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  To Eva, my everything


  









  
FOREWORD





  It was 1965, and I was attempting to do the impossible—secure my spot on the roster of the Green Bay Packers. They were being called by many the greatest professional team of all time, even before they won three NFL championships in a row.




  Still, making the team was by no means my biggest challenge.




  I was coming from Georgia Tech, where Coach Bobby Dodd was the epitome of the southern gentleman. Coach Vince Lombardi of the Packers was the exact opposite of Coach Dodd in a lot of ways—by no means “southern” in any sense of the word. He was profane, Catholic, Italian, a Yankee, loud, demanding. Playing for him came as a bit of a culture shock, to say the least.




  But playing for Coach Lombardi was still not my biggest challenge.




  The biggest challenge I faced was that in all my years of playing in the late fifties through the mid-sixties, I had never been on a team with an African American person, aside from some all-star games. I was a naive twenty-two-year-old, southern white boy, and I found myself utterly un-prepared and unsure of how to conduct myself in such a diverse setting. I found myself thrust into a situation I had never been in before. Everything was up in the air.




  I walked into that locker room, looked around, and in my young mind reasoned that these African American guys would hear my southern accent, knock me out on the practice field, injure me, and send me home. I knew enough about the struggle for civil rights in the United States that I wouldn’t have blamed them. It was a time of great change in our country, and tensions were high. I was acutely aware of all this as I made my first steps to joining the Packers squad.




  Fortunately, I was able to find my footing soon enough, thanks to several factors. An overwhelming desire to compete burned inside of me. With every fiber of my being, I wanted to belong, to become a Packer. This passion still rings true for me today: If I’m trying to make your team, I will give you my heart, every day, every play. My fire was fueled by the careful mentorship and support of great leaders of all races and backgrounds on the Packers team. In addition to being incredibly talented, they were also wonderful human beings. I began to see way more similarities than differences, as my naivete, fears, and hesitancy faded. Soon enough, we began to press forward like a well-oiled machine, driven by our shared goal.




  Indeed, the Green Bay Packers had the greatest team of all time up until that point. Nobody could beat us. Coach Lombardi was special for many reasons, but in my opinion, his best attribute was his zero-tolerance policy for racism. While other teams had no African American players—and even had the nerve to brag about it—Lombardi had ten black players on his forty-man roster. He cared about two things: Can you play? Are you a decent person? That’s all.




  Walking out of the team meeting one night, I was stopped by Willie Davis of Grambling State University, the future Hall of Fame defensive end and captain of the Packers defense. His manner exuded kindness as he looked me in the eye and said, “Bill, I have been watching you, and I think you can make our team. I’m going to help you.” Willie told me that when I felt insecure, I could seek out his counsel. He assured me, “When Lombardi’s screaming and you think you’re going to pass out, come find me. I’ll get you through it!”




  Sure enough, he was true to his word. I should add that Marv Fleming, Elijah Pitts, and Herb Adderley were also especially helpful during my time with the Packers. I couldn’t have asked for better mentors. Later on in my career, during my time with the Baltimore Colts, John Mackey became one of my closest friends and allies. We would spend hours sharing our stories, and he prodded me into succeeding him as president of the NFL Players Association.




  In fact, since my early days as an outsider in the Packers locker room, the entirety of my time in the NFL has been filled with unexpected, un-deserved, and often unrewarded acts of kindness from amazing men, great leaders, and great players. My life was never the same after I joined the Packers and pushed myself to live beyond the bounds and restrictions imposed in late-fifties and early sixties southern football. My young mind was rewired and reshaped anew by my time in the Packers locker room. Beyond and indeed more valuable than championship plays and scrimmages, there I learned that we are all human beings, made of the same stuff, fighting for the same goals in life. After my time with Coach Lombardi and his incredible roster and staff, I was never the same.




  If you have ever wondered what truly makes a great team, look no further than leaders who transcend absurd racism and illogical hatred to become a constant source of unselfish deeds in the pursuit of shared victory. The cultures formed by such leaders inspire players who refuse to let each other down when it’s crunch time. Such leaders can transform the lives of impressionable young people forever, which I know from firsthand experience. My entire career is a testament to this fact.




  Robert Jacobus’s book, which details the lives, stories, and fabled careers of such pioneering players and leaders, is nothing short of astonishing. The sheer number of hours required to complete the exhaustive research for such a manuscript would overwhelm most. Jacobus’s ability to document and write about the stories herein with a lively and entertaining style is nothing short of a gift. Beyond this, To Live and Play in Dixie serves as an important historical document—it should be required reading for every person aiming for a career in professional sports.




  Most importantly, this book memorializes the unsung heroes, both on and off the field, who bore the sting of cruel taunts, job loss, humiliation, forced segregation, and more. During the timeframe documented throughout these pages, some African American players even endured unthinkable intrusions into their relationships and marital choices. These stories deserve to be documented, honored, and remembered. Jacobus has seen to this in a unique and powerful way, ensuring that the stories are told—lest we forget the sacrifices and bravery of those who have gone before us and paved a way for our lives and traditions today.




  When I showed up in the Packers’ locker room in 1965, I missed by a scant couple of years the embarrassment, confusion, and divisiveness that must have loomed over my would-be teammates as they dealt with widespread institutional racism. Would those giants of the gridiron have welcomed and nurtured a clueless white boy if they were still enduring the horrors of such injustice?




  I guess we’ll never know, but this much I do know: If my teammates don’t deserve to be treated like real human beings, then neither do I. Nor does any human being. We can all consider ourselves to be on the same team, pressing down the great field of life together, one yard at a time—a great lesson for all of humanity.




  Bill Curry




  April 7, 2021









  
PREFACE





  While the story of the reintegration of professional football in 1946 after World War II is a topic that has been covered, there is a little-known aspect of this integration that has not been fully explored.




  After World War II and up until the mid- to late 1960s, the All-America Football Conference (AAFC), the National Football League (NFL), and the American Football League (AFL) scheduled numerous preseason games in the South. Once African American players started dotting the rosters of these professional teams, they had to endure Jim Crow conditions while playing games in the South. Early on, players were barred from playing in some cities. Most encountered segregated accommodations when they stayed in southern cities. And when African American football fans came to see their favorite black players perform, they were relegated to segregated seating conditions.




