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To James F. Fletcher, Sr., Thelma Fletcher, and James F. Fletcher, Jr. I look forward to seeing you all again some glad morning, when every day will bring a national championship.





Foreword
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Through a series of events that I have come to appreciate more and more as the years have passed, I came to play college football at Oklahoma for Bud Wilkinson. I had taken visits to some places, including Notre Dame. To go to Notre Dame, to be recruited by them and see that place, was a great experience.

But there was just something about OU that appealed to me. The other places were fine, but I could see around Norman just how much people cared about football. I had the same feeling in Norman that I had had in Breckenridge.

Today, I can’t really describe what it means to have played for a national champion at Oklahoma. I am truly blessed to be a part of this great tradition. I’ve been to twelve Orange Bowl games, played in two of them, and won both. My kids grew up on Oklahoma football. Getting to know the players who have made OU great over the years has been one of the highlights of my life.

I go to the games today and see everyone from my good friend Barry Switzer to fans from all over the country. There’s no thrill like Oklahoma football, and it’s been that way for over fifty years. And it will be that way fifty years from now.

This book is a fond look at the great times, and it’s written by a fan, for fans. That’s something Jim and I share with you—we are Die-Hard Fans!

 



—Jakie Sandefer, ’58





Introduction
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They still run in our memories. The galloping ghosts of Bennie Owen, the aging men of the glorious Streak, Switzer’s Wishbone ponies. Billy Vessels is still alive, sprinting away from Notre Dame defenders in 1952. Billy Sims isn’t middle-aged, he’s sliding and high-stepping through Nebraska’s black-shirt defense on a cold day in Lincoln. Bobby Warmack is youthful, with a crew-cut and fresh face. Joe Washington is still “smoke through a keyhole,” as Darrell Royal put it.

I’m just a fan; that’s all I am. A terror as a backup nose-guard in the eighth grade, I never ran through a tunnel, signed autographs, or waited for my name to be called on draft day. But I know what the heat is like at Owen Field on a Saturday in early September. I’ve known it from the beginning of my life—literally.

The setting: OU vs. Syracuse, the season-opener of the 1962 season. The real bedlam game, between Kennedy and Khrushchev, was still a month away. Bud Wilkinson’s last bowl team had had all it could handle from the Orangemen, and with less than five minutes to play, the home team was  down, 3-0. No offense at all that day. Oklahoma’s dominance in college football was heading into a transitional period, but one spark remained.

Joe Don Looney, a man who fit his name better than anyone since Fatty Arbuckle, fumed on the sidelines. Looney had a thoroughbred’s body and the heart of a hippy. Wilkinson, fed up with the phenom’s bizarre, antisocial behavior, had benched him. Looney paced and paced, waiting for an opportunity.

My father was pacing, too. Twenty-nine, with a good government job, impeccable manners, and a dislike of anything Soviet, my old man was a true-blue conservative and hot-blooded Oklahoma football fan. He would become a father in three short months. In fact, he’d been kind enough to take Mom to this game, four days after her birthday. I suspect his intent was to indoctrinate me in the womb.

It worked.

When Looney could stand it no longer, he ran up to Wilkinson and said something insane, a cry from a demon that wanted to get on that field and help his team win. Bud thought about it, looked at the scoreboard, and sent Looney into the history books.

The play came into the huddle: Right 72 Y Pitch. The fans were sitting on their hands, with no reason to stand or even think about cheering. It was embarrassing watching a Sooner team get blanked.

That’s when I did my thing.

“. . . the child leaped in her womb . . . .” (Luke 1:41)

Suddenly, Mom grew nauseous. The heat, the smoke from Dad’s Pall Malls, and my restlessness in her belly . . . it was too much for her. She turned to my dad and said, “Jim, I need to go to the bathroom. Will you help me?”

He looked at her, looked at the sorry mess on the field, snapped his cigarette onto the cement, and took her by the arm. In my mind’s eye, I see him as Jack Webb, curtly escorting some dame with a string of hot checks down to the lockup.

In the bowels of hallowed Owen Field, Mom struggled to the bathroom. Dad leaned against a wall and wiped his face.
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JOE DON LOONEY takes it sixty yards for a game-winning touchdown against Syracuse in 1962. My dad got to see him run off the field.

Suddenly, the roar of the crowd made the sweat on his back run cold. Forgetting he was married, an expectant father, and everything else one usually considers important in life, Dad raced up the steps to see Looney tossing the ball to a ref while trotting out of the endzone and off the field. He had taken a pitch and raced sixty yards for the winning touchdown.

As Mom’s luck would have it, this happened in the days before ESPN or instant replay. Shoot, I don’t even think they had a television set at home.

