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For Tommy, number 66 in my program,
and
 Kevin and Kathleen, the number ones in his heart







Nebraska vs. Oklahoma, November 25, 1971


STARTING LINEUPS
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Nebraska


OFFENSE



	



	PLAYER
	NUMBER
	POSITION
	WEIGHT


	



	Woody Cox
	32
	split end
	180



	Daryl White
	72
	left tackle
	238



	Dick Rupert
	77
	left guard
	221



	Doug Dumler
	54
	center
	237



	Keith Wortman
	65
	right guard
	238



	Al Austin
	78
	right tackle
	222



	Jerry List
	85
	tight end
	218



	Jerry Tagge
	14
	quarterback
	215



	Jeff Kinney
	35
	I-back
	210



	Johnny Rodgers
	20
	split back
	171



	Bill Olds
	44
	fullback
	215




DEFENSE



	



	PLAYER
	NUMBER
	POSITION
	WEIGHT


	



	John Adkins
	57
	left end
	221



	Larry Jacobson
	75
	left tackle
	250



	Rich Glover
	79
	nose tackle
	234



	Bill Janssen
	55
	right tackle
	228



	Willie Harper
	81
	right end
	207



	Bob Terrio
	45
	linebacker
	209



	Jim Branch
	51
	linebacker
	203



	Dave Mason
	25
	monster back
	199



	Joe Blahak
	27
	cornerback
	184



	Jim Anderson
	18
	cornerback
	180



	Bill Kosch
	24
	safety
	176




KICKERS



	



	PLAYER
	NUMBER
	POSITION
	WEIGHT


	



	Jeff Hughes
	26
	punter
	196



	Rich Sanger
	43
	placekicker
	214





Oklahoma


OFFENSE



	



	PLAYER
	NUMBER
	POSITION
	WEIGHT


	



	Jon Harrison
	12
	split end
	157



	Dean Unruh
	60
	left tackle
	235



	Darryl Emmert
	73
	left guard
	218



	Tom Brahaney
	54
	center
	231



	Ken Jones
	72
	right guard
	236



	Robert Jensen
	79
	right tackle
	244



	Albert Chandler
	82
	tight end
	234



	Jack Mildren
	11
	quarterback
	199



	Leon Crosswhite
	17
	fullback
	203



	Joe Wylie
	22
	halfback
	185



	Greg Pruitt
	30
	halfback
	176




DEFENSE



	



	PLAYER
	NUMBER
	POSITION
	WEIGHT


	



	Raymond Hamilton
	96
	left end
	237



	Lucious Selmon
	98
	left tackle
	221



	Derland Moore
	97
	right tackle
	252



	Lionell Day
	66
	right end
	236



	Albert Qualls
	81
	linebacker
	222



	Steve Aycock
	43
	linebacker
	205



	Mark Driscoll
	59
	linebacker
	208



	Kenith Pope
	28
	cornerback
	205



	Steve O’Shaughnessy
	18
	cornerback
	180



	Larry Roach
	26
	safety
	181



	John Shelley
	33
	safety
	195




KICKERS



	



	PLAYER
	NUMBER
	POSITION
	WEIGHT


	



	Joe Wylie
	22
	punter
	185



	John Carroll
	10
	placekicker
	205







Team Statistics for the Season, Prior to Game



	



	
	NEBRASKA
	OPPONENTS


	



	First downs
	236
	116



	Rushing yardage
	2,570
	705



	Passing yardage
	1,839
	1,012



	Passes complete/thrown
	141/242
	99/232



	Total points
	389
	64





	



	
	OKLAHOMA
	OPPONENTS


	



	First downs
	227
	171



	Rushing yardage
	4,333
	1,627



	Passing yardage
	736
	1,418



	Passes complete/thrown
	27/56
	114/232



	Total points
	405
	146










THE GAME OF THE CENTURY





ONE
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It is not uncommon [in Nebraska] to see a rugged-looking fellow, who in any other setting wouldn’t dream of wearing anything more daring than khaki, in bright red pants. [Red] is not a consensus expression of team spirit. It is a primitive form of biological adaptation. Just as leopards develop spots to blend in with the brush, Nebraskans wear red to blend in with their surroundings.


—Meghan Daum, a writer who had recently moved to Nebraska, on National Public Radio’sMorning Edition, July 13, 2001




IN THE LATE SUMMER OF 1859, JOHN KENDALL GILMAN and his younger brother, Jeremiah, were headed across Nebraska toward the Rocky Mountains in a wagon filled with goods to sell to miners. The Pike’s Peak gold rush was in full boom, and the Gilman brothers were carting whiskey, tools, bullets, clothing, and nearly anything else a miner might spend money on, including one item that would be considered truly luxurious on the frontier: a water pump, made of iron and painted red. Pumps were a rarity; when a person wanted water from a well, a bucket was lowered using a hand-cranked windlass.