  To add to the challenges these African American players and fans endured, the AAFC, NFL, and AFL gradually started placing franchises in still-segregated cities as early as 1937 in Washington, DC; 1946 in Miami; 1950 in Baltimore; and 1952 in Dallas. Then, in 1960, the new AFL placed franchises in Dallas and Houston, and the NFL followed suit by placing a franchise in Dallas that year. Now, instead of just visiting a southern city for a day or so to play an exhibition game, African American players that were on the rosters of these southern teams had to live in these still-segregated cities. Many of these players, being from the North or West Coast, had never dealt with de jure or even de facto Jim Crow laws.




  Team owners rarely took into account (or cared about) the challenges that black draft picks would face while playing in the South. Exhibition games were big moneymakers for the owners, and they cared little if at all about the Jim Crow conditions the African American players would endure. The same applied when pro football franchises were placed in the South.




  Early on, if the African American players didn’t toe the line or fought back (via contract disputes, openly engaging in interracial relationships, protesting living accommodations in the South, protesting segregated seating, etc.), they were traded, cut, and even blackballed from the league. Eventually, though, as the civil rights movement gained steam in the 1950s and 1960s, African American players were able to protest the conditions in the South with success. Much of what happened in professional football during this time period coincided with or mirrored major historical events in America and the civil rights movement.




  Parallels can be drawn between key events in professional football in the Jim Crow South and the mobilization of the civil rights movement. For example, in August 1963, four black Oakland Raiders forced their exhibition game to be moved from Mobile, Alabama, because of segregated seating. Just four days later, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. gave his “I Have a Dream” speech at the March on Washington. Then, ten days after King’s speech, the Houston Oilers opened their home season at Jeppesen Stadium, which upheld a policy of segregated seating—the last professional sports franchise to practice this policy. August 31, 1957, marked the last time a black player was prohibited from playing in an exhibition game in the South, when John Henry Johnson of the Detroit Lions was banned in Birmingham. Just five days later, on September 4, 1957, the Little Rock Nine attempted to integrate Little Rock Central High School.




  To Live and Play in Dixie is mainly an oral history—one that focuses on the experiences of the African American players who lived through these challenging times, told mostly in their own words. This book uses oral history and extensive interviews to tell the story of these athletes, using an approach that is similar to the one used for my first two books: Houston Cougars in the 1960s: Death Threats, the Veer Offense, and the Game of the Century (2015) and Black Man in the Huddle: Stories from the Integration of Texas Football (2019).




  The idea (or story) for To Live and Play in Dixie rose out of the early manuscript for Black Man in the Huddle. The original intent for that book was to not only examine the integration of high school and college football in Texas but also look at when the professional franchises of the Dallas Cowboys, Dallas Texans, and Houston Oilers arrived on the professional football scene in 1960 while those two cities were still segregated. Those franchises all had African American players on their rosters as well as opposing teams with African American players who traveled to those cities for away games. I interviewed former Cowboys, Texans, and Oilers players from the early 1960s, as well as players who came to these two cities to play those franchises, and formulated a couple of chapters chronicling their experiences.




  After these chapters were completed, much to my surprise, I discovered that the first version of the Dallas Texans, a 1952 NFL franchise, had two African American players on their roster: Buddy Young and George Taliaferro. I then created a chapter that discussed what the conditions in Dallas were like for these two Texans players and their families. Due to the length of these chapters and a limitation on the overall length of Black Man in the Huddle, I decided to cut the chapters on professional football from the final manuscript; however, those three chapters on the early Texas franchises weren’t long enough to sustain a whole new book in and of themselves.




  I decided to dig further and expand my research. I got to thinking: Were there other cities that were segregated when professional football reintegrated after World War II? How did African American players deal with those conditions in places like Baltimore and Washington, DC? I then discovered that pro football franchises from all three post–World War II leagues (the AAFC, the NFL, and the AFL) played a large number of exhibition games in the South in the first twenty years after reintegration. Once again, the question arose: How did African American players adapt to playing, staying, and traveling in the South? I decided to set out and interview as many of these former players as possible to capture their experiences before their words were lost forever to the tides of time and history. And I didn’t restrict my interviews to just African American players from that time period; white players and coaches, some fans (black and white), and select office personnel were also consulted.




  The players interviewed for this book are a virtual who’s who of pro football rosters in the 1950s and 1960s. Included in the interviews are seven members of the Pro Football Hall of Fame: Dave Robinson, Jerry Kramer, Bud Grant, Gino Marchetti, Lenny Moore, Tom Flores, and Bobby Mitchell.




  In addition, George Taliaferro, who in 1949 was the first black player to be drafted by the NFL (and ended up playing in the AAFC), and Wally Triplett, who was drafted the same year and became the first black draftee to play in the league, were interviewed before they both passed away in the fall of 2018. Sherman Howard was the oldest living African American player interviewed, at age ninety-four (before passing away in December 2019); Willie Irvin was the oldest surviving player to come from a historically black college and university (HBCU).




  The players interviewed for this book combined for ninety-seven selections to the Pro Bowl and were collectively selected fifty-two times as a first-team all-pro. In 2019, Gino Marchetti was chosen number thirty-nine and Lenny Moore number ninety-four on the NFL’s top one hundred players of all time. Marchetti, Moore, and Jerry Kramer were selected to the NFL fiftieth anniversary team in 1969, and Marchetti was also named to the NFL’s seventy-fifth anniversary team in 1994. Six players interviewed were chosen as rookie of the year in their respective leagues. Eleven of the players interviewed had their jersey numbers retired by their teams.




