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FOREWORD

Joe Greene

I HAD A WONDERFUL EXPERIENCE at North Texas. I met my wife, Agnes, there. My two sons—Major and DeLon—played football for North Texas. To say that North Texas had an influence on my life and my career is an understatement.

People like Abner Haynes, Leon King, and others who preceded me, softened the experience for me. I was probably naïve. Growing up in Temple, Texas in the early 1960s, I didn’t have an opportunity to play for the University of Texas, which was only seventy miles away. Same for Baylor, which was only thirty-five miles away. But integration in football was not a pressing interest for me at the time. I was interested in studying accounting, and I read about North Texas’s business department in a college catalog in the library of my high school, Dunbar High. That was my first encounter with North Texas.

I turned the pages in that catalog, and there was a picture of Abner Haynes. And it mentioned their Sun Bowl team from 1959. I read more and more, and then I investigated North Texas. I had a couple of scholarship offers—from Texas A&I down in Kingsville, New Mexico State, and the University of Houston. I thought Kingsville was too far. I was going to visit Houston, but the visit coincided with my school prom. Well, the prom was going to win over that.

I sent a letter to North Texas, and they invited me up to visit. I met with head coach Odus Mitchell and assistant coach Fred McCain. I was only 6-foot-3 and 235, maybe 240 pounds. It turns out they saw some game film on me. They offered me a scholarship. After that, I got a visit every other week from Coach McCain and coach Bob Way. I decided that was where I wanted to go.

Coach Mitchell really cared about his players. He was easy to talk to. You could visit with him anytime. He was a very nice man—and a very good football coach. Going to North Texas, playing football, and learning from them and from coach Herb Ferrill for three years taught me things that helped me through my entire pro career. I played with some great players and great individuals at North Texas. There was my roommate, Chuck Beatty—he became the mayor of Waxahachie; we call him “Hatchet”—and Cedrick Hardman, Ron Shanklin, Steve Ramsey. We only lost five games through all of my three varsity seasons.

I met Leon King a couple of times. I’ve been in the company of Abner frequently after meeting him in 1968 or ’69. I saw him a couple of years ago when we both attended a meeting of the North Texas Super Bowl Committee, before the Super Bowl game between the Steelers and the Packers at Cowboys Stadium in 2011. Abner was asked to speak about his experiences at North Texas. It was the first time I heard him talk about that, and the very same things that I’d heard from one of Abner’s teammates, Bill Carrico, about the great togetherness of those North Texas teams. I eventually also had the opportunity to talk to Jerry LeVias about what he went through at SMU, only thirty miles away from Denton, when I was at North Texas.

I’m proud of my time at North Texas, and proud of what the school accomplished in the years before me that changed the face of college football in the state of Texas.

Joe Greene did not remain at 235-240 pounds much longer. He became a three-year starter for North Texas when freshmen were still prohibited from participating in varsity competition. He was a three-time All-Missouri Valley Conference performer, and the school’s first consensus All-American selection as a senior defensive tackle in 1968.

Greene was selected fourth overall in the 1969 pro football draft by the National Football League’s Pittsburgh Steelers, earned a starting position before the season began, and was named the NFL’s Rookie of the Year that season. Within a few years, Greene and fellow 1969 Pittsburgh draftee L.C. Greenwood were joined by defensive linemen Ernie Holmes and Dwight White to form the famed “Steel Curtain.” In his thirteen-year NFL career, the 275-pound Greene was named to the All-Pro team five times, selected to the Pro Bowl team ten times, chosen as the league’s Defensive Player of the Year twice, and played for four Super Bowl champions.

Greene was inducted into the College Football Hall of Fame in 1984, the Texas Sports Hall of Fame in 1985, and the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1987. He was one of the six charter members of the University of North Texas Athletic Hall of Fame in 1981. In April 2013, Greene and Abner Haynes were among the North Texas gridiron standouts selected to the school’s All-Century football team. Away from the playing field, Greene in 1983 became the first black appointed to North Texas’s Board of Regents.


INTRODUCTION

“How do you act?”

THE FIRST DAY OF SEPTEMBER 1956 dawned bright and seasonably warm across northern Texas on a Saturday. But in a region of the country that was still morphing fitfully, and to a great degree unwillingly, from the Confederate bloodlines of almost 100 years earlier to a post-World War II American society of inclusion, the racial climate of the day displayed itself through contrasting scenes across the area.