A few days’ ride west of Fort Kearny, almost to the Colorado border, the axle on the Gilmans’ wagon gave out near the bank of the Platte River. The brothers were stuck in the middle of nowhere, but they decided to make the best of it and settle on the very spot where the wagon broke down. They reasoned they could trade with the Sioux and Cheyenne in the area, as well as with emigrants heading west. If the Gilmans were going to stay put, they would need water, so they dug a well and installed the red pump. When they were finished they tied a tin cup to the pump so thirsty sojourners could take a drink. Thereafter the Gilmans built two sod houses and had themselves what pre-Civil War pioneers called a road ranch—a place to stop and make repairs, trade, buy mules or horses, and, most important, replenish supplies of food and water. The Gilman ranch became a noted landmark on the route to the far West, and the red pump in particular was a welcome sight to the weary. It became part of Nebraska legend.


Just a little over thirty years after the Gilmans set up their ranch—in 1892 to be precise—the University of Nebraska chose scarlet and cream as the school colors, thereby ensuring that whether it was the color of a water pump or a football jersey, red would forever by synonymous with Nebraska. At the time, of course, no living soul could envision a day eighty years later when the school’s football team, known by then to Nebraskans one and all as Big Red, would be inextricably linked not only with the identity of the state as a whole, but also with the identity of nearly every single one of its citizens.


In 1970, Big Red shared the college football national championship with the University of Texas, and the 1971 Nebraska team looked to be the school’s best ever. After a 41-13 drubbing of Oklahoma State in the seventh game of its 1971 season, the University of Nebraska Cornhusker football team was undefeated and, it appeared, unstoppable. The Husker defense had held opponents to a total of 40 points through twenty-eight quarters of play. During those same twenty-eight quarters, Nebraska’s offense had scored 277 points. On October 30, Nebraska would face its most difficult game up to that point when it squared off against old rival the University of Colorado, ranked ninth in the country, in the nationally televised game of the week on the ABC network.


The output of the Husker offense was being matched by the farms that inspired the team nickname. The growing season had been a good one, and now, the week of the Colorado game, it was harvest time for corn. Near Bellwood, in Butler County (in the eastern part of Nebraska, as is the state capital of Lincoln, where Big Red plays its home games), brothers Gene and Jack Napler stared out over their 415 acres of irrigated corn. The Napler brothers were anticipating a yield of nearly 150 bushels per acre, but they were preoccupied with the coming game. “We want to be sure and get this harvest over so we can both be down at Lincoln for the Colorado game,” said forty-five-year-old Gene. The heavy work during harvest would be done by the brothers’ “Grow Big Red” combine. Each of their three trucks (two large ones for transport and one pickup) was red, and each bore a “Go Big Red—Do It Again” bumper sticker. Gene had missed the Huskers’ home game against Minnesota earlier in the season because one of the two brothershad to pick up some cattle. They flipped a coin, and Jack went to Lincoln to see a 35-7 Big Red win. Gene went cattle shopping.


“They kid us down at the elevator about having the fever bad, but they sure are on the lookout for tickets,” said Gene. “We listen to the radio every morning to get the Nebraska ratings first and the price of corn second. We know the price of corn will be down because there’s too darn much of it this year. But there is only one Nebraska team, and it is number one.”


Indeed, the Huskers were the number-one-ranked team in the nation as they prepared to play Colorado, and if victory was to be assured, no detail was too small to overlook. When Colorado requested permission for its mascot, a real live buffalo named Ralphie, to be allowed on the sidelines during the game at Lincoln’s Memorial Stadium, Nebraska head coach Bob Devaney said live animal mascots had no place on a football field. The only representation of the mascot allowed would be a fifteen-pound papier-mâché bison head worn by a Colorado coed.


There was no doubt that Martha Hill, the student wearing the papier-mâché head, would be among the most discussed topics before kickoff. For starters, she made it known she planned on wearing brown hot pants and knee-high suede boots as she strutted her stuff before the 67,000 at Memorial Stadium. Women’s liberation activists of the day may not have approved of her provocative (if one overlooked the gigantic head of a beast resting on her shoulders) dress, but Hill, a sophomore, was the first woman to be a human mascot at Colorado and said she “liked to be where the action is.”