  Luckily, I was able to capture many of these players’ thoughts before they passed away. As far as I can tell, the interviews that many of these players were kind enough to provide me were very possibly the last they ever gave before they passed. Unfortunately, numerous other players I interviewed for this book have since departed, including all of the members of the 1952 Dallas Texans (who I interviewed between the spring of 2016 and the spring of 2018): Zollie Toth, George Taliaferro, Gino Marchetti, Don Colo, Joe Reid, and Chuck Ortmann. There are now no surviving members of the Texans. The only person I interviewed who is still alive and connected with the Texans in some way is Geraldine Young, the widow of Buddy Young, who lived in Dallas while her husband was playing for the Texans and had to endure the Jim Crow South for a few torturous months.




  Sadly, this book could have been even better. Numerous players were unable to provide interviews because of dementia, Parkinson’s disease, or chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE), a brain disease caused by repeated head injuries. I will not mention any of the names of these players out of respect for them and their families; however, many of them were Pro Bowl–caliber players, and their stories would have enhanced the narrative even more if they had been healthy enough to be interviewed. Some players who were afflicted by these conditions were able to add to the narrative, but in many cases, the amount of information they could provide was very limited.




  Unfortunately, to make matters more difficult for these former players, most of them received very little in the form of a pension, disability pay, or other benefits from the NFL, since their careers ended well before 1993, when the NFL Players Association signed a collective bargaining agreement that granted NFL players full free agency. Any player whose career ended before then ended up with greatly reduced benefits. A ten-year NFL veteran who retired before 1993 (around four thousand players total) receives somewhere between $24,000 and $43,560 a year before taxes at age fifty-five. In comparison, Major League Baseball players who retired after 1980 receive $200,000 per year at age sixty-two, and ten-year NBA veterans receive $215,000 a year at age sixty-two if they retired after 1965. It should be noted that playing ten years in the NFL is uncommon, since the physical demands of professional football often leave the players with shorter careers (3.3 years on average) than their professional counterparts in baseball and basketball. In addition, more NFL players have health issues to deal with after retirement, including dementia, Parkinson’s, and CTE because of repeated head trauma. This is compounded by the fact that pre-1993 NFL players don’t receive health insurance options after retirement like present-day players do. The early players are also excluded from the NFL’s 401(k) plan and subsequent annuity, a health reimbursement account, and the option to continue on the NFL life insurance plan.




  Without going into too much detail (again, out of respect for the players and their families), it should be noted that several individuals with whom I had face-to-face interviews at their residences are living in impoverished conditions, partially because of the way the present-day NFL has chosen to ignore them and their needs. These are men whose sacrifices helped create the modern NFL, and this should be duly noted, not just in print but in compensation. The NFL should take care of their own. Just as troubling and perhaps even far worse than the afflictions of dementia and CTE brought on by brain trauma on the field is the way the NFL has treated these players who helped make the organization the multibillion-dollar industry it is today.




  This book is a tribute to these brave men, both living and passed on, who not only had to endure Jim Crow conditions in the South after World War II but also continue to rise from adversity long after their careers have ended. May their words be a source of inspiration for football fans and freedom fighters alike—and their legacy live on through the ages.
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  SLOW PROGRESS AND THE FACE OF CHANGE The Post–World War II Integration of Pro Football




  In 1949, Wally Triplett, a star running back from Penn State, became the first African American in the post–World War II era to be drafted and actually suit up for an NFL franchise. He joined the Detroit Lions as a nineteenth-round draft pick, a groundbreaking and controversial move for the Lions that ushered in a new, inclusive era for pro football in the United States. But the transition was far from smooth, as Triplett and his teammates faced the looming prejudices of not only mainstream America, but also the Jim Crow South. Obstacles posed by institutionalized racism and de jure segregation seemed to meet Triplett at every turn as he bravely pioneered a new dawn for what is today hailed as America’s most popular major-league sport.




  Triplett recalled the state of the nation at the time of his entry into pro football:






   America was not what it is today back in 1946 and 1947. It was a black-and-white situation. Negroes couldn’t do certain things, and whites wouldn’t let Negroes do certain things. There were unwritten rules. It was a lonely life—one you had to live carefully. People didn’t think anything of not including you. That’s what America was about back then—to no fault of a lot of people who you wanted to give fault to. It was just a different world. America as a whole was that way.







  As far as football was concerned, Triplett added,






   In the postwar years, football became a game played by all [races] mainly in the East and the Midwest, but not so much in the South. Football in the South was played by white people for the pleasure of white people, and they wanted to keep it that way. I myself was witness to that, first in college at Penn State and then as a member of the Lions.
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  Wally Triplett, Detroit Lions. Wally Triplet




  When Triplett was added to the rosters of both Penn State and later the Lions, he and his teammates inevitably traveled South, where they faced fierce opposition both on and off the field. Sometimes African American players met defeat before they even entered the locker room. In the first of many incidents to come, while a sophomore at Penn State, Triplett (along with black teammate Dennie Hoggard) was denied the chance to play in a game against the University of Miami to open the 1946 season. Rather than not take Triplett and Hoggard to Miami, the Nittany Lions canceled the game.




  Despite the institutionalized efforts of the Jim Crow South, racist restrictions on black players did not withstand the test of time. After Triplett’s junior season, Penn State traveled to Dallas on New Year’s Day in 1948 to play in the Cotton Bowl against the Doak Walker–led Southern Methodist University Mustangs. Here, Triplett and Hoggard became the first African Americans to play in a college football game in the South. Triplett had broken down barriers for college football. Now, in the pros with the NFL’s Detroit Lions, he faced a whole new ballgame.




  After being drafted by the Lions, Triplett once again encountered situations in the South where he was denied the opportunity to play alongside his teammates. Early in his career, he was barred from preseason games in New Orleans and Birmingham. In the Jim Crow South, football was a sport exclusively for white people, and the same held true in other sports like Major League Baseball.




  Then World War II happened and everything changed. White America began to adopt a different attitude toward African Americans in general after they helped defeat fascism in World War II. Approximately one million African Americans served in the military during the war. While they didn’t fight alongside their white comrades, as troops were still segregated, they nonetheless fought and sacrificed their lives for their country. This helped jump-start the reintegration of professional football (and baseball) when the troops returned in 1945, while also adding steam to the fledgling post–World War II civil rights movement. To sum up the feelings of many after World War II, Major League Baseball Commissioner Albert “Happy” Chandler said, “Many people questioned that if blacks could die for their country to free the world of fascism, why were they not allowed to participate on the playing fields with whites?”