Just south of Fort Worth in the Tarrant County farming community of Mansfield, that Saturday morning found attorneys for the town’s school district meeting to plan their latest attempt to prevent a handful of black students from integrating Mansfield High School with the might of the federal judiciary behind them. In front of the students and their families earlier that week, though, stood literally hundreds of angry white citizens who had done whatever they deemed necessary to prevent the students from enrolling. By the time the school district’s attorneys gathered quietly that Saturday morning, the hunting dogs from days earlier no longer guarded the school property, and the effigies that had been hung on the school’s main flagpole and across Main Street downtown had been removed.

That Saturday afternoon on Fort Worth’s east side, Lloyd Austin was busy moving his family into a house on North Judkins Street. Maybe Austin was unrealistically optimistic that a black family would be welcomed onto an otherwise all-white block, since there were black families living in the same neighborhood only a few streets away. Maybe he feared brief trouble but thought it would blow over, that it wouldn’t be so bad. Austin surely knew otherwise that night, when his new home was surrounded by an estimated 150 whites, some of whom yelled, “Get those niggers!” Some carried signs, such as “I ain’t no jungle monkey lover, send ‘um back to the dark Congo;” some threw rocks; some hung an effigy in his front yard. It wouldn’t be his front yard for long. Before the weekend was out, front windows were broken out, screens were ripped, and Austin—who armed himself and fired toward at least one menacing car that drove by—abandoned his efforts to move his family into the neighborhood.

About forty miles northeast of Fort Worth that Saturday morning, a cabbie pulled over in Denton toward the east end of Hickory Street, on the black side of town, to take in two passengers. “Where you going?” the cabbie cheerfully asked. One of the two young men who entered replied, “Fouts Field.” “What’s going on there?” the cabbie continued. “We’re reporting to football practice.” The cabbie would have had good reason to be intrigued by two blacks heading to Fouts Field, home of North Texas State College’s all-white football team. The school had only first allowed blacks to enroll as undergraduates during the previous full semester, in February 1956, with the admission of a middle-aged Fort Worth woman named Irma Sephas. More blacks took advantage of the new opportunity in September 1956 (though it’s difficult now to determine how many, since North Texas wasn’t in the practice of asking each of its students to officially identify his or her race).

Two of the new black students that fall—two of the black freshmen—sat in the back of that cab as it headed west across town to Fouts Field on the western edge of the North Texas State campus. Those two young black men, Abner Haynes and Leon King, had both graduated from Dallas’s Lincoln High School the previous spring. They weren’t sure what to expect as the cab pulled into the parking lot next to North Texas’s football stadium. That’s why Haynes and King held hands during part of the ride. That’s why each carried a pocketknife, a common safeguard back home in south Dallas that they’d agreed to bring only at the last minute, before leaving the house in east Denton and walking a few blocks to catch a cab on the relatively busy Hickory Street.

The cabbie parked in a lot next to Fouts Field. Haynes, his mind and heart racing, tried to remember what his father—Bishop Fred Haynes of the Church of God in Christ—had advised him. “How do you act?” King and Haynes exited the cab in the gravel parking lot, dozens of white football players standing on the other side of the lot—each apparently looking directly at them. Haynes and King said nothing, and weren’t sure if they should make the first move, literally, and walk toward their new teammates. That wasn’t necessary; three of the white players began to walk slowly toward them. The three whites finally reached the two apprehensive blacks, and one of the whites—Garland Warren, a junior center from right there in Denton—extended his right hand and said, “Welcome to the team.”

By all accounts, that handshake—and those that immediately followed from the other two white players who walked across that parking lot, Charlie and Vernon Cole from nearby Pilot Point—ushered in the era of racially integrated football at four-year schools in the state of Texas. Leon King and Abner Haynes played that 1956 season on North Texas’s freshman team, and saw their first varsity action a year later. Nevertheless, some sports authors and athletics historians through the years have hedged on citing North Texas as breaking the color line for so-called major college football among four-year schools across the state.