On the Saturdays when Big Red was at home, the action was in Lincoln. In later years, a popular bumper sticker emerged that readMEMORIAL STADIUM: THIRD LARGEST CITY IN NEBRASKA. Only the towns of Omaha and Lincoln offered a greater concentration of people than the football stadium during home games, a fact that was not lost on Ms. Hill, who was a graduate of Lincoln East High School. “I grew up loving football just like all Nebraskans,” said Hill, “but I went west because I wanted to meet new people and do new, exciting things. Besides,” she said with a wink, “I never could get tickets to the Nebraska games and this was one way to get into Memorial Stadium.”


On the same day, October 23, that Nebraska traveled south for its road game against Oklahoma State, the University of Oklahoma Sooners headed north into Kansas for the sixth game of their season. With a 5-0 record, the Sooners were ranked second in the national polls behind Nebraska, and in the minds of many it was difficult to see how any team could be ranked ahead of Oklahoma. The previous year, stuck in a midseason rut, the Sooners had overhauled their offense and installed the triple-option wishbone attack conceived by University of Texas assistant coach Emory Bellard and first used by the Longhorns in 1968.


It was no coincidence that the wishbone was the ultimate running formation and that it was conceived and nurtured and had matured at the University of Texas. Darrell Royal, the Texas head coach who was a star quarterback at Oklahoma and captain of Bud Wilkinson’s Sooners in 1949, believed the best way to move the ball was along the ground. “Only three things can happen when you throw the ball,” Royal often said, “and two of them are bad.” When the wishbone was unveiled at Texas, opposing defenses reeled from the assault. After a tie with Houston to open the 1968 season, Texas lost to Texas Tech the following week, then ran off thirty consecutive victories over three seasons, including the national championship in 1969 and the shared national title with Nebraska in ’70.


At 5-0 heading into the Kansas State game, Oklahoma’s interpretation of the wishbone was clearly working, but the mind-numbing heights it reached on October 23, 1971, were incomprehensible. In the years to come after that day, when Oklahoma teams coached by Barry Switzer were winning national championships, writers and announcers fell in love with the metaphorical cliché that the Sooner wishbone swept over the opposition like a windblown prairie fire. If ever an offensive performance merited such flowery phrasing, it was the one against Kansas State. Oklahoma did not punt the ball once during the entire game, and scored touchdowns on its firstten possessions. The eleventh possession resulted in a lost fumble, and the twelfth in yet another touchdown. The final score was 75-28.


When Sooner star running back Greg Pruitt left the field near the end of the game, even the most diehard Kansas State fans rose to their feet to applaud what they had witnessed: In just nineteen carries, Pruitt had rushed for 298, breaking by 11 yards the Big Eight one-game record set by Gale Sayers in 1962. All totaled, the Oklahoma wishbone picked up 711 yards on the ground, or 66 yards more than the NCAA record at the time, and 36 first downs. Jack Mildren, the Sooner quarterback, rushed for 156 yards and threw just seven passes, completing four of them for a total of 74 yards. One of those passes was caught by Pruitt, who gained 34 yards on the play. “They are the greatest offensive running team I’ve ever seen,” said Kansas State head coach Vince Gibson after the game. “I’ve never seen a better football team. Boy, they’re great. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a better back than Greg Pruitt.”


The Oklahoma wishbone wasn’t so much a fire as it was an avalanche, and Greg Pruitt was not just some flashy running back. He was a superb blocker, a fine receiver, and a smart football player who even played on punt-coverage teams. As Pruitt’s fame grew, he took to wearing a particular T-shirt around the Oklahoma campus in Norman. On the front of the white shirt was the wordOKLAHOMA and just underneath it was another word:HELLO.


 The back of Pruitt’s favorite shirt carried a single word:GOOD-BYE. It was a message to the defenses that Pruitt and the Sooners had yet to face.


When the Associated Press’s weekly Top 20 poll was released on October 26, there were five other undefeated teams in the country: Georgia, Penn State, Auburn, Alabama, and Michigan. Nebraska still held the top spot in the poll with 31 first-place votes, but that was four fewer than the previous week. Oklahoma’s record-shattering day against Kansas State made voters in the poll think twice about which team was number one, and the Sooners received 21 first-place votes.


For Oklahoma fans, the move toward the top of the national rankings was a welcome relief after several seasons that were, by Sooner standards, dismal. The school’s football legacy was such that the feeling around the state was that the Sooners were on the way to restoring order in the football universe. At Nebraska, the football program had been building momentum since Devaney took charge in 1962. Even with the shared national title in 1970, however, Husker fans had yet to reach the point where (as they would in the not-too-distant future) they could view a national championship as a birthright.