  Like the military, the world of professional football was segregated up until 1946, as was Major League Baseball, which was by far the most popular sport. No African American had played pro football since 1933, and none had been signed by a Major League Baseball team in the twentieth century, due in large part to the previous commissioner of baseball, Kenesaw Mountain Landis, who served from 1920 to 1944. Although some maverick owners like Bill Veeck of the Cleveland Indians had expressed interest in signing black players, Landis, as commissioner, would not approve their contracts.




  After Landis passed away in 1944, he was succeeded by Chandler in April 1945. Thanks to the newfound attitude toward African Americans held by many, Jackie Robinson’s contract was ultimately approved by Chandler, enabling him to become the first African American Major League player since Moses “Fleetwood” Walker suited up for the Toledo Blue Stockings in 1884. Chandler supported Robinson’s signing on October 23, 1945, with Branch Rickey and the Brooklyn Dodgers organization. As commissioner, he could have voided Robinson’s contract, but chose not to. Chandler also didn’t tolerate any backlash from teams or fans against Robinson.




  Chandler reflected on Landis and the right of African Americans to play:






   For twenty-four years, Landis would not let a black man play. I had his records and I read them, and for twenty-four years Landis consistently blocked any attempts to put blacks and whites together on a big-league field. I was named commissioner in April of 1945. Two black writers from the Pittsburgh Courier came to see me. They asked where I stood on the issue, and I said, “If a black man can fight at Iwo Jima or Okinawa, they should be able to play baseball.”







  Chandler later commented to Rickey, the man who signed Robinson to his contract:






   Branch, I’ve done a lot of thinking about the racial situation in our country. As a member of the Senate Military Affairs Committee, I got to know a lot about our casualties in the war. Plenty of Negro boys were willing to go out and fight and die for this country. Is it right for me [to say] when they come back that they can’t play the national pastime? You know, Branch, I’m going to have to meet my maker someday. If he asks me why I didn’t let this boy play, and if I say it’s because he’s black, that might not be a satisfactory answer. If the Lord made some people white and some black and some red and some yellow, he must have had a pretty good reason. It isn’t my job to decide which colors can play big-league baseball. It’s my job to see that the game is played fairly and that everyone has a fair chance. I think if I do that, I can face my maker with a clear conscience.







  In addition to the signing of Robinson by the Dodgers organization, another significant event that arose for the benefit of African American football players was the creation of a new professional football league in 1946—one that gave more African American players the opportunity to play where they previously did not have the chance.




  The All-America Football Conference started after World War II as a rival to the NFL. The league lasted four seasons, with the Cleveland Browns dominating the league, winning all four championships while fashioning a 52–4–3 record over that time period. The league was dissolved at the conclusion of the 1949 season and three of its franchises—the Browns, the San Francisco 49ers, and the Baltimore Colts—were absorbed into the NFL for the 1950 season.




  At first, some in the African American community had their doubts about a new professional football league helping to reintegrate the sport. On January 12, 1946, Pittsburgh Courier sports columnist Wendell Smith lamented the fact that the new AAFC would be segregated because a team was put in Miami:






   Any hopes fans may have had for Negro players in the new All-American Conference . . . died recently when a franchise was awarded to a syndicate in Miami. The insertion of Miami into the new loop killed all chances for Negro players, for that city is one of the most Nazi-fied of all the cities in the world on the matter of racial equality. All-America Conference officials . . . will tell you that there will be no ban against Negro players. But you can bet that Sunday topper there’ll be no such young men admitted into the league. We figured that the organization might be operated by more liberal men—men who wouldn’t draw the color line as the NFL has been doing for years. But it’s the same old story: Negroes won’t be permitted to play.







  Smith’s fears, fortunately, were mostly unfounded. First of all, the Browns, coached by Paul Brown, were, along with the Rams, the first post–World War II pro football team to have African American players. In August 1946, Brown signed fullback Marion Motley, who had played college football at the University of Nevada and then later for Brown at the Great Lakes Naval Training Station football team, and defensive tackle Bill Willis, who played for Brown at Ohio State from 1942 to 1944.




  The AAFC was more progressive than the NFL in signing black players. In the four years the AAFC existed (1946–1949), the league was a trendsetter in signing black players. During this four-year period, the NFL saw only seven African American players come into the league. By contrast, during the same time, the AAFC employed twenty-one African American players. Eventually, NFL owners—now that they were in competition with the AAFC for players, profits, and survival—didn’t tend to look so much at skin color when signing new talent. This created more opportunities for black players in the NFL, with players being rightfully judged by their stats, not their skin color.




  Coincidentally, on the same day that Wendell Smith expressed his doubts about the AAFC employing black players, another incident helped fuel the reintegration of professional football. The Los Angeles Coliseum Commission was a recently created organization whose meetings tended to concern typical administrative affairs, mostly dealing with entities that wanted to use the LA stadium. However, on January 12, 1946, the Cleveland Rams, who less than a month earlier had claimed the NFL title with a tense 15–14 decision over the Washington Redskins, decided they were going to move their franchise to Los Angeles, thus becoming the first professional sports franchise to be located on the West Coast. On January 15, Rams general manager Charles Walsh and other team executives flew to Los Angeles to negotiate a lease from the Coliseum Commission to allow the Rams to play in the 100,000-plus-seat stadium. What Walsh didn’t count on running into at the meeting was a group of editors and sportswriters from black newspapers in the Los Angeles area.