In 1956, North Texas was transitioning from membership in the Gulf Coast Conference to full membership in the Missouri Valley Conference beginning with the 1957-’58 academic year. During that era’s classification of college programs, the Missouri Valley was in the equivalent of today’s Football Bowl Subdivision, but wasn’t akin to a power conference. Still, there could be no denying that North Texas fielded a “big-league” football program in 1959, when Haynes was a senior on the football team, and after King had left the program and temporarily dropped out of school. The Eagles appeared in the Associated Press’s Top 20 poll of the best football squads in the country for two weeks in November ’59 after running their record to 8-0. Dreams of an undefeated season ended soon after, on a 25-degree day at Tulsa. North Texas thought its dream of playing in a bowl game ended that frigid day, too, but the Eagles were invited to play in the 1959 Sun Bowl in El Paso, Texas.

It would be reasonable to conclude that North Texas entered college football’s upper echelon—albeit far from the top of that strata—in 1957, the year the Eagles first competed for the Missouri Valley Conference championship. That year, six state football programs played in the Southwest Conference (alphabetically Baylor, Rice, SMU, Texas, Texas A&M, and TCU). One was transitioning from the Border Conference up toward football membership in the SWC beginning in 1960 (Texas Tech), one was also playing in the MVC (Houston), and three were members of the Border Conference (Hardin-Simmons, Texas Western, and West Texas State). It would be years before the names that are most commonly associated with racial integration of college football in Texas first stepped on campus: Warren McVea at the University of Houston in 1964, and Jerry LeVias at SMU in 1965.

The Latin phrase bonum arduum means “a difficult good,” and maybe that’s what happened when North Texas succeeded in integrating its football program years before its SWC neighbors. The school’s first black student at any level was a forty-one-year-old educator named A. Tennyson Miller, who was able to enroll in a doctorate class at North Texas during the summer 1954 session because the class wasn’t offered at any of the state’s black colleges. In an interview for UNT’s oral history collection in 1992, Miller described his face-to-face encounter with school president J.C. Matthews as one of reasonable discourse lacking in edge or confrontation of any kind: “Since we’re both plowing new ground, we can both guarantee each other that we plow it in the most gentle way possible.”

Just as the school had integrated its student body well before the state’s better-known institutions, North Texas did so via a school’s most visible ambassadors—its athletes—with a minimum of strife, and the wisdom not to boast or preen over a perceived victory of sorts. Matthews held his alma mater’s top office from 1951-’68. He grew up amid segregated north Texas towns, but in early adulthood recognized and empathized with the plight of the state’s blacks in a society that denied them the best education. Under Matthews’s leadership, North Texas welcomed Miller as its first black student at any level in 1954, and its first black undergraduate during the second semester of the 1955-’56 school year (the forty-one-year-old Sephas, who commuted from Fort Worth). The arrival of Sephas and every other subsequent black undergrad was made possible by a 1955 lawsuit brought against the school by the family of a young man from Dallas named Joe Atkins, who was a few years ahead of King and Haynes at Lincoln High. The court victory in December 1955 came too late for Atkins to personally benefit, since he’d already enrolled elsewhere for the ’55-’56 school year.

Abner Haynes went on to become North Texas’s greatest athletic hero to that point, arguably surpassed since then by only 1960s defensive tackle Joe Greene, a member of the Pro Football Hall of Fame. Haynes became an immediate pro football star after leaving North Texas, winning not only the Rookie of the Year award for 1960 in the new American Football League, but also its inaugural Most Valuable Player honor that same year. He helped the Dallas Texans win the third AFL championship in 1962, was a three-time all-star during his seven-year pro career, and went on to build a successful business career. Leon King didn’t possess the same level of football talent as his high school friend. King played football at North Texas into the 1958 season, then left the team. He withdrew from school to support a young wife and family, but returned to the Denton campus in the early 1960s to earn not only his bachelor’s degree but also a master’s degree—to which he eventually added a doctorate. He became a fixture in the Dallas school district from which he’d graduated, serving as a teacher, coach, and administrator, as the district went through its own contentious desegregation.

In the opinion of this writer, this story deserves a thorough telling decades later to recognize the contributions of those involved. That includes King and Haynes themselves. It includes such North Texas officials as president Matthews, head football coach Odus Mitchell, and his staff. It also includes white teammates who went beyond the initial welcoming handshakes, some of whom refused to be seated at restaurants during out-of-town game trips when service was denied to their new black peers, and who formed emotional bonds that have lasted into another century. The contributions include those made by other new black students at North Texas beyond those on the football team, who simply sought an education that was previously afforded exclusively to their white counterparts, and it includes faculty members who believed augmentation of a new age of racial acceptance at North Texas should be accompanied by similar changes just a few blocks from campus, where hostility and resentment still ran rampant.