With each passing week in 1971, college football aficionados around the country anticipated more and more the inevitable showdown that loomed between the Cornhuskers and the Sooners on November 25, Thanksgiving Day, in Norman, Oklahoma. It would, on every level, be the single most exciting and superbly played game ever in college football.







TWO
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I do not remember crossing the Missouri River, or anything about the long day’s journey through Nebraska. Probably by that time I had crossed so many rivers that I was dull to them. The only thing very noticeable about Nebraska was that it was still, all day long, Nebraska.


—Willa Cather,My Ántonia




AT THE END OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY, THE members of the Associated Press in Nebraska voted on the state’s top news stories of the 1900s. The Depression was voted the most significant thing to happen in the state during those hundred years, a belief that is hardly surprising. The economic crisis was combined with six years of drought and wrath-of-God-type dust storms that turned day into night by blotting out the light of the sun. Third on the list was the great blizzard of 1949, when it snowed for twenty-three consecutive days. The United States Army was needed to clear 87,073 miles of road and rescue more than 150,000 people from snowbound homes. Number six on the list was not so much a news event as it was the evolution of a state of mind: the overall success of Big Red.


That the Husker football team meant so much to Nebraskans was remarkable considering that the coach back in 1960, Bill Jennings, was so distraught over what had become a losing tradition that he was moved to say, “I’ve been watching things closely, and I don’t think this state can ever be great in anything. We can’t feed the ego of the state of Nebraska with the football team.”


Young men had been playing football at the University of Nebraska for seventy years when Jennings made his pronouncement. On Thanksgiving Day in 1890, Nebraska took on the Omaha YMCA and won 10-0. (At the time, a field goal was worth five points, a touchdown four, and the free kick after a touchdown was worth two points.) The Nebraska head coach, Dr. Langdon Frothingham, was a new teacher at the school who had come west from Harvard. Of all the things that qualify a man to be a football coach, Frothingham possessed the most essential—the ball itself. The reporter on the scene for theOmaha World-Herald wrote of the birth of what would become the Big Red Nation: “There were several hundred out to see the boys enjoy themselves and break each other’s shins.”


The reference to broken shins, if not strictly accurate, conveyed the rough-and-tumble nature of the game during its formative years. In fact, the sport of football was so violent that it was banned by some state legislatures and schools, and in 1906 a Nebraska player died during a game when he was flung to the ground by a Doane College player. Few, perhaps including the player himself, were aware that he’d suffered a concussion in a game versus Kansas the previous week. The incident was one of many that eventually (in 1905) compelled President Theodore Roosevelt to summon to the Oval Office the most influential minds in the game to ask them to play nice. Roosevelt did not (nor did he have the power to) threaten to ban the game entirely if his wishes were not heeded, and in truth, he loved the physical nature of the game. “I would rather see my boys play it,” he said, “than to see them play any other game.”


Frederic Remington, the renowned western artist, was even more adamant than the famously rugged Roosevelt. Remington said he found no merit in the “namby-pamby talk [regarding legislation against football], and hope[s] that the game will not be emasculated and robbed of its heroic qualities, which is its charm and its distinctive character.” Remington suggested that those who found the game dangerous might instead find safety in a vigorous game of cards.


Nebraska and its people were the antithesis of namby-pamby, and football appealed to their willingness to work hard and persevere. The state’s residents were of pioneer stock and knew the satisfaction that came from a job well done. Despite the later misgivings of Bill Jennings, football wasprecisely the type of thing that could bolster the ego of the citizens of Nebraska, a place where life itself was so hard that no game, no matter how violent, could seem too rugged.


 Early Nebraska teams were often among the very best in the land, as were the coaches and players. In 1892, Nebraska beat Illinois for its first win over a major college, and the game’s only touchdown was scored by George Flippin, a student who was among the first few blacks to play sports at any white university. Missouri later forfeited a game against Nebraska rather than take the field with a black man.


During the 1898 season, Fielding “Hurry Up” Yost coached the team. Yost later led Michigan to eight undefeated seasons in twenty-five years as head coach. It’s impossible to say for certain, but Yost may have fled Nebraska to escape the team’s string of ghastly nicknames. Originally known as the Old Gold Knights, the team’s subsequent tries at a catchy handle included the Rattlesnake Boys, Tree Planters, Bugeaters, and Antelopes. The year after Yost left, Charles “Cy” Sherman, sports editor of theNebraska State Journal , began calling the team the Cornhuskers. That name was sometimes used by Iowa’s team, but the Iowa fans preferred another: the Hawkeyes.Cornhuskers was Nebraska’s for the using, it seemed, and the name stuck, eventually becoming the official state nickname as well.