  These newspapermen, led by Los Angeles Tribune sports editor Halley Harding, came with the goal of persuading the Coliseum Commission to deny the Rams the right to lease the stadium unless they agreed to sign black players. This was not the first time Harding protested matters, and it would not be the last. He was no stranger to controversy or standing up for rights for blacks. A Chicago native, Harding had been a football, baseball, and basketball star at Wiley College in Marshall, Texas. He played football there for Melvin B. Tolson, who was also the college’s legendary debate team coach (later immortalized in the 2007 movie The Great Debaters, starring Denzel Washington as Tolson). After college, Harding had been an actor and played basketball briefly for the Savoy Big Five, an all-black team that was a precursor to the Harlem Globetrotters. He also played in the Negro leagues for the Philadelphia Giants and Kansas City Monarchs, and in later years, he served as manager for Satchel Paige’s affairs.




  A very outgoing and opinionated man, Harding often rubbed people the wrong way. He wrote for black newspapers in Baltimore, Chicago, and Pittsburgh, and used his pulpit as sports editor of the Los Angeles Tribune to champion the causes of African Americans. Using just 1943 as an example—three years before he appeared before the Coliseum Commission—Harding led pickets in the spring to force the Los Angeles Angels minorleague team to integrate. That summer, he pressured the Pacific Coast League, of which the Angels were a member, to integrate as well. Not stopping with the PCL, in 1943 he enlisted the help of President Franklin D. Roosevelt in his campaign to pressure Kenesaw Mountain Landis to integrate Major League Baseball.




  With the decision of Major League Baseball to allow African Americans to play, it seemed natural that the other U.S. professional sport at the time, the National Football League (the NBA did not begin play until the 1946–1947 season), would follow suit by signing black players. Like Kenesaw Mountain Landis and his crusade to keep African Americans off the same field as white players, the NFL had a gentleman’s agreement among the owners not to let blacks play. It appears the catalyst behind this agreement was Washington Redskins owner George Preston Marshall. Thus, by his influence (along with many others), from 1933 to 1945, African American football players were denied the chance to compete in the NFL. But all that was about to change.




  After Charles Walsh spoke to the commission at their January 15 meeting about items such as length of the lease; how gate receipts, television revenue, and concessions would be split; and dates for home games, Halley Harding got up to speak. He proceeded to launch into a four-minute speech that caught the commission completely off guard. Because of his defiant words and harsh criticisms of the institution of segregation, Harding, who is little remembered today, turned out to be a key player in the reintegration of the NFL. He refused to allow the men in the room to overlook the NFL’s self-imposed ban on African American players from 1933 to 1945. His speech had a ripple effect that carries on to this day.




  During his remarks, Harding laid the origins of the ban on black players since 1933 at the feet of Marshall. He traced the Jim Crow policy directly to Marshall’s influence from the 1932 inception of the Braves franchise in Boston, of which Marshall was the owner. In 1937, Marshall moved the Braves to Washington, DC, which was still segregated, and renamed the team the Redskins. Harding then argued that permitting a league that barred black players from using the Los Angeles Coliseum was nothing less than a retreat from democracy. He talked about how it was strange that Kenny Washington of UCLA, who just a few years earlier had been the top player on the West Coast—and, in all likelihood, the nation as well—had received nary a look from the NFL. He also lamented the poor treatment and lack of recognition of pioneering black players like Fritz Pollard and Joe Lillard.




  After Harding’s speech, Herman Hill of the Pittsburgh Courier, who was also in attendance, said, “Walsh was really shook up.” Abe Robinson, a reporter for the California Eagle, another black newspaper, said that Walsh “turned pale and started to stutter.” According to Hill, Coliseum Commission member Roger W. Jessup then said, “I just want you to know that if our Kenny Washington can’t play, there will be no pro football in the Los Angeles Coliseum.” Walsh, obviously feeling the pressure from all sides and faced with the potential impending loss of the use of the Los Angeles Coliseum if he didn’t sign a black player, got up before the Coliseum Commission and said that “Kenny Washington or any other Negro football player is invited by me at this moment to try out for the Los Angeles Rams.”




  A week after the Coliseum Commission meeting, Harding met with some of the Rams’ executives in a follow-up meeting at the Last Word, a black Los Angeles jazz club on South Central Avenue. Aided by a group of black newspaper writers, including ones from the Los Angeles Sentinel and California Eagle, along with Hill from the Pittsburgh Courier, he pressured Charles Walsh and Rams PR director Maxwell Stiles into agreeing to sign former UCLA star Kenny Washington.




  Walsh made good on his word when, on March 21, 1946, the Los Angeles Rams did indeed sign Washington, paving the way to his becoming the first African American to play in the NFL since Ray Kemp of the Pittsburgh Pirates and Joe Lillard of the Chicago Cardinals suited up for their respective teams in 1933. Washington was given a one-year, no-cut contract to show that his signing wasn’t just a publicity stunt. It was also believed that since Washington was a local product, his signing would boost gate receipts and attract black fans. Rams assistant coach Bob Snyder said of signing Washington, “I doubt [we] would have been interested in Washington if we had stayed in Cleveland.” After he signed with the Rams, Washington—who could not room with a white teammate on the road—needed a roommate for road games, and in May the Rams signed his former UCLA teammate Woody Strode to a contract.




  Many felt Washington’s signing had come too late, after he was past his prime. On March 22, 1946, Los Angeles Times columnist Dick Hyland wrote,






   I am most tempted to predict, flatly, that either Kenny will not make the grade or the class of ball played in the National League during 1946 is not going to be what most people will think it will be. Washington’s “break” is coming five or six years too late. . . . Had Kenny Washington been signed by a National League team in 1940, he would undoubtedly have been . . . one of the greatest of professional backs and a drawing card from one end of the league to the other.







  He added,






   But that was six years ago. In the meantime, Washington has become a beaten-up ballplayer who is neither so strong nor so quick in his reactions as he was before the war. He has a trick leg . . . and he has lost just enough speed . . . to enable tacklers to nail him with punishing tackles. Kenny Washington will work his head off to prove this prediction wrong, and I hope he does.







  As it turned out, Hyland was somewhat correct in his prediction about Washington. Beset by knee injuries, he lasted only three seasons with the Rams, 1946–1948, and while he showed flashes of his former brilliance, only played in only twenty-seven games and never rushed for more than 444 yards in a season.