She staggered up the railing in time to see Dad’s furious face. It was the same crimson color as the OU jerseys. “MY GOD,” he yelled, “COULD YOU NOT HAVE WAITED FIVE MINUTES?”

It’s a funny story now, I think, forty-five years on. I don’t approve of what Dad did. The conditions were not fun for Mom that day. He should have been more understanding. He should have taken her home long before, tucked her into a cool bed, and listened to the game on the radio.

I don’t approve at all of my father’s behavior that day.

But I understand it.

For the love of everything holy, I understand it. I’ve torn paper up into little pieces during games, pounded the floor with my fists, stomped on hats, scared dogs and children, and said some really bad words in the first half of the 2002 OU-Texas shootout. (That last one, in fact, was Nate Hybl’s fault for throwing multiple interceptions.) For decades now, I’ve bled red during the tight games and seen a great White Light during the big wins, basking in its warmth for at least seven more days.

I understand my father’s obsession. Because I have it.

When Thomas Lott was stopped on fourth-and-one by Texas’s Johnny Johnson in 1977, I lay face-down on the floor for two hours, drained, defeated, and demoralized.

The agony is worth it, though, for the times when we reach the mountaintops. The national championships; the cold wins against Nebraska in those Lincoln Novembers; seeing All-Americans in the flesh; recruiting season; spring football; the hot anticipation of summer; two-a-days in August;  opening day; October’s Red River Shootout with Texas; and of course, being driven home by my son, Curtis, after the epic 2000 national championship Orange Bowl win over Florida State, because I was a twitching, babbling, weeping goof with Albert Einstein hair.

This is the life of a die-hard Sooner fan.

For the most part, we’re laid-back Okies except for Saturday afternoons in the fall. Then, we transform into something else. As Patton said about war, “God help me, I do love it so.”

Oklahoma football has been built on huge wins. As the King, Barry Switzer, used to say, “Hang half-a-hundred on ’em.”

That’s what we love—the fifty-point wins. Praying that we will live to see the End of the Age, when a modern college football team, preferably the Sooners, will put up a hundred on a single afternoon.

That’s how Oklahoma has played football for sixty years. It’s how Oklahoma wins. It’s what the fans devour.

This is a fan’s look at the proud story of University of Oklahoma football. It’s not a blow-by-blow, game-by-game account from John A. Harts’ 1895 squad to today’s “Stoops’ Troops,” but rather an impressionistic, joy-filled walk through the years. We’ll recall everything from the genius of Switzer and Wilkinson to the dedication of super fan Cecil Samara. Tailgaters, and tear-away jerseys in the Wishbone’s heyday, and the tough kids of the 1990s who held the fort down until Bob Stoops arrived—they’ll all find their way onto these pages.

This is a book by a fan, for fans. We’ll share our memories, both the good times and the bad.

But mostly the good.

Like the ancients did, we’ll focus on our tremendous victories. We’ll let the juice of an orange run down our chins one more time.

We’ll have interviews with legendary names: Mildren, Selmon, Washington, and Heupel, to name just a few.

Some of us Sooner fans are from broken homes, while others have seemingly coasted through life. There are those of us who can buy anything we  want, and others who live paycheck-to-paycheck. Some are intellectuals, and some didn’t make it through high school.

What we share, though, is that bond that can never be broken. The images that flicker in our minds and hearts. The images that began as black-and-white, grainy ghosts, and which have, over the years, become the full-color Crimson and Cream.

They still run in our memories.





Chapter One
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BIRTH OF THE BEAST

OKLAHOMA FOOTBALL, 1895-1946

 




It had rained the week before.

The first football game at the University of Oklahoma took place on a cold December day in 1895. The team that played it bore little resemblance to the powerhouse that the program would eventually become.

It is well-documented that John A. Harts organized OU’s first football team in the Risinger and Jones barber shop (now remembered as “Bud Risinger’s barber shop”) on Main Street in Norman. The details associated with the team’s first game, however, are not so widely known.

The school had been founded as Normal Territorial University in 1890. It was established on an appeal from the territorial governor, George Steele, to the territorial legislature to create a higher education system. In 1907, when Oklahoma entered the Union, the school was renamed The University of Oklahoma.

The school was founded a year after the great Land Run, when settlers in what is now northern Oklahoma lined up to stake claims of land given for homesteading by the United States government. Pioneers had to “solemnly  swear that I did not enter upon and occupy any portion of the lands described and declared open to entry in the President’s proclamation dated March 23, 1889, prior to 12 o’clock, noon, of March 22, 1889.” This pledge notwithstanding, some pioneers tried to get a head start on the action, thus giving rise to OU’s nickname—“The Sooners.” This is also the source of the derisive nicknames (“Land Thieves,” “Dirt Burglars,” etc.) given to OU fans by rival fans at Texas (itself populated by people who had taken their state from Mexico a few decades before—albeit in a fair fight).
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HOMESTEADING IN OKLAHOMA: One of the earliest Sooners


THE AFFIDAVIT signed by settlers during the Land Run of 1889
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The citizens of Norman donated four hundred acres for the university, and the first school president, David Ross Boyd (for whom the football field would be named—later renamed “Owen Field”), insisted on extensive landscaping.