Under coach Bummy Booth, the Huskers won twenty-seven straight games from 1901 to 1904, including an ’02 season when opponents failed to score a single point. The winning streak also laid the foundation for thirty-three consecutive home wins through the ’06 season. “Nebraska occupies a unique position in western football,” one newspaper reported in 1903. “Too strong to find fearful competitors, the Cornhuskers can almost weep with Alexander the Great because they have no more teams to conquer.”


Still, back east, where the Ivies and Army ruled the game, it is unlikely many people were even aware Nebraska had a football team. Even Notre Dame was relatively unknown, but in a way, Notre Dame’s rise to gridiron glory led to football followers in the East turning an eye toward Nebraska. In 1913, the Army team was considered unconquerable, and one of the best ever to play the game. Notre Dame was unheralded, a tiny Catholic school in Indiana with no discernible football tradition. That all changed when the two teams met and Notre Dame quarterback Gus Dorais and end Knute Rockne demonstrated the explosive potential of the forward pass. A rule change in 1912 lifted all restrictions against forward passing with two exceptions: Only one such pass could be made per four-down series, and the ball had to be thrown from at least five yards behind the line of scrimmage.


The new leniency that lent itself to heaving the ball downfield was ignored by nearly everyone except Dorais and Rockne. For certain, there had been forward passes thrown before the 1913 Army-Notre Dame game. As far back as 1876, as he was being tackled in a game against Princeton, Walter Camp of Yale had desperately heaved the ball forward to a teammate who scampered for a touchdown. (The referee was dumbfounded by the play, and in a Solomon-like manner, flipped a coin to determine if he would allow the play to stand. He allowed it, and Yale won the game.) Dorais and Rockne, however, were the first to integrate the pass into a game plan and to practice it with the full intention of using it. The resulting upset of Army put Notre Dame on the map and was the beginning of the Rockne legend.


Just two years later, Rockne was an assistant coach for Notre Dame as it prepared to play Nebraska for the first time. The Huskers were now coached by Jumbo Stiehm (pronouncedsteam ) and were in the midst of an unbeaten streak that would eventually reach thirty-four games in 1916. Two years after the upset of Army, Notre Dame was still riding a tidal wave of newfound popularity when their train pulled into Lincoln for the game against the Stiehm Rollers. The Huskers’ star ballcarrier was Guy Chamberlin, a lad from Blue Springs, due south of Lincoln not far from the state’s border with Kansas. After scouting Nebraska, assistant coach Rockne informed the Notre Dame team not to lose any sleep over Chamberlin. He was a pedestrian runner who, Rockne told his team, “never cut back.” On October 23, 1915, Chamberlin scored two touchdowns and the Huskers defeated mighty Notre Dame 20-19. Word went east along the wires to the big cities, and theNew York Times described Nebraska as a team that had “come of age” and “must be ranked with the major powers.” Chamberlin went down in history as one of the great runners of a decade that saw many, including Jim Thorpe.


The win over Notre Dame sparked a brief but intense rivalry that carried over into the Roaring Twenties, a golden age for college football that saw the emergence of Nebraska’s first true superstar, two-time (1924 and ’25) All-American Ed Weir. An undersized tackle who was the absolute definition of the All-American country boy, Weir hailed from Superior, a town about halfway across Nebraska’s southern border with Kansas. Weir was a holy terror on the field, and in October 1923 he led the Huskers to a 24-0 victory in the first game in their brand-new Memorial Stadium. One month later on the same field, before what one newspaper called “the greatest crowd ever assembled in the Missouri Valley to witness a football game,” Weir slammed the door on Rockne’s soon-to-be-immortalized Four Horsemen in a 14-7 Nebraska victory. (The legendary backfield of Notre Dame’s 1924 football team, the “Four Horsemen of Notre Dame,” included quarterback Harry Stuhldreher, fullback Elmer Layden, and halfbacks Jim Crowley and Don Miller. They were so dubbed by sportswriter Grantland Rice in his account of the Notre Dame-Army game October 18, 1924, at the Polo Grounds in New York City: “Outlined against a blue-gray October sky, the Four Horsemen rode again. In dramatic lore, they are known as famine, pestilence, destruction and death. These are only aliases. Their real names are Stuhldreher, Miller, Crowley and Layden.”) Likewise, in the 1925 season opener in Champaign, Illinois, Weir and the Cornhuskers shut out the Illini and Red Grange, the practically mythical Galloping Ghost. Grange was an All-American halfback at the University of Illinois in 1923 and 1924. He was nicknamed the Galloping Ghost for his dazzling open-field runs, and became the first truly famous NFL star when he left school and joined the Chicago Bears in 1925.