  After Washington’s signing by the Rams, Halley Harding was not finished fighting for the rights of African Americans to play pro football. In September 1946, Harding led a group of four black sportswriters in filing a lawsuit against the Los Angeles Dons, the new team in the inaugural AAFC season. The Dons secured a lease with the LA Coliseum by saying that they, too, would sign black players. By the time the 1946 season rolled around, however, the Dons had no African American players on their roster. The suit filed by the sportswriters requested a restraining order against the Dons since they did not have any African Americans on their team, which was a violation of the team’s agreement with the Coliseum Commission to employ black players, just like the Rams had agreed. In the end, a California superior judge refused to carry out the restraining order, which allowed the Dons to use the LA Coliseum for the 1946 season despite not having any black players on their roster. However, less than a year later, in 1947, perhaps caving under Harding’s pressure amid changing times, the Dons made up for their breach of contract by signing three black players to the team.




  African American football players now had opportunities that never before existed, thanks to the brave efforts of black soldiers during World War II, the creation of the AAFC, and consistent pressure and activism by Harding and others pushing for the reintegration of the NFL. But after numerous African American players were signed to both NFL and AAFC franchises, there were still several roadblocks that stood in the way of these players and their African American fans.




  By the late 1940s, many pro football teams had gotten in the habit of playing some of their exhibition games in the South. The powers that be in pro football never really took into account (or cared about) the problems black players might face in the South, insofar as being barred from playing in some Southern cities, not being able to eat or stay with their white team-mates when visiting the South, or contending with ill-mannered treatment from fans.




  Then, to make matters even more challenging, after World War II professional football started placing franchises in still-segregated cities in the Deep South, like Miami in the AAFC and Dallas and Houston in the NFL and AFL. In addition to visiting African Americans having to play regular-season games in these cities, these franchises in the South (with the exception of the Redskins) eventually integrated. This meant black players on teams like the Dallas Texans (both the 1952 and 1960 versions), Dallas Cowboys, and Houston Oilers now had to live, practice, and play in segregated cities. Some of these black players, not being originally from the South, faced conditions they had never before experienced.




  Once black players started appearing and living in southern cities, African American football fans in the South wanted to get a glimpse of their black gridiron heroes finally having the opportunity to play pro football. However, in most southern cities, black fans who attended games were subjected to segregated seating at numerous venues. This practice of segregated seating eventually became a lightning rod of controversy and protest as the civil rights movement gathered steam in the late 1950s and 1960s.




  This book is not specifically about the integration of pro football; it is more about how these early integration pioneers and their fans dealt with the conditions that were prevalent in the South when the NFL reintegrated in 1946. It’s also about how, just like the civil rights movement, black players, fans, and allies gradually started resisting segregation in the South and started fighting back with some success. Change came slowly in both professional football and the civil rights movement.




  As mentioned earlier, in the inaugural AAFC season of 1946, there was a franchise in Miami called the Seahawks. In their only year in Miami (they moved to Baltimore after one season to become the first version of the Colts), the Seahawks stumbled to a 3–11 record, including a 44–0 rout by the Browns in the September 6 season-opening game in Cleveland. Marion Motley and Bill Willis played in that game, with Motley scoring one touchdown on a 35-yard pass reception and becoming the first African Americans to play in a professional football game since 1933. (Kenny Washington and Woody Strode did not play in their first regular-season game with the Rams until September 29.)




  Earlier, Wendell Smith had voiced concern about African Americans having the opportunity to play in the AAFC because there was a franchise in Miami and that might prevent other AAFC teams from signing black players. The Browns did sign Motley and Willis to contracts, but a controversy still arose when it became time to go to Miami.




  The Browns and Seahawks were scheduled to play a return game on December 3 in Miami. However, Motley and Willis did not get the historic chance to integrate professional football in the South. The two players were left at home. Miami, like most cities in Florida, had an ordinance prohibiting black and white players from performing on the same field together. The ordinance was similar to those that many towns in Florida had used in 1946 to prohibit Jackie Robinson from playing in spring training games for the Brooklyn Dodgers.




  Partially because of this law, and in spite of criticism by black newspapers and civil rights groups, head coach Paul Brown decided to leave his two star players at home. The Cleveland Call and Post, an African American newspaper, wanted Brown to take his two black players to Miami and force the hands of Miami officials. An editorial in the Call and Post said, “Let them be shown up as a group of contemptable so-and-so’s when they send the local gendarmes to take Willis and Motley off the football field; every newspaper in the country will take up the hue and cry, which will be heard around the world.” In the end, Brown didn’t relent to the pressure. He claimed to be a football coach, nothing more. He was not a civil rights pioneer.
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 Marion Motley, Cleveland Browns. University of Nevada Athletics




  What also helped Brown’s decision was the fact that the Browns had already clinched their division, so it wasn’t crucial that Motley and Willis play. In addition, Motley had received a death threat a few weeks prior to the game, which made Brown’s decision easier. To help save face for everyone involved, Brown made a statement three weeks prior to the game in Miami: “When I signed the boys last summer, I made an agreement with the league that I wouldn’t use them in Florida. I wouldn’t do anything that might embarrass the boys.”




  Yet, Brown appeared to be worried about missing his two black stars. A couple of days before the rematch with the Seahawks, he said, “Our squad is not in the best condition because we had to leave Motley and Willis at home. The loss of those boys is bound to hinder us.” It didn’t. The Browns rolled to a 34–0 victory over the Seahawks before nine thousand fans.




  After Miami missed their opportunity to play an integrated professional football game in 1946, the integration of pro football in the South made no headway in 1947. There were no preseason games scheduled for the AAFC in the Deep South in 1947. In addition, only one NFL game was played in the South that year—a preseason game on September 19 at the Cotton Bowl in Dallas, with the Boston Yanks taking on the Chicago Cardinals. Neither team had a black player on their roster.




  The Miami Seahawks went on to relocate to Baltimore in 1947. The franchise cited financial concerns as their reason for the moving, having been bought out by a group of Baltimore businessmen. The move provided no reprieve for black players. Although not the Deep South, Baltimore was a segregated city nonetheless. While African American players were allowed to play in Baltimore, they had to find separate accommodations from their white teammates when they stayed there.