This book attempts to recount the events, introduce the people, and provide a better understanding of a unique era at North Texas, detailing what happened before then to help make that time possible and what has happened since.

Abner Haynes has been deservedly recognized for his exploits on the football field, having had his North Texas jersey number retired, inducted into the Texas Sports Hall of Fame, and named to North Texas’s All-Century football team in 2013. Leon King didn’t amass the same kinds of football statistics in his time as a North Texas player, and never played pro ball. But King suffered the same kinds of indignities as Haynes during that 1956 season as a freshman football player, and again the following year as a member of the North Texas varsity, almost a decade before any other black football player went through a similar experience at a predominantly white four-year school in the state of Texas. That surely would qualify him for consideration to join his old friend from North Texas, from Dallas’s Lincoln High—from one end of south Dallas’s Pine Street to the other—for inclusion in the Texas Sports Hall of Fame.


CHAPTER 1

“When the rabble hiss, well may the patriots tremble”

THE COUNTY AND TOWN OF Denton are named after John Bunyan Denton, a native Tennessean who came to Texas from Arkansas in 1837. Denton was orphaned as a child, taken in by a neighboring family, but took leave of their hospitality at the age of twelve, when he was greatly dissatisfied with his treatment at home. In his late teens, Denton took up a career in the ministry and married a school teacher by the name of Mary Greenlee Stewart. By the time he arrived in the Lone Star Republic, only months after the young nation’s successful rebellion from Mexico, Denton’s list of occupations had varied from preacher to lawyer to soldier. He’s credited with delivering the first sermon on Denton County soil, in 1839, when he served as a volunteer accompanying a ranger force on an Indian campaign camped at Hackberry Creek.

Standing 5-foot-10 with blue eyes and curly black hair, Denton took up law when frontier preaching proved insufficient for supporting a wife and four children. Early in their marriage, he put his legal skills to the test in a murder case in which the defendant was none other than his wife. Mary Denton had briefly left her husband while they were living in Arkansas, and became a milliner—a hat maker. (According to the Denton Record-Chronicle account of the episode many years later, “a milliner’s morals were often suspect.”) A wealthy male merchant tried to enter her room one night, and Mrs. Denton refused. The undaunted gentleman then simply broke the door down, only to be halted by fatal gunfire.

Mrs. Denton faced an enormous obstacle in being cleared, considering the social status of the deceased compared to her own lowly standing. She was initially brought before a judge without any legal counsel. She told the court that she had no attorney, nor friends at all. It was then that John Denton, simply an out-of-town stranger to those in the courtroom, interrupted and said, “No, not without friends. If it pleases your honor, I will appear for the defendant, if acceptable to her and the court.” He eventually revealed his standing as the defendant’s husband in an emotional soliloquy: “Gentleman of the jury, look upon the defendant. Scan that face and behold something dearer to me than life and more precious to me than all things else under the blue canopy of heaven. Need I tell you that she is my wife. She never had an impure thought in her life.” He then turned from the jury toward the defendant and said, “Behold, in me you have more than a friend—a husband.” She jumped into his arms and broke into tears. The jury didn’t even leave the jury box in returning a verdict of not guilty. Victorious counselor and defendant, reunited as husband and wife, left the courtroom arm in arm.

But the Dentons’ days in Arkansas were over. They settled in Clarksville, Texas, about 140 miles northeast of what is now Denton, in Red River County. He partnered with Edward Tarrant, for whom Tarrant County is named. While Denton’s fractured upbringing was greatly responsible for him not participating in formal schooling for terribly long, he made himself into a well-read man and boasted possibly the best personal library in Clarksville. In 1840, Denton attempted to add politician to his stable of avocations, but was defeated in his pursuit of a seat in Texas’s 5th Congress by Robert Potter. It turned out Potter was killed in 1842 in an east Texas land battle called the Regulator-Moderator War. But he outlived Denton, who was felled by an Indian’s arrow in May 1841 at the Battle of Village Creek, just east of the present-day Fort Worth. Denton’s troops encountered the Indians on the opposite side of the creek. Gen. Tarrant urged a group to cross the creek, Denton among them. There was concern that Indians would exhume Denton’s body in order to claim a scalp, so he was initially buried in an unmarked grave with squares of grass carefully placed back in their original places. He was later reburied, first in the yard of his home, and finally in the lawn of the county courthouse. In November 1856, the settlement of Denton—officially incorporated in 1866—was chosen as the county seat. The county’s first jail, located just behind the courthouse, was a two-story structure made of logs and featured a creative design meant to bolster security. Prisoners were taken upstairs, and then lowered through a trap door into their accommodations.