The series with Notre Dame ended at the insistence of the Irish in 1925 because they felt they were treated in a shoddy manner by Nebraska whenever the games were in Lincoln. Taunted as “fish eaters” by the Nebraska crowds (an insipid attempt to insult the Catholic tradition of forgoing meat on Fridays and Holy Days) and once forced to use bales of hay for benches, Notre Dame left the Huskers off its schedule, but there were no lingering feelings of ill will between the two universities. In fact, Nebraska tried to lure Rockne away from Notre Dame to lead its own team. Rockne demurred, but did suggest a man with the most fantastic name in the history of coaching: Dana Xenophon Bible, the coach at Texas A&M.


Dana (or sometimes just D.X.) Bible often referenced the good book that provided him with his surname, and his teams defined glory by winning six Big Six titles from 1929 to 1936. His best team was the 1933 squad that went 8-1, losing only to Pittsburgh. Bible was earning $10,000 per year at Nebraska at the height of the Depression, surely making him one of the state’s wealthiest residents. Still, after the ’36 season, ol’ D.X. decided the amount in the collection basket wasn’t enough to keep him in Nebraska, and he vamoosed for Texas and a ten-year contract at $15,000 per annum.


The burgeoning Husker program fell into the hands of Biff Jones, a veteran coach who had led Louisiana State, Army, and Oklahoma. It was Jones’s 1940 team that set the standard for Huskermania for all the years prior to Devaney’s arrival in 1962. On December 1, 1940, one day after finishing the season with eight consecutive wins after an opening loss to Minnesota, Stanford asked Nebraska to be its opponent in the Rose Bowl on New Year’s Day. The Husker faithful were beside themselves at the news. After fifty years of playing football, Nebraska was finally going to a bowl game. For twenty-four hours, the students and people of Lincoln celebrated. Classes were canceled, and students rallied at the steps of the capitol, where they egged on the governor to lead them in rendition of the school song, “No Place Like Nebraska.” The news that Nebraska was Rose Bowl-bound was, according to one local reporter, “the greatest thing that has happened to Nebraska since William Jennings Bryan ran for the presidency.”


Of the thirty-nine football players who boarded a special train bound for California on December 19, 1940, thirty-eight were native Cornhuskers. At a stop in El Paso, Texas, the players crossed the border into Juarez, Mexico. Far from home and unaware of the oldest travel advice known to man, they drank the water, got sick, and were still feeling the effects when they lost to Stanford 21-13 in Pasadena. When the team made it back to Lincoln three days after the game, 2,000 people met the train at the station. It was cold and snowing, but that night 5,000 people showed up for a gigantic bonfire.


College football was still played once America entered the war at the end of 1941, and in many ways, especially at West Point and Annapolis, it was very important for the morale of the young men who took the fight to the Axis. At Nebraska, however, World War II meant the end of a good run for Husker football. The school had no military training programs to attract potential stud athletes that the military didn’t get right off the bat. Even Biff Jones left for military service after a 4-5 season in 1941, the first of a string of losing seasons that didn’t end until 1950. From 1941 through 1961, Nebraska’s record was 72-125-4, and the team burned through eight coaches. Among those eight was Bob Devaney’s immediate predecessor, Bill Jennings, and his “this state can never be great at anything” lamentations. Jennings resigned after a 3-6-1 record in 1961.


 


College football lore is thick with first-name-only coaching legends who ate nails for breakfast, exhorted their teams with squinty-eyed growls, and became lords of the region where their teams played, and owners of the hearts and minds of their players and followers. There was Bo and Bear and Woody and Ara and Knute, to name a few.


The man who reversed Nebraska football’s decline toward oblivion had no thunder in his name. He was just Bob, and when he arrived in Lincoln in 1962, he could have easily been mistaken for someone in town for the day from Ohiowa, Shelby, Creston, Loup City, or a hundred other small towns in Nebraska. Bob Devaneywas a football coach, but he looked more like a man who would give you an easy smile as he pushed his cap back slightly on his head and said he was sorry but your radiator was shot and that it’d be a day or two before the parts came in to fix it.