  African American players on opposing teams started playing in Baltimore in 1947. Elmore “Pepper” Harris, who had been a football and track star at Morgan State (located in Baltimore) played in Baltimore for the Brooklyn Dodgers football team on September 7, 1947, a 16–7 Dodgers loss. Harris was the first black to play a regular season post–World War II pro football game in a segregated city.




  After Harris broke the color barrier in Baltimore, numerous other African American players on opposing teams made the trek to Baltimore between 1947 and 1949. Later in the 1947 season, Bill Willis and Marion Motley of the Cleveland Browns; Buddy Young of the New York Yanks; Bill Bass of the Chicago Rockets; and John Brown, Ezzret Anderson, and Bert Piggott of the Los Angeles Dons also played in Baltimore.




  In 1948, African American players in the AAFC that played in Baltimore were Willis, Motley, and newcomer Horace Gillom of the Browns; Young and Tom Casey with the Yanks; and Brown, Lin Sexton, and Len Ford of the Los Angeles Dons. The San Francisco 49ers also brought to Baltimore their first-ever black players, Joe Perry and Robert Mike.




  The 1949 group of African American players to play in Baltimore expanded to include Paul Patterson and James Bailey of the Chicago Hornets; Gillom, Motley, and Willis with the Browns; and Perry and Mike for the 49ers. The Dons were up to five black players who went to Baltimore: Brown, Ford, George Taliaferro, Ben Whaley, and Ollie Fletcher.




  On August 16, 1949, Buddy Young and Sherman Howard of the Brooklyn/New York Yanks played in an exhibition game in Baltimore, then made a return visit during the regular season two months later, on October 16, for a 24–21 Yank victory. Young and Howard’s return visit to Baltimore was significant because it marked the first time the issue of segregated accommodations for black and white players was dealt with directly by team management. Howard, who at ninety-four is the oldest living African American professional football player, explained:






   It was my rookie year, 1949, and the last year of the AAFC. My first preseason game I ever played was in Baltimore. Buddy Young and I couldn’t stay at the Belvedere Hotel with the white players. When Buddy and I went back a few weeks later for our regular season game in Baltimore, this time the Yanks sent Buddy and I down by train in a private rail car the morning of the game. Our general manager met us at the train station and took us to the stadium. After the game, we took the train back to New York. We didn’t have to deal with staying at some run-down motel or having to eat apart from our white teammates. That was nice.







  Even after Baltimore desegregated in the early 1950s, de facto segregation was very much still part of the southern city’s culture. There were places in Baltimore throughout the 1950s and into the early 1960s where African American players were not welcome.




  After failing as an AAFC franchise in 1947 and as an NFL franchise in 1950, the city of Baltimore got one more version of the Colts in 1953, when the Dallas Texans went bankrupt in 1952 and moved to Baltimore. George Taliaferro, Buddy Young, and Mel Embree were black players for the Colts. In their last preseason game on September 20, the Colts defeated the Washington Redskins, 9–3, at Memorial Stadium in Baltimore. After the game, the players went to the Lord Baltimore Hotel to celebrate. The Pittsburgh Courier reported in its October 3 edition that






   Buddy Young, George Taliaferro, and Mel Embree, Negro members of the Baltimore Colts professional football team, were denied service at the Lord Baltimore Hotel last Sunday. The Negro players walked out of the hotel, it is claimed, after they had been denied service at the cocktail bar. A short while later, white teammates who heard of the hotel’s action followed the three Negro players and withdrew from the banquet.







  Taliaferro, one of the black players at the Lord Baltimore Hotel that evening, recalled,






   I had just come to Baltimore to play from another segregated city, Dallas. It’s hard to compare the two cities segregation-wise. Dallas was a bit more rigid. Everything was segregated there—movies and other entertainment, housing, and so on. Baltimore, not quite as much. It was still the South, but not the Deep South like Dallas. I remember the incident at the Lord Baltimore Hotel. We had beaten the Redskins, and I showed up to celebrate and be with my teammates. Buddy Young was already at the party because he was from the area and knew a lot of people. He was trying to make some business contacts. When I arrived, Buddy met me at the hotel entrance, so I never really went into the party. At the door, Buddy told me, “Come here, I have something to tell you. We were not served alcohol at the bar. I’m leaving. You can come with us if you like.” Well, I left with Buddy, so I was not personally denied drinks at the bar. I believed what Buddy told me, so that’s why I left.







  Taliaferro concluded,






   I have to give our owner, Carol Rosenbloom, credit. When he found out about what happened, he put a stop to us not being able to be served at the Lord Baltimore Hotel. The part about the white guys walking out of the hotel that night in support of us? That’s the first I’ve heard of it. I’m not saying it didn’t happen—it could have. I think there were a number of white guys who would have taken that position and supported us. For example, Gino Marchetti I know would have been one of the first white guys to walk out, if they in fact had.







  This was not the only incidence of de facto discrimination at the Lord Baltimore Hotel. One of the Pittsburgh Steelers’ early African American players, Henry Ford, told of an incident in 1956 where he experienced racism even after the city had “officially” desegregated:






   We went to go play the Colts in preseason. We weren’t able to stay at the Lord Baltimore Hotel with our white teammates. You have to remember, Baltimore was still the South. The club told us on the plane we had someone who would be meeting us. Luckily for me, it was one of my old track teammates from Pitt, Herb Douglass, who lived in Baltimore, and he picked up myself and our other black players, Willie McClung, Jack McClairen, and Lowell Perry, at the airport. Herb and I were friends, and he knew the area since he was from there. We had a good time. We just made the most of it.
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  George Taliaferro, Baltimore Colts. Indiana University Athletics




  In 1956, future Pro Football Hall of Fame running back Lenny Moore came to play for the Colts out of Penn State. He described Baltimore in the 1950s:






   Pretty much through all of the 1950s, black Colts players couldn’t go downtown. There were places we just weren’t welcome. I couldn’t go to the movie theaters; I couldn’t eat in a restaurant down there. It just wasn’t worth the hassle. I was an All-Pro and I couldn’t even go downtown? Segregation was reality.