The vote on Texas’s secession from the Union on January 18, 1861, was 166-8 in favor of separation. One of the eight nay votes came courtesy of Denton’s representative to the state legislature, Collin County resident James W. Throckmorton. While small in relative number, the eight were siding with Gov. Sam Houston. After Throckmorton delivered his simple “No,” he wasn’t booed or jeered—merely hissed. “When the rabble hiss,” Throckmorton retorted in disdain, “well may the patriots tremble.” It was weeks after the fall of Fort Sumter in South Carolina, and battles such as the first Bull Run in Virginia, that news of the ultimate escalation of tensions, an actual Civil War, reached the citizens of Denton County. Their sentiments were with the southern cause, but more so to enthusiastically carry the banner for states’ rights than to prevent the Yankees’ eradication of slavery. It was estimated there weren’t even a dozen slaves present in the county at the time. While Texas was geographically on the fringe of Dixie’s boundaries, there apparently was no lack of avidity to don the battle grays. So wrote Ed F. Bates in his 1918 History and Reminiscences of Denton County: “The hearts of our people were filled with human liberty as never before. … The military spirit prevailed and young Denton County, sixteen years old, furnished eight companies of as brave, hardy, and fearless soldiers as could be found in the State, with many joining companies from other counties. Nearly one thousand men enlisted from the county and went to the front.” (Bates previously served as a Denton councilman and mayor, and was credited with installing the city’s first sewer system.)

Curiously, one of the county’s fighting men was a native of Maine and a graduate of Yale. Otis G. Welch came south in 1852 to practice law, became legal advisor to the city of Denton, and helped plot and name its streets. In the Confederate army, he rose to the rank of colonel and indicated no conflicted feelings toward his former home in a letter written in August 1861: “The most of us are well and in fine spirits and anxious for a brush with the damned Union men of Missouri or anywhere else.” Another officer from north Texas was none other than James Throckmorton. He put together a company of men from Collin and Denton counties and combined them with soldiers from Cooke County, which separated Denton County from Oklahoma to the north. The fighting force crossed the Red River and captured northern military installations at Fort Arbuckle, Fort Washita, and Fort Cobb.

The conflict had about reached its midpoint in 1863, though no one was aware that two more deplorable years of bloodshed lay ahead, when a black man living in Denton County learned justice could be relatively swift and not necessarily balanced. Pess White, age thirty, was accused by a white woman whose husband was fighting with the Confederate army of entering her home uninvited and attempting an assault. White was tried in a town on the east side of the county, Little Elm, which borders Lewisville Lake. The proceedings were run by Joel Clark, the justice of the peace. White “was given a speedy trial and condemned to death,” Bates wrote. The woman’s husband actually wasn’t fighting on some far-off battlefield, but was relatively close by, serving in nearby Fannin County, just northeast of Collin County. Clark had the husband summoned to serve as executioner. White was provided fifteen minutes in which to pray. He was kneeling with his hands together in prayer when a bullet rendered him dead instantaneously.

Soon after, a Denton County slave named Nelse was suspected of trying to poison some of the soldiers’ wives—“war widows” —though the description thankfully didn’t accurately apply to all of them. Nelse was found guilty and hanged from a tree. And there was the case of the black man from north of Denton in Pilot Point who was found guilty of murder and hanged. Bates, after detailing the troika of incidents, wrote:


These three cases are the only ones where the negro was involved in our county during the war, and are recorded to show not only the fact, but the method, of meting out justice by the white men or home guard. Quite a number of white men were hanged in like manner. The executions of these three negroes may seem unauthorized and barbarous, but when compared to the lynchings and the use of the torch of this age, which took place in our adjoining counties, we can but commend the wisdom, patience, and mercy of the home guards of 1861-65 in their effort to protect the women and children of Denton County. … Fifty-two years have passed [as of 1918]. People have made rapid progress in every other line, but the negro question is still unsettled in the matter of crimes against women. Lynchings are of frequent occurrence, and the wild passions of men seemingly cannot be controlled, either in the North or the South, when these horrible crimes are committed. Denton County has never yet burned a man at the stake.