Devaney had a 35-10-5 record in five years as the head coach at the University of Wyoming when he left for Nebraska, but Wyoming football was not Alabama football, or Southern Cal or Oklahoma or Michigan football. People in Nebraska might have been hoping for miracles from Devaney, but no reasonable person actuallyexpected them. To hear Devaney tell it, it was something of a wonder that he ended up being a coach at all. He studied economics at Alma College in Michigan, and when, in 1936, he hit the gridiron as a player for his first college game he promptly had three teeth knocked out.


After graduating from Alma, Devaney took a job teaching at Big Beaver High School in Birmingham, Michigan. Each day he taught six separate subjects, and after classes he coached. The teenagers at Big Beaver, Devaney said years later, “did not have much interest in athletics.” The football team hadn’t won a game in four seasons, and when he saw there weren’t enough team members for a proper practice, Coach Devaney jumped right in and scrimmaged with them. There was no gym in which to practice basketball, so Devaney’s wife, Phyllis, took a teaching job to buy a car so Coach Devaney could drive the basketball team to practice in another town. On a trip into nearby Detroit, the car was T-boned by a streetcar. “We weren’t sly enough to pretend we were injured and sue the streetcar company for $50,000,” said Devaney. “All we got out of it was $25 for the car.”


In his own way, Devaney was learning how to be a coach, and the first thing he learned was that he didn’t know much about coaching. He left Big Beaver for a job at Saginaw High School, still in Michigan, where he coached the baseball team, including a pitcher named Bob Buhl, who Devaney decreed didn’t have much of an arm. Buhl was moved to first base, and later in life went on to become a mainstay of the pitching staff for the great Milwaukee Braves teams of the fifties. “Shows you what kind of baseball coach I was,” said Devaney.


Still, along the way Devaney was getting the hang of coaching football, and as his teaching and coaching career drifted northward in Michigan, he became a winner. At Alpena High School, hard by Thunder Bay on Lake Huron, Devaney’s teams won fifty-two games in sixty-one tries. He was thirty-seven years old and had been coaching high school football for fourteen years and, the way Devaney saw it, if he hadn’t been home one summer day when the phone rang, that would have been the extent of his coaching career. “I was thirty-seven,” said Devaney. “If a break didn’t come my way before I was forty I was going to go back and get my master’s and take a boring administrative job somewhere. I just happened to be in from the lake one day when [Michigan State coach] Duffy Daugherty called and my real life began. If he hadn’t reached me, he’d have called somebody else. I have no illusions about that.” Daughtery, the top assistant to State’s Biggie Munn, offered Devaney a spot on the staff.


After four years as an assistant at Michigan State, Devaney was offered the top job at Wyoming in 1957. His self-effacing way and easy wit were excellent tools for recruiting athletes, but he realized the job held a unique challenge. The university was in Laramie, a midsize town in the least populated state in the United States. Once a teenager got a gander at the lack of bustle, it would be easy enough for him to spin around and get back on the bus or train or plane that brought him. So Devaney had his assistant coaches meet the recruits at the airports and bus terminals and train depots so they could put an arm around anyone who suddenly thought four years in Laramie might not be too cool.


“I learned to love Wyoming,” Devaney said, but his stay there wasn’t without its moments. Late one night on the road back to Laramie from a recruiting trip, Devaney dozed off and drove off the side of a cliff. “I thought I was driving hell out of it, too,” said Devaney. “When we got to the bottom and I got out to look at the car I realized we’d rolled over three or four times.” He told school administrators that a deer had dashed in front of him.


The night before one game, a player Devaney had recruited from New York was hanging out in the lobby of the hotel where the team was staying. A police officer who happened through thought the young fellow was loitering and asked to see some identification. The player refused, and some punches flew. Devaney and some of his assistants broke up the commotion, but they all ended up at the police station. “I offered a sound defense argument and about had it all straightened out,” said Devaney. “Then I pressed my luck. They said the player had to spend the night in jail. I said, ‘If he stays, we all stay.’ So they locked us up. It was in the headlines the next day.”


After five successful seasons in Laramie, Devaney headed east across the nearby border into Nebraska and all the way across the state to Lincoln. (Nebraska shares its borders with six states: To the north is South Dakota; to the east mostly Iowa and a little hunk of Missouri; there are two southern borders, so to speak. A straight line shared with Kansas runs east to west until it forms a northerly right angle at Colorado. That north-south part of the Colorado-Nebraska border goes on for about 120 miles until it hits the southeast edge of Wyoming.) He arrived in a town and state that had craved a winner for twenty hopeless years. While it was true that the 1954 team had gone 6-4 and been invited to the Orange Bowl because that game’s rules forbade a second consecutive appearance by Oklahoma, Duke savaged the Huskers 34-7. Nebraska played so ineptly that theMiami Daily News reported the team “didn’t belong on the Orange Bowl sod with Duke. It didn’t belong on any bowl sod with anybody.” The sting of embarrassment was felt throughout the state.