In the late nineteenth century, out on the Oklahoma prairie, people were noticing that the relatively new sport of American football was coming west. Naturally, pioneer pride demanded that a football team be formed in Norman.

Early in the fall of 1895, the Norman Transcript announced the formation of a “Football Club:”
The Oklahoma University students not to be outdone by the members of any other University, have organized a football team and are practicing as if their lives depended on making a good score. Norman has to keep pace with every progressive move.





This modest notice was a far cry from the multi-page coverage that heralds nearly every element of OU’s football program today. It indicates just how far Oklahoma football has come from its humble beginnings over a century ago.

The Transcript’s announcement was sandwiched between an ad for “Cypress Tea” and this scintillating item:
Geo. Smith has been looking after W. H. Carr of Lexington, who is supposed to have skipped away from his bondsmen leaving them in the lurch to the tune of $15,000. Carr is reported to have gone on the Rock Island railroad to Kansas City, Missouri, after leaving  Noble on the 4th of this month and so far no further trace of him has been found.








“A FOOTBALL GAME” 

The team was known as the Oklahoma Elevens, “elevens” being a common nickname at the time for any football club, referring to the number of players on both the offensive and defensive squads.

As the team prepared for its game against Oklahoma City High School, the chilly fall weather gave way to colder winter temperatures. Out on the prairie, the rain ensured that mud would be a key factor in the game. A front page announcement in the the Norman Transcript on Friday, December 13, reveals the embryonic moments of the Sooners:[image: 008]


AN AD for Risinger and Jones barber shop in the Norman Transcript, 1895


A Football Game

The University boys and the Oklahoma City club are to play a football game on the University campus here Saturday afternoon. It will be a strong game as both clubs have some members that are experienced and skillful. The Oklahoma City club is coming down with the determination of carrying back the pennant of victory, while the University boys think they can give odds and beat them. Go out and witness the game.





In a 1942 article, Harold Keith, OU’s masterful sports information director for so many years, provided a brief description of the Sooners’ less-than-stellar first game:
The first University team ignominiously failed to score a point. Its only game was with the bigger, rougher and vastly more experienced Oklahoma City Town Team. The contest was played in Norman right  out on the prairie north of the present Fine Arts Building. Wearing home-made uniforms, the University boys were soundly licked, 0 to 34. Harts twisted a knee and had to retire, and before it was over, the befuddled Norman boys were borrowing the Oklahoma City subs so they’d have a full lineup. A large crowd watched the fun with mixed emotions and wondered what devilment the giddy Norman college boys would think up next.”





Fortunately for us, in the records at the Oklahoma Historical Society in Oklahoma City, the genesis of Sooner football is found in both the Transcript and the Oklahoma City paper, the Daily Oklahoman. Although today’s version of the Transcript provides good coverage of the Sooners, we can agree that the “reporting” of this first game was, well, skimpy:
Oklahoma City, 34; Norman, 0.

It was the same old story at Norman yesterday, the University team going down before the high school boys by a score of 34 to 0. Time of game, seventy minutes. Referees; D.W. Harts and Dr. Van Nuys.
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THE NORMAN TRANSCRIPT

as it appeared on December 13, 1895. The announcement of OU’s first football game is at the top of the third column.

The Oklahoma boys were accompanied by some thirty or forty football cranks, and the crimson and black, accentuated by the high school football yell, was very much in evidence. The boys were treated very nicely, and returned loud in their praises of the Norman people.





The Daily Oklahoman, provided some “meatier” coverage on its front page, although the account was wedged between news stories about the “Indian Territory Townsite Bill” and the unfortunate case of a Mrs. Wolf, who, it was determined, was accidentally shot through the hip by her husband as he “was carelessly handling” a revolver. The couple’s farm, in the Chickasaw Nation, was visited by a Dr. Hudson.

In any event, with all the fanfare we can muster, the Die-Hard Fan gives you:
The Football Game

In the football game last Saturday between the team of the Oklahoma City High School and that of the University here, the Oklahoma City boys came out victorious, the score being 34 to 0. The game lasted seventy minutes and was hotly contested[!], the Norman boys putting up a strong game even though they failed to score. Two of the University team’s best players were unable to play and that fact coupled with the one that the boys had practiced together but little, placed them at a serious disadvantage to their opponents who are a strong team and one experienced in playing. There was a good attendance at the grounds and a large number of Oklahoma City people witnessed the game. The Norman people treated their guests courteously and all the players are to be commended for their gentlemanly conduct. The University boys propose to practice up and be prepared to conquer when next they meet.