It required almost a year following Gen. Robert E. Lee’s begrudged visit to the Appomattox court house in April 1865 for the last of the Denton County militia to make it back to hearth and home. Like the defeated athlete who bemoaned that his team simply ran out of time, Bates depicted the soldiers’ succumbing as a near inevitable consequence of the Confederacy’s disadvantage in funding and materials. “Not conquered but disarmed,” he wrote. “… heroes of the lost cause!” Texas’s post-war politics were greatly shaped by Throckmorton, who was returned to Austin as the area’s representative to the new constitutional convention. He was named the chairman of the convention, was instrumental in shaping the document and—in June 1866—was elected governor.


CHAPTER 2

The Green and White

THAT NORTH TEXAS WOULD LATER assume a leading role in desegregating its student enrollment in general, and its football team in particular, during the 1950s might have been traced to the school’s roots. It was initially named Texas Normal College—normal as in the era’s moniker for an institution of higher learning dedicated to the instruction of teachers. Texas Normal began educating students on the second floor of the B.J. Wilson hardware store at the northwest corner of the town’s courthouse square in September 1890. Only weeks after the school opened, its enrollment became more diverse than most. Twenty-eight Creek Indians who lived in the territory located just beyond the Red River in what would become Oklahoma were admitted as students.

The institution’s name was changed in 1894 to North Texas Normal College, and in 1901 to North Texas State Normal College. A more significant transformation took place in 1916, when the teaching certification was replaced as the ultimate didactic goal with a full-fledged bachelor’s degree, which soon after led to another name change—North Texas State Teachers College, in 1923. Athletics had been introduced in 1902, when a group of boys informally started a football team and were outfitted in uniforms financed by town businessmen. What is recognized as North Texas’s first intercollegiate sports competition took place in September 1903, when a baseball team representing the school defeated the team from a private school across town, John B. Denton College, by a score of 14–6.

During the next two months, a North Texas intercollegiate football team entered the fray and scored victories over an aggregation known as “the Denton boys” and Polytechnic College of Fort Worth. School colors of green and white were chosen, and the nickname Eagles came aboard through a student election in 1922.

That same year, North Texas became a charter member of the Texas Intercollegiate Athletic Association, whose members were primarily teachers’ schools. Lest anyone fear North Texas would stray from its mission and make academic concessions for the benefit of its athletic program, the school’s president from 1923 to ’34—Robert Lincoln Marquis—wasn’t interested in having a football team that would be proud of him. (Google “George Cross” and “Oklahoma” or “Gordon Gee” and “Ohio State” if that’s unclear.) Marquis prohibited North Texas coaches from recruiting, essentially telling them to make do with whoever decided to enroll. He also bristled at the prospect of freshmen being eligible for varsity competition, a practice common at that time. Were those constraints not enough, Marquis also touted the idea that athletes should compete on the varsity for only one season, in order to allow more students the opportunity of benefitting from athletic participation.

During the 1927–’28 school year, a new male social fraternity unique to North Texas made its debut. It didn’t have a name like the nationally affiliated Greek frats, such as Kappa Alpha or Beta Theta Pi. The “Geezles” were started by six students, one of whom—Tom Lawhorn—came up with the curious name, according to one of the other charter members, Cap Gilbreath, in his writing of a history of the Geezles in 1983. Just how Lawhorn concocted such a name Gilbreath failed to explain. As the Geezles caught on, a fair number of its members were North Texas athletes, particularly football players.

In 1931, North Texas and about half of the schools in the TIAA formed a new league, the Lone Star Conference, again populated primarily by teaching institutions. The Eagles dominated that conference into the late 1940s, primarily under the direction of coach Jack Sisco. Most of the defeats suffered during Sisco’s thirteen seasons came while playing “up” against the more dominant Southwest Conference schools. Most of those games were competitive, but North Texas’s 54-0 loss to SMU opening the 1941 season—Sisco’s last campaign before retiring—revealed how unacceptable he found such a margin of defeat.

When the team returned from Dallas after that game, he steered the bus driver down a back alley and insisted the players enter a local restaurant that night through a back entrance, apparently to avoid the embarrassment of being seen. Sisco told his beleaguered troops that he initially considered ordering them back on the practice field the following day for a rare Sunday workout, but changed his mind. He instead suggested they all attend church, that they’d need some religion before hitting the field on Monday afternoon. Indeed, Sisco worked them that Monday well after sunset. When it was too dark to continue football-related activities, he had his charges end their day by doing leap-frog drills in pairs, lap after lap around the perimeter of the practice field. Deterrent or not, the Eagles followed their long, punitive session on the practice field by winning each of their remaining seven games that season.