During the lean years, talk often turned fondly to the 1940 team and its Rose Bowl appearance. Devaney joked that people spoke so often and so enthusiastically about that game that he lived in Lincoln for several years before he realized Stanford won the game.


Before Devaney arrived, tickets to Husker home games were anyone’s for the asking. The banks in Lincoln bought blocks of seats at Memorial Stadium and left the tickets on the counters for anyone to take free of charge. In other places around town and the state, game tickets could be had for fifty cents.


On November 3, 1962, Nebraska, under its new coach, lost a home game to Missouri, 16-7. Despite the loss, the Huskers were having a winning season and for the first time in as long as anyone could remember, every seat in Memorial Stadium was taken. It was the first in an NCAA record string of sold-out home games that has no end in sight as of this writing, more than forty years later.


The team finished the ’62 season with an 8-2 record and a win in the Gotham Bowl over the University of Miami at Yankee Stadium. Despite 320 yards passing by Miami’s George Mira, Nebraska won 36-34. After the game Devaney told his players they’d made him famous. “I’ve received a number of offers to give lectures on defense,” said Devaney.


The Big Red Nation had been born.


 


Bob Brown was a physical giant in the days before young men routinely turned themselves into steroid-fed behemoths to play college and professional football. As a pro, Brown became a feared and dominating all-pro offensive lineman for the Philadelphia Eagles and Oakland Raiders. In the spring of 1962, he was a six-four, 269 pound tackle at Nebraska who was what players in a later era would call a “getover.” Brown had a propensity for exaggerating the existence and extent of his injuries so he could skip practices, and was headed to the nowhere land that is home to supremely talented people who believe their gifts supersede the necessity to work hard.


Spring practice in college football is a time of year when players begin to stake their claims to positions vacated by the previous season’s seniors. Based on his sheer size, Brown expected to be a starter in the fall of ’62, and he was unmoved by the fact that spring practice represented his first chance to impress his brand-new coach. Devaney told the equipment manager to remove Brown’s gear from his locker. When Brown found his locker empty, he sought out Devaney for an explanation. “I’ve been talking it over with the other coaches,” said Devaney to Brown, “and we think it’s best you give up contact sports. We recommend golf, or maybe tennis, where you can use your strength without getting hurt.” Brown was stunned, and broke into tears while begging Devaney for another chance.


At the end of the 1962 season, Bob Brown was named an All-Big Eight selection. The following season he was named to the All-America team. Bob Devaney had a way with everyone, not just football players, and he succeeded at Nebraska where others had failed because his own view of life was in harmony with the place and the people.


After the winning season in ’62, a writer spent time with Devaney to see what the man behind the renaissance was all about. The writer, from New York, was unimpressed. When he looked at Devaney he saw a frumpy man dressed in such impeccably bad and ill-fitting style that he compared the coach to Willy Loman. Devaney feigned fury over the story. “Tell that guy I’m going to sue him and his magazine for defamation,” Devaney said. “Of course, he’ll be able to offer the perfect defense-the truth.”


Nebraskans saw something very familiar in Devaney. They saw a man who had spent cold nights on the high school sidelines along Lake Huron. They saw a man who stayed in town after he graduated from Alma, waiting tables and pumping gas so he could pay off $350 he still owed the college. Nebraskans could relate to the long road of struggle that led Devaney to them in his mid-forties because they were intimate with that road themselves. To Devaney, Nebraska was not someplace to be tolerated along the way to someplace else, nor was it a burden. He may not have realized it when he first arrived in Nebraska, but Devaney had found a home he would not leave until he passed away on May 9, 1997, at age eighty-two.


Bob and Phyllis Devaney moved into a modest house on a tree-lined street in Lincoln. Their number was listed in the phone book, and in the evenings the coach drank a bourbon and milk in his basement den. When a small college in Omaha put on a fashion and entertainment variety show, Devaney was there, preceded on stage by the Husker band’s Sunshine Girl, who twirled a flaming baton. When Rotary Clubs wanted to liven up an evening, Devaney would stop by for a “Night with Bob Devaney.” When the Omaha Symphony Guild wanted to create awareness for its annual fund-raiser, Devaney lent a hand, appearing at the kickoff to an exponentially increasing series of parties known as Symphony Football. For five dollars, Husker fans could and did subscribe to a regular in-season newsletter from the coach.
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