OU bounced back from its drubbing the following year, when, within a two-week period in October and November 1896, the “University boys” defeated another high school team, Norman High School, 12-0 and 16-4. Tellingly,  “No Coach” is listed for this squad, which notched the first two wins in school history. In fact, these being the only games the team played that season, the 1896 lineup became the program’s first unbeaten team.

The epic rematch against Oklahoma City High School took place almost two years to the day after the initial blowout. In Norman, a crowd of four hundred watched the Sooners win 16-0, avenging the inaugural whitewash. This team was coached by Vernon Parrington, who was OU’s first “real” coach.

Parrington’s squads had discipline, posting seven shutouts in twelve games over a four-season period. Keith described some of Parrington’s first players:
Some of the better-known players of the Parrington regime were Fred Roberts, a 190-pound farm boy from Mayfield, Kansas, who Norman old-timers declare was the greatest back ever developed at Norman; two fine tackles in rugged Joe Merkle, another hard-twisted farm lad, and Ed Barrow, a mixed-blood Indian from the Chickasha country; Jap Clapham, a plucky end who still lives at Norman; Tom Tribbey, a 230-pound young Goliath from the Pottawatomie country who had never ridden on a railroad train prior to the Texas game of 1900, C.C. Roberts, Clyde Bogle and others.





The first OU-Texas clash came in 1900. The Longhorns got lucky, eeking out a 28-2 victory. Parrington’s squad apparently took it out on a hapless Fort Reno team two weeks later, crushing them 79-0.

Mark McMahon’s 1903 team tied Texas, 6-6, at Austin, before dropping a follow-up game, 11-5, in Norman. OU would get its revenge soon enough, but it would come under the direction of a new coach.

After a blowout loss to the Longhorns in 1904, Bennie Owen arrived in Norman to take the reigns of the program. OU never looked back. Owen, who had played on Kansas’s unbeaten team of 1899, led the Sooners for twenty-two seasons and became the program’s first legendary coach. Today, his name is given honorary first mention in the popular mantra of OU’s great  coaches—“Bennie, Bud, Barry, and Bob.” He is remembered with reverence by Sooner fans as they watch their team play at “Owen Field.”


“The Texas-Oklahoma game transcends tradition. It is American history overlaid on an athletic contest, a game that’s been played for a century, an outlet for marrow-deep passions and ancient grudges. But it is still 60 minutes of football, and in keeping with a more recent tradition at the Red River Shootout, the Sooners beat the snot out of the Longhorns.”

—Sports Illustrated’s Austin Murphy, after OU beat Texas, 65-13, in 2003.



In September 1905, the Daily Oklahoman—replete with its own sports page—previewed the upcoming season:
Football Season Is Now at Hand

Now that the baseball season has closed, football can have its inning. The local football season will in itself far surpass anything in a similar line heretofore. The local high school will be quite a factor in the interscholastic championship race, and for intercollegiate honors we have the University of Oklahoma from our section of the territory. The Swede-Oklahoma game here Thanksgiving day will be the crowning event of the season’s games, locally.








THE FIRST TEXAS WIN 

Owen’s first team went 7-2, shutting out six of nine opponents. Both losses came at the hands of Kansas teams: the Jayhawks and Washburn.

One opponent that season stood out from all the others: Texas.

On October 7, the Daily Oklahoman announced an upcoming match against Texas:
Oklahoma and Texas Elevens to Play Here University teams will roll the pigskin at Colcord Park November Third

Assistant Secretary A.W. McKeand, of the Chamber of Commerce, yesterday completed the negotiations for the big football game in  Oklahoma this season, which will be played at Colcord park, Friday, November 3, between the Oklahoma University and University of Texas elevens. This was an open date for both elevens and there is every promise that the game that day will be a bitterly contested one.

The University of Texas eleven is considered one of the fastest in the south. A year or so ago, the Texans defeated the Oklahoma players at Austin and since no game was played between both teams last season, the Oklahoma university is desirous of turning the tables this year and present indications point that they may be able to do so.

The university team this year is an exceptionally good one and under the training of Coach Bennie Owen, are rounding out in good form.

The Thanksgiving Day game will also be played in Oklahoma City, although the eleven which will be pitted against the University is not known. The Swedes of Lindsborg called off the game, which was scheduled here for that day, some weeks ago. The game between the Oklahoma and Haskell Indians elevens will be played October 16.





The day before the game, the Oklahoman reported on the public anticipation of the match:
Norman Coming En Masse. Special to the Oklahoman.