  In addition to Baltimore in the AAFC, Washington, DC—home of the NFL’s Redskins since 1937 and just a few miles down the road from Baltimore—was also segregated. The nation’s capital allowed black players to play in contests against the hometown Redskins, but, like Baltimore, wouldn’t allow them to stay with their white teammates. African American players started playing games in Washington against the Redskins in 1948, the year after black players started playing in Baltimore.




  The first African American player on a visiting team to suit up against the Redskins in Washington was rookie Emlen Tunnell of the New York Giants, who played in Washington on October 3, 1948, in a 41–10 Giants loss. This was the first time in NFL history an African American played a regular-season game in a segregated city. Later that season, on November 14, the Lions lost to the Redskins in Washington, 46–21. Mel Groomes and Bob Mann were African Americans who played for the Lions, with Mann catching 5 passes for 147 yards in the loss. The Los Angeles Rams played in Washington on December 5, in a 41–13 victory over the Red-skins. Kenny Washington contributed to the Rams victory by hauling in a 26-yard touchdown reception from Jim Hardy in the second quarter to give the Rams a 20–0 lead.




  Several black players from this time period recalled their experiences in Washington. Eddie Bell, who traveled to Washington in the 1950s when he was a member of the Philadelphia Eagles, said,






   When we went to Washington, DC, to play the Redskins, the Redskins at that time were the only NFL team without an African American player, and that’s the only time I ever heard anything coming from the stands. You’d hear the n-word, but it wasn’t any kind of massive demonstration of racism where a whole group would holler or something like that. You might hear a smattering here or there—from the stands, not from other players. The other thing about the Redskins is that their band would come onto the field playing Dixie, and although the uniforms the band wore were the Redskins colors rather than white, they were like the Klan uniforms with the big hooded cap and everything like that. It was George Preston Marshall’s team of the South. I am sure the Redskins and other teams scheduled exhibition games in the South because they were trying to increase interest in the NFL and make a profit. Of course, any time we went into the South, we went into a segregated situation: hotels, restaurants, and the like. Even Washington was segregated.







  Sherman Howard said about Washington,






   When, in 1950, the Yanks in the NFL acquired eighteen players, myself included, from the AAFC Yanks once the league folded, we were placed in a different conference than the Redskins, so we never played there. I do know other black players who weren’t allowed to stay with their white teammates when they went to Washington. As far as going to Washington, DC, when I was with the Browns in 1951 and 1952, I was injured both years and didn’t make the trip. I do know for a fact, though, that the whole team did stay together, because that’s what the Browns and coach Paul Brown insisted on back then.







  Another African American Browns player, Emerson Cole, who also played for the Browns from 1950 to 1952, acknowledged that the Browns did stay together as a team. This was because Paul Brown insisted on his team staying together. Other NFL teams didn’t follow Brown’s policy, however. Although he got to stay with his white teammates, Cole faced other problems when he went to Washington. He faced some of the same de facto segregation that Lenny Moore did in Baltimore.




  Cole said about playing in Washington, DC,






   Sometimes on the road it was kind of rough. I went in a restaurant in Washington, DC, and they acted like I wasn’t even there. I never was a hell-raiser or complainer, so I just sat there. After about an hour, someone I knew from Ohio, Mike DiSalle, came up to me. He had been mayor of my hometown of Toledo and governor of Ohio. He was now working for the federal government. He went to this restaurant all the time and was well known there. He came over to me and said, “Hi, how you doing, Em? Do you mind if I have breakfast with you?” I said, “I would be delighted.” And boy they came running. It looked like a mob had come to serve us after I had been sitting there for an hour and they had pretended I wasn’t even there. What I’m saying is, there are a lot of psychological scars. But you know, if you can live through that kind of thing, you can live through anything.







  The dream of playing an integrated football game in the Deep South finally came to fruition when that honor was bestowed on Dallas in 1948. Professional football was finally integrated in the South when Kenny Washington of the Rams played in an exhibition game in Dallas against the NFL champion Philadelphia Eagles on September 15, 1948. The contest was played at Dal-Hi Stadium, a twenty-two-thousand-seat high school stadium. Not that there wasn’t some apprehension on Washington’s part about going to Dallas—a September 26, 1948, article in the Pittsburgh Courier titled “Washington Balked at Texas Trip” said,






   The Courier learned from an authentic source that Kenny Washington, ace Los Angeles Rams halfback, was reluctant to go to Dallas, Texas, with the Rams to play an exhibition game with the Philadelphia Eagles last week. Washington . . . balked at going South assertedly because of possible race bias. Washington finally agreed to play after he was assured that he would receive a royal welcome.







  There were no incidents reported at the game, a 21–7 Eagles victory, and Washington ran for 60 yards in the contest, including a 25-yard first-quarter run. Eighteen thousand fans made their way into Dal-Hi Stadium, including five hundred black fans, who were forced to sit in segregated seating in the end zone.




  Although he had been an integration pioneer in college at Penn State, segregation reared its ugly head when Wally Triplett turned pro with the Lions in 1949. In 1948, the team had signed their first two African American players: receiver Bob Mann from the University of Michigan and half-back Mel Groomes from Indiana University.




  On September 3, 1949, Triplett, Mann, and Groomes were the first known African American players being denied the chance to play an NFL exhibition game in a southern city, when the three Lions were not able to suit up for a game against the NFL champion Philadelphia Eagles at City Park Stadium in New Orleans.




  There were no laws on the books in Louisiana against blacks and whites playing against each other. Just a year earlier, at Pelican Baseball Park in New Orleans, Jackie Robinson and Roy Campanella of the Brooklyn Dodgers were allowed to play in an exhibition game there. That game was a financial success, drawing fourteen thousand black fans, with room for just a few hundred white fans. When Groomes, Mann, and Triplett were held out of the exhibition game at City Park Stadium and word got out ahead of time, blacks in New Orleans boycotted the game. It was estimated that about five thousand did not attend the game, costing the promotors around $75,000.
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