Meanwhile, membership in the Geezles grew and began overlapping that of the school’s male service organization known as the Talons. Attendance at one particular Talons meeting proved embarrassingly thin until those who were also Geezles belatedly arrived following the fraternity’s meeting that same night. The sponsor of the Talons then essentially challenged those who were members of both groups to choose one or the other. All of the Geezles immediately rose to their feet and bid adieu. Such discord produced a rivalry between students who belonged exclusively to either the Geezles and Talons, even those who were North Texas football players. It reached the point that Sisco called a meeting of football-playing Talons and Geezles one afternoon in the locker room to negotiate a peace agreement.

As with the Greek frats, there was a Geezles house located at various points around campus through the years. It eventually sported a handsome statue of an eagle in the front yard. Also like the Greek frats, the Geezlers performed initiation rituals that weren’t for the faint of heart. If a pledge couldn’t swim, for instance, asking him to reach the shoreline of Lake Lewisville after being dumped well off into the briny deep could be a challenging assignment. There were other innovative exercises involving blindfolds and body parts that probably weren’t all that different from what was asked of newcomers in the Greek houses across campus. Geezles initiations were scaled back in their creativity after one pledge’s assignment resulted in hospitalization. What the other fraternities didn’t have was Spiriki (pronounced SPEAR-a-kee), the greeting that Geezles used solely among themselves. The origin of Spiriki is as hazy as how the group was named, though one explanation offered is that it combined the word spirit with the “kee” cry of an eagle.


CHAPTER 3

“There was a colored boy in the lineup”

BE IT THE TEXAS INTERCOLLEGIATE Athletic Association, the Lone Star Conference, the Gulf Coast Conference—or the region’s alpha dog of intercollegiate athletics for much of the twentieth century, the Southwest Conference—one aspect of competition never varied. The teams, like the student bodies that they represented, were white and were interested in exclusively facing white opponents.

Not that white schools located in Texas were any different from their brethren across the South. When schools in the region sought to play inter-sectional competition that happened to include blacks on their rosters, a custom euphemistically referred to as the gentlemen’s agreement was employed. The mixed team, generally featuring only a small number of black players, would agree to field an all-white roster for the game in question. There sometimes were negotiations in which the all-white school tried to achieve some sort of competitive compromise if a star black player was being held out by volunteering to hold out its own player of near-equal athletic value.

The first Texas football program from what today would be called major college football to agree to face an opponent with one or more black players was Texas Tech. The school’s athletic teams were known as the Matadors then, playing in Los Angeles in October 1934 against Loyola College (now known as Loyola Marymount). Tech opened in 1925 and fielded a football team that first fall. The trip to Los Angeles in 1934 was Tech’s first to California and didn’t feature a pushover opponent. The Loyola Lions were 4-0 and had outscored their opponents 104-0. They featured a black lineman named Al Duvall. In the Lubbock Avalanche’s write-up following the Friday night game that Loyola won 12-7, sports editor Collier Parris expressed neither surprise nor disdain regarding the presence of a black player in the Lions’ lineup. To the contrary, Parris was complimentary of Duvall: “There was a colored boy in the pileups tonight who did much toward smothering Tech plays. His name is Al Duval [sic], and he plays tackle. They say here that he is the best tackle on the coast. He was there with the goods tonight, playing nearly all the game.”

A trio of Southwest Conference football programs soon emulated Tech in agreeing to play integrated opponents to apparently satisfy the same desire—the opportunity to play in California. SMU played at UCLA in 1937 against a Bruins team whose two offensive stars were black: Kenny Washington and Woody Strode. TCU followed suit against UCLA in 1939, losing by the score of 6-2 to a squad that featured a new junior college transfer at running back named Jackie Robinson. Texas A&M had better luck with Robinson and the Bruins in 1940, winning 7-0.