NORMAN, OKLA., NOV. 2—The excitement in anticipation of the game with Texas tomorrow is growing and it is thought that by the time the special leaves here tomorrow at 1’oclock that there will be not less than five hundred people ready to go up and support the university football team.

The team went through its last practice tonight. Last night Coach Owen worked them till it was too dark to see the ball, for almost two hours they bucked the scrubs up and down the field, and then after  the scrubs were sent in the varsity was put through another half-hour of signal practice after which they were told to hurry in. Tonight’s work consisted entirely of signal practice, and the boys were well worked out, Bennie speaking to each one individually if the play did not go off smoothly. There will be quite a change in the line-up of the team from that of the Haskell game, part of this is due to a better man in the position and part of it is on account of injuries, the worst loss of this kind is Action [sic], the half back, who will not start in tomorrow’s game, on account of a bum knee.

This is a heavy loss and it is thought that if the game should for any reason go against us that Acton may go in the last part of the game. Reeds, who takes his place, is a stronger player and is probably the best man outside of Acton on the squad, but he does not seem to have the power to jerk away from tacklers that Acton had. The other change is at center, where Runbeck is replaced by Severin, the Swede, being moved to tackle and letting Long out. Huges [sic], who played half last year and who this year seemed to have Captain McCreary’s place as half-back cinched until he was out of the game for two weeks on account of a bum shoulder, has been put back in and McCreary will play end in Severin’s place. Severin at center is very light, but is sure at passing the ball, having played that position for three years in the high school. His weight is only 156.





Game day, Friday, November 3, brought out this exclusive report:
Both Elevens Ready For Game Large crowd will witness annual Texas-Oklahoma Game Here Today

The Oklahoma and Texas elevens are ready for the big game to be played this afternoon at Colcord Park. The Oklahoman team will arrive on this morning’s Santa Fe train and at noon a special train will arrive with almost the entire student body of the university to  witness the game. Coach Hutchison took the Texas men to the park yesterday afternoon where they indulged in a sharp signal practice for an hour. The visiting team appears to be in fairly good shape for the game, altough [sic] showing the effects of the present trip and the games at Vanderbilt university and at Fayetteville, Ark., where they defeated the Arkansas University by a score of 4 to 0.

Excursion rates have been granted over nearly all the routes entering Oklahoma City for today’s game and there is every promise that a large crowd will be in attendance. The game will be called at 3:30.

The fact that the Haskell Indians defeated the Texas team a few weeks ago by a score of 18 to 0 and that the Haskell team was defeated by the Oklahoma men by a score of 18 to 12 a few days later adds additional strength to the interest and efforts which will be put forth today by both teams to win today’s contest. The line-up will be as follows:



	
Oklahoma 
	
	
Texas 



	Runbeck
	Center
	Hamilton



	Mathews
	R. G.
	Parish



	Wolf
	L.G.
	Mainland



	Monett
	R.T.
	Fisk



	Long
	L.T.
	Ramsdell



	Severin
	R.E.
	Duncan



	Pickard
	L.E.
	Jones



	Cross
	Q.B.
	Francis



	McCreary
	R.H.B.
	Henderson



	Acton
	L.H.B.
	Robinson



	Truesdale
	F.B.
	Caldwell











As it happened, it was a good thing the Sooners had their skinny center, because he made the key play of the game, one somewhat reminiscent of Roy Williams’ famous “Superman” play of 2001. With both teams finding it tough  to move the ball, Severin broke through and tackled Robinson, the halfback, for a safety. Final score, 2-0.

Here’s how the Oklahoman described the game:
Owen’s Men Won

Robert Severins, center, saved the day for Oklahoma University. With the ball in Texas possession, off the latter’s five yard line, Captain Robinson was given the ball for a line-buck through left tackle. As the ball was put in paly [sic], Severins broke through the line, tackled Robinson and with a number of the Oklahoma men back of him pushed the Texas captain across the goal line, for a safety netting two points. This was the the only score made by the either team. Both teams played hard and it was not until a minute before the whistle blew in the final half that the safety was made. Both teams were about evenly matched as regards offensive and defensive playing and neither team appeared to have the advantage in this respect, despite the fact that the Lone Star state eleven outweighed the team from Norman. Features of the game were brilliant end runs by Acton, Hughes, Mathews and McCreary, a fifty yard dash by Hughes, through tackle, splendid line plunging and bucking by Robinson, Hendrickson, Francis, McMahan, Hastings, and Crane. Captain Robinson brought cheers from the Texas “rooters” by his repeated end runs for long gains. The first half opened with Runbeck kicking off to Francis on the ten yard line. The ball was carried fifty five yards before they were forced to kick. A twenty-yard run by Hendrickson and a fifteen yard run by Robinson being the features. Oklahoma took the ball but was unable to make much headway. Fumbles by both teams were numerous and the teams were penalized for ten and fifteen yards often because of off-side plays. The ball was kept in Oklahoma’s territory during the major part of the half, which ended with the ball in Oklahoma’s possession near the center of the field. 


