty cheerleaders were exhorting the crowd. The grandstands at Zimmerman [Field] were filled with people, noise, and color. In the distance, … the setting sun reflected majestically off of the state’s 5,000-foot-high [sic] Sandia Mountains. I looked into the eager faces of young men who had prepared so diligently for this moment, and I was overcome by a sentiment so intense that the words welling up inside of me spilled out directly at them. “Where else would you rather be than right here, right now?”16
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