Coach Matty Bell and SMU were also responsible for what appears to be the first instance of a major college football team featuring both whites and blacks playing within the confines of the Lone Star State. As the 1947 season was approaching its finish, the Mustangs clinched the Southwest Conference champion’s host role in the Cotton Bowl Classic, to be played on New Year’s Day 1948. When bowl invitations were being extended, SMU was ranked third in the nation behind top-rated Notre Dame (which voluntarily wasn’t participating in bowls then) and No. 2 Michigan (as the Big Ten champion, tied to the Rose Bowl). The next highest ranked team—No. 4 Penn State, an eastern independent then—was therefore available for the Cotton and two other major bowls, New Orleans’ Sugar and Miami’s Orange. But none of those three bowls had ever invited a team with blacks, and the Nittany Lions’ squad included two—juniors Wally Triplett, a two-way back, and Dennie Hoggard, an end. Penn State had made headlines in 1946 for taking a stand against segregation with its refusal to abide by the gentlemen’s agreement and bench its black players for a scheduled game at Miami. The players voted to cancel the trip to Florida.

The mere presence of a black player in a college football game played in the South between predominantly white institutions had only happened for the first time in October 1947, when Harvard lineman Chester Pierce played at Virginia. SMU—namely Bell, who was also the Mustangs’ athletic director—stepped forward after SMU clinched the Cotton Bowl berth and lobbied to play the best opponent possible. And if that opponent included one or more black players, Bell told The Dallas Morning News, “We have no objections ourselves. After all, we’re supposed to live in a democracy.” One of the players on that SMU team was Frank Payne Jr., a sophomore running back who served as understudy to All-American Doak Walker. Payne doesn’t recall any issue among the Mustang players when they were collectively asked about facing an integrated opponent. “Nobody did,” Payne says, “and that was the last I heard about it.”

When the 1947 Nittany Lions were approached about accepting the bid, the players indicated they wouldn’t again require the formality of a squad vote in determining whether they would acquiesce to playing without their two black members. Team captain Steve Suhey spoke to his fellow players and, according to teammate William “Rip” Scherer decades later, said, “Look. We’re Penn State. We play as one, or we don’t play at all.” Which led to the popular “We are Penn State!” chant that is now standard fare at Nittany Lion athletic events. While SMU succeeded in opening the Cotton Bowl Classic to a mixed team, it couldn’t achieve the same results when it came to housing the Penn State squad locally. With Dallas’s hotels segregated, Bell and his staff helped arrange for the Nittany Lions to stay at the Dallas Naval Air Station located in suburban Grand Prairie, effectively cut off from the attractions of the big city. The blacks on the Penn State squad actually enjoyed a superior social experience during the team’s time in Texas, squired off by local blacks to various engagements. The team’s white players, many of whom were military veterans and not terribly accepting of confinement to their sleeping quarters, literally took matters into their own hands on occasion and hopped the fence to pursue personal entertainment. In the spirit of solidarity, SMU and Penn State played to a 13-13 tie.

By all appearances, North Texas’s football team first played against a racially mixed opponent when the 1947 Eagles faced Nevada-Reno, featuring Sherman Howard and Alva Tabor, in the inaugural Salad Bowl in Phoenix. North Texas played at Nevada in 1948 and ’49, and then hosted the Nevada Wolf Pack in 1950 in what appears to have been the first integrated visiting team to play at North Texas—if not the first at any major-college campus across the state, with Howard Barber, Al Barham, Lawrence “Nate” Hairston, and Howard Hartsfield. The account of that Eagles home game in the Denton Record-Chronicle didn’t indicate any outcry among local football fans at North Texas hosting an opponent with blacks on its roster.


CHAPTER 4

“I came here to win”

JAMES CARL MATTHEWS BECAME NORTH Texas’s eighth president in September 1951, having served on the school’s faculty since soon after his graduation in 1925. His ascension to the office brought his North Texas experience full circle; on the autumn 1920 day when he got off a train in Denton upon first arriving at the school, he was personally greeted by North Texas president W.H. Bruce. Matthews, who went by J.C., was the first alumnus to occupy the position, and had toyed years earlier with becoming either a doctor or a druggist before honing in on a career as an educator. It was a career that he was already knee-deep into well before receiving his bachelor’s degree in history. Matthews interrupted his student time at North Texas at age nineteen to take a teaching job in the three-teacher school in the little Foard County town of Rayland. A month into the job, the school had new plans for Matthews; he was named principal. He returned to North Texas soon after, only to leave prematurely again to teach at Weatherford High just southwest of Fort Worth. Matthews coached both of the sports offered there at the time (basketball and baseball), and was often the principal’s right-hand man. He earned master’s and doctoral degrees from George Peabody College for Teachers in Nashville, Tenn., before returning to Denton yet again.
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