The Oklahoma team carried the ball fifty yards soon after the second half commenced, losing it on Texas’ thirty yard line. Texas was forced to kick but later regained the ball and carried it from the center of the field to the five yard line.

With the ball within half a yard of the goal line a line buck was attempted the ball being fumbled and the territory got it again on their five yard line. On the second down, Hughes broke through the line and ran a distance of fifty yards before being downed. Acton, Runbeck, Hughes and Mathews carried the ball to Texas’ five yard line, where the team was held for downs. Robinson in attempting to advance the ball through the left tackle was carried by Acton behind the goal line for a safety and the game ended with the score, Oklahoma 2, Texas 0.





Not a bad write-up for 1905! The writer was no Rick Reilly or Barry Tramel, and aside from the fact that the lead paragraph conflicts with the last (did Severins or Acton actually pull Robinson down? We’ll never know for sure!), this is a remarkably detailed account of the first Sooner win over rival Texas.




REEDS BECOMES OU’S FIRST ALL-AMERICAN 

Coming off a disappointing 5-4 season in 1912, Owen’s team looked to improve. Among the team’s best players was Claude Reeds.

Reeds, born in Norman on November 12, 1890, was a special athlete. A fullback, he was considered an integral part of the Sooners’ plans for 1913.

The team bounced back with a vengeance, defeating its first three opponenets—Kingfisher College, Central Oklahoma, and Northwestern Oklahoma State—by an incredible combined score of 258-0. Owen’s use of the forward pass, which usually allowed the Sooners to score quickly, was gaining a national reputation for Oklahoma football.

A controversial eligibility ruling kept Reeds out of Oklahoma’s narrow, 20-17 loss to Missouri in Columbia. Conference rules allowed players to play three seasons. Although Reeds had only played two, he, along with Elmer Capshaw, were kept out of the game anyway. Tiger coach Chester Brewer kept his team in the university’s gymnasium until Oklahoma’s Bennie Owen agreed to sit Reeds and Capshaw.

Owen needed his star for the next game, a key match in Norman against the Kansas “Jayhawkers.”

Kansas, coming off two consecutive losses to Oklahoma, entered the Halloween afternoon game leading the Missouri Valley Conference. Owen’s team, which the coach characterized as “Oklahoma’s greatest,” defeated Kansas, 21-7.

Only the narrow loss to Missouri and a similar outcome against Texas kept the Sooners from going unbeaten in 1913. Against Northwestern Normal that year, Oklahoma had thirteen runs of forty yards or more in the course of a lopsided 101-0 win—a foreshadow of dominating Sooners teams far into the future!




THE BEGINNING OF THE LEGENDARY 1915 SEASON 

Several young players from 1913 had become seasoned players two years later. In the meantime, a world war had erupted, and football was a nice distraction.

“Benjamin Gilbert” Owen looked forward to the season, and with good reason. By late August, the coach had assembled a team that was the envy of the region. Indeed, a reporter remarked that the Sooners had “superhuman speed and grit”—another hallmark of later Sooner teams.

Owen had the nucleus of a good squad returning, although Billy Clark and quarterback “Rip” Johnson had used up their eligibility. It was also rumored that Willis and Oliver Hott, younger brothers of former Sooner great Sabert Hott, might have to remain on the family farm at Wakita. But by mid-September, the Hott boys decided to return to school.
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MEMBERS OF an “elevens” squad in the Oklahoma territory around the turn of the century

Owen’s forward passing game merely had to reload, since “Hap” Johnson at quarterback and Forest “Spot” Geyer at fullback could throw well enough. Additionally, the team took on track star John Jacobs. The move was indicative of the Sooners’ innovative approach of getting the ball to skill players, in lieu of the “battering ram” approach to offense favored by most teams at the time.

Owen implemented other innovations as well, such as putting the team through strenuous summer workouts. He also devised a tackling dummy that resembled a live player. Thanks to the growing popularity of the teams he was putting on Boyd Field, thirty-five players tried out for the 1915 team, more than double the number of the previous season.

Player competition was the norm in those days, a mantra often repeated by Stoops and embraced by Wilkinson, too. For the 1915 opener, Owen announced that only Geyer, a team captain, and Johnson had secured starting spots. Everyone else would have to fight for it, with Owen intending on using tune-up games to solidify the starters. An observer noted:
Not only in the backfield, where there are four sets of halves, will the competition be keen, but there are spots in the line that are being looked over every day by the keen eye of the coach, and there will be many substitutions in the line as well as in the speed division at the rear.





One might mistake this Oklahoma team for one from decades later, as fans eagerly anticipated not only the returning stars, but new players who might become stars.

The Daily Oklahoman noted that sophomore Vic Cline was giving the fans something to talk about (its description of Cline would fit 1955 sophomore Clendon Thomas as well):
He is one of the speediest men of the team, built solidly and yet is rangy and runs hard and straight. He has been picking holes in the opposing line remarkably well so far, and is known as a hard man to  stop. Fans are watching his daily workouts with a great deal of interest, and his future looks promising. He will be given his first baptism of varsity play in Saturday’s game.





The paper also noted that Charles Swatek was similar to Cline, but was a more dangerous open field runner with plenty of moves.

It went on to describe Owen as being a hands-on kind of guy:
In preparation for Saturday’s game Owen has had his coat off and has mixed more than usually right in amongst the plays, giving out lightning-quick personal rebukes and encouragement. He singles out the faults of every player, one at a time, and gives them the correct information even while the quarterback is calling the signal for the succeeding play.





As the season got underway, Geyer showed that he understood something early on that all Sooner greats who came after him have grasped: the team  has to beat the Longhorns.

“If there is one thing above another that we’re starting out to do,” said Geyer in September, “it is to beat Texas. We should have done it last year [a 32-7 loss] and it looks like we will have a good chance this year, and we’re certainly going to do our best.”

The Sooners’ first scheduled game of the season was a much-anticipated matchup against Central Normal (Edmond). The opponents looked forward to unleashing star fullback George Perdue. A five-foot-eleven, 185-pound native of Edmond, Perdue was said to possess “speed to burn” and “that rare article, headwork, to go with it.” He was also a great kicker, and Oklahomans were intrigued by the anticipated battle between Perdue and Geyer.

Unfortunately the game, which was scheduled for Fair Park in Oklahoma City, was cancelled on account of inclement weather. Despite rain, humidity, and tropical temperatures, both Owen and Central coach Charles Wantland had worked their squads tirelessly. Owen, planning to play regardless of the  weather, had worked his team out on Friday afternoon in the rain and mud. But I. S. Mahan of the Oklahoma State Fair and Exposition visited the park Friday evening and then instructed both teams not to come. Sadly for the fans, motorcycle races scheduled for after the game were struck from the program as well.

Owen and Wantland tried hard to reschedule the game—Wantland even declared that Central “was prepared to be carried off the field before O.U. should be returned a winner.” However, to play OU, Central would’ve had to reschedule a game against Oklahoma Methodist in Guthrie, and this could not be done because the Ringling Brothers circus was in town on the only day the game could be made up.

After the Central game was cancelled, Owen turned his attention to tune-up matches (called “secondary school practice games”—the equivalent of Stoops’ “East Popcorn State” moniker of the twenty-first century) against Kingfisher College and Northwestern Normal.

The two sacrificial lambs bled out, 169-0, to the red-and-white-striped Sooners. Kingfisher never got past the 20, the modern red zone, and its defense “crumpled” from the start. Six players alone alternated at halfback.

Geyer scored the first touchdown of the season five minutes into the game, soon after Johnson returned a punt to the Kingfisher 40. On the first play from scrimmage, a “Congregationalist” picked off a Sooner pass, but fumbled on his 25. Cline did most of the work on the ground before Geyer bulled his way in from the 1. Geyer scored again from short yardage a minute later, followed by a touchdown pass to Oliver Hott, another Geyer score, and yet another by Cline. In what would become typical Oklahoma fashion, the score at the end of the first quarter was 34-0.

Owen substituted a new team for the second half, with Elmer Capshaw and Raybourne Foster doing most of the damage on the ground through both long and short runs.

Meanwhile, Owen managed to get what he wanted: plenty of experience for everybody.

Oklahoma was off to a booming start for 1915.

Next up was a hastily scheduled tune-up game against Southwestern Oklahoma State at Weatherford on October 5. Only twenty Sooner players made the trip with Owen and assistant coach Edgar Meacham. Southwestern still didn’t stand a chance.

Rolling to a 38-0 halftime lead, the Sooners won 55-0. Southwestern had only one chance to score, on a long pass. Several Sooners recovered in time, though, to drop the receiver.

Northwestern Oklahoma State was the underdog at the next game on October 9; nevertheless, the Sooners were afraid their opponents would be able to run up a high score.

They needn’t have worried.

With Geyer scoring four times, the “crimson-sweatered” Sooners demolished Northwestern, 102-0. The visitors made only two first downs and snapped the ball just once in Oklahoma territory. (The game was eerily reminiscent of OU’s dominaton of Nebraska at Norman in 1973, in which defense coordinator Larry Lacewell remarked, “I’ll take this defense and go fight Russia.”)


DID YOU KNOW?

[image: 011]

Legendary professional wrestling commentator (currently on WWE Raw) Jim Ross is a huge OU fan. “JR”is afixture around the OU scene whenhe can get away from his multifaceted career of announcing, running restaurants, and writing cookbooks.



A reporter noted that either Northwestern was “weak and ignorant,” or else Owen had another tremendous line. In a sign of the times, he also related that the Sooner faithful were offended by an opposing player, McConnell, who used “deliberate loud profanity” during the game.

OU, thanks to Geyer’s running and Johnson’s passing, led 41-0 at halftime. Curiously, up 67-0 at the end of three, Owen put his starters back in.

Geyer intercepted a pass and brought it back thirty yards for a touchdown. Johnson then fielded a Rangers punt at midfield and followed a wall to the endzone. It was reported that “Sooner fans wildly cheered the heady quarter after his dash.”

Nine different players scored touchdowns, while Geyer kicked every extra point.

With the tune-ups out of the way, the Sooners turned their attention to the season’s opening match against Missouri. Although Owen and the players were tight-lipped about forecasting the outcome, long-time Sooner observers predicted that Oklahoma’s passing game would lead to something like the previous year’s 14-0 victory,

Although Missouri claimed that up to six starters were injured and would not play, Owen cautioned his team not to believe “those Missouri bear stories.” Owen, however, did his own investigating and discovered that the Tigers were on the up-and-up about their injuries. Only center Curly Bell was hobbled for the Sooners, but Owen felt he’d play anyway.

Sure enough, Oklahoma out-gunned Missouri in Columbia, relying on the pass. Geyer both threw and caught passes all day as the Sooners won convincingly, 24-0. Missouri outgained Oklahoma on the ground, 166 yards to 134. But it was the pass that doomed the Tigers, with OU connecting for 260 yards. Missouri only gained thirty yards in the air and was forced to punt a staggering fourteen times!

Incredibly, Owen used only thirteen players (to Missouri’s twenty-three) while baffling the Tigers with his catch-and-run passing game.

Upon the team’s return from Columbia, the Oklahoma student body spilled into the streets, yelling and cheering. They marched to the university’s administration building and demanded a holiday to commemorate the victory.




A WAR IN DALLAS 

After the win against Missouri, a headline in the paper on Sunday, October 17 said it all: “Next On Sooner Schedule is to Brand That Texas Longhorn.” The Red River Rivalry was on.

A survey revealed that upwards of 2,000 Sooner fans would make the trek to Dallas for the Oklahoma-Texas matchup at the state fair. Students secured a special railroad car and raised enough money for twenty band members to make the trip as well.

Beginning with the summer workouts, the slogan “Beat Texas” echoed from Oklahoma’s bleachers. The intensity of the rivalry rose to fever-pitch by the time the game rolled around, as a “burning desire for retaliation” arose among the Sooner faithful.

On the Friday before the Texas game, the Oklahoman reported, “While the crimson-sweatered football men crashed back and forth on Boyd field, Pepmaster ‘Ne-Hi’ High led five hundred fans in the bleachers in the final rehearsal of songs and yells, and the band did their last practice march round the quarter-mile track.”

Although the Texas line outweighed the Sooners’ by an average of eleven pounds (174 to 164), and the Texas backs outweighed their counterparts by nearly double that, Owen was privately confident. Texas fans, however, predicted a double-digit Longhorns win.

A crowd of 5,000 was expected—the largest ever to see a football game in Texas—but 12,000 showed up to see the Sooners pull off a thrilling victory in the last three minutes.


‟We place our entire emphasis on speed.”

—BUD WILKINSON



Quarterback Montford “Hap” Johnson scored both Oklahoma touchdowns. Twice earlier in the game, Geyer missed field goals. Texas scored late to take a 13-7 lead, but a touchdown pass from Geyer to quarterback Johnson pulled the Sooners even. Geyer trudged to the spot for the placement, measured the distance to the uprights, and gauged the wind. He then backed up in the face of thousands of screaming Longhorn fans.


Geyer’s kick, from a difficult angle, was sure, and Oklahoma took the lead.

Willis Hott’s defensive play was a key factor; at one point he stopped Texas backs six straight times.

With the 14-13 win, Oklahoma advanced to 5-0 and looked forward to playing Kansas, Owen’s alma mater. The Oklahoma team was  first on the field, presenting an imposing appearance as, wrapped in their brilliant crimson blankets, they crossed the north end of the gridiron to the space reserved from just outside the east sidelines. Five minutes later, from the far northeastern corner came the blue-sweatered Jayhawkers, a big squad strikingly promising.
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