
[image: Cover Page of Coach in Progress]


[image: Half Title of Coach in Progress]


[image: Title Page of Coach in Progress]


Copyright © 2015 by Red Dawson and Patrick Garbin

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Sports Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or sportspubbooks@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Sports Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.sportspubbooks.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Tom Lau

Cover photo: Dr. Joseph Chambers

ISBN: 978-1-61321-822-8

Ebook ISBN 978-1-61321-849-5

Printed in the United States of America


To the seventy-five people of Marshall who lost their lives on November 14, 1970, but whose spirits will live for eternity.

—R.D.

To Elizabeth, Trip, and Rebecca, who give me their constant love and encouragement.

To my late Herschel—a DGD!

To the seventy-five we will never forget, who gave their lives for a fine university and its accomplished football program.

—P.G.


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

THERE ARE SO MANY people from my past and present I should recognize for their unconditional support, guidance, and inspiration for this, my first book project, along with many other life experiences, most prominently:

—My father—five-foot-seven, 150-pound Big Jack—for teaching me how to work hard, and encouraging me to be somebody.

—My mother, Big Lou, for being an extraordinary woman, feeding me, and patching my wounds.

—Lewis and Mart Hill, for being great friends, guiding me all my life. And I’ll never forget the great hunting.

—All my coaches from junior high through the pros; there’s too many to name, although Bobby Bowden was my favorite of favorites.

—Frank Bird, an older friend, who helped rebuild my confidence, which included improving my ability to fish.

—Buddy Coleman and Frank King, friends for life after growing up together in Valdosta, Georgia.

—Lucille Sineath, Rhett Dawson, and the late Jack Dawson, the best siblings anyone could ever have.

—Marshall Hall of Fame golf coach Joe Feaganes, who taught me how to play golf, but I’m still not worth a hoot.

—Marshall University, which saved me from a life of bitterness, especially these individuals: Steve Kopp, Bobby Pruett, Jim Donnan, Doc Holliday, and Bob Marcum. To Bob, you’re a tremendously tough man, whom I greatly admire.

—My life love, who also grew up with me in Valdosta, Rosie Alexander, for encouraging me to walk the straight line.

—My children, Katie and Bill Dawson.

—R.D.

For this inspiring and gratifying, yet at times challenging book project on Red Dawson and his affiliation with Marshall University and its football program, there are a number of individuals I need to identify for the support they have given me.

To my three ultimate supporters, to whom this book is partly dedicated; plus, my parents, who have always encouraged me, and still provide even today a proofreading prowess exceeded by few professional editors.

Notably, this is only the second of nine traditionally published books I have authored not focusing on University of Georgia football, and my first that is a single continuous narrative. I would like to acknowledge Skyhorse Publishing for taking a chance on an author encountering subject matter and a writing style I was fairly unaccustomed to, and particularly our editor on the project, Julie Ganz, for her tremendous guidance and extraordinary patience throughout the entire process.

I extend my appreciation to the number of sources who supplied photographs for this book, particularly Debbie Chambers, whose contributions included the cover image taken by her father. Dr. Joseph Chambers was not only an esteemed physician in Huntington but a devoted Marshall supporter who could often be found along the sidelines at Thundering Herd games as the football program’s unofficial team photographer. Dr. Chambers and his wife, Peggy, were among the seventy-five who died in the plane crash, leaving Debbie and her sister, Cindy, both Marshall cheerleaders at the time, orphaned. Still, Debbie epitomized the Marshall spirit by continuing to exhibit her unwavering support for the university and its athletic teams.

Last but certainly not least, I want to acknowledge Marshall University, its football program, the people of Huntington, and especially Red Dawson for sharing the moving Marshall spirit with me for a few days in mid-November 2014—a spirit that inspired the writing of this book, and one I have embraced ever since.

—P.G.


FOREWORD

BY BOBBY BOWDEN

WILLIAM (BILL) “RED” DAWSON is as good an example of a “good ole southern country boy” as any I know. Born and raised in Valdosta, Georgia, which is about forty miles north of the southeast Florida line, he attended and starred in football at Valdosta High School. The Wildcats seemed like they won the Georgia State Championship nearly every year under the guidance of Coach Wright Bazemore. Red received a football scholarship to Florida State University and enrolled in 1960. Florida State had been an all-girls school up to 1947, the first official year in which it also fielded a football team.

I came to Tallahassee in January of 1963 as the tight end–receivers coach. I was Dawson’s position coach his junior and senior years. He was always one of my favorite players during my fifty-seven years of coaching. He was a “yes, sir” and “no, sir” type of guy who would play his heart out to get the job done. I spent many a practice with Red driving a blocking sled which he pushed all over the field. In 1964, Red’s senior year, FSU had its most successful year up to that point climaxed by a Gator Bowl win over Oklahoma, which helped to put Florida State on the map. From FSU, Red went right into pro ball and afterwards into coaching.

Eventually, I went to West Virginia University and became head football coach in 1970. A couple of years before, Red became an assistant coach at Marshall University. There, our paths crossed again. When the Marshall plane crashed in 1970, killing everyone aboard, my initial thought was to wonder if Dawson was on that plane. Watching TV as they released the names of all who died, I kept looking for Red’s name. I hoped and prayed he was alive, although I lost other friends in the crash. It was a sad day for me, as well as the whole state of West Virginia.

Due to my relationship with Coach Dawson, I was contacted by Marshall’s new head coach, Jack Lengyel, about me helping them with their new offensive plans in the spring of 1971. They had only freshmen available and I invited them to come to my office. For a few days, I allowed them to study our film, peruse our playbook, and get whatever they needed.

Now, let Red tell you the rest of the story. Can you imagine what he had stored up inside him and has hardly ever revealed publicly? I couldn’t wait to read his book about the memories and the pain he has carried all these years. I love Red Dawson!


FOREWORD

BY FRED BILETNIKOFF

IN 1961, I LEFT my home state of Pennsylvania to attend college and play football at Florida State. Of the thirty to thirty-five newcomers in my class, I was one of only two or three non-southerners, and the only person on the entire team from Pennsylvania. Having to adapt to living in the Deep South was a real change for me, so it was rather ironic that the first Seminole player I really got to know, and admire, personified the South—Red Dawson.

Playing with Red on Florida State’s varsity team for a few years, including a season when we were team captains, I became very familiar with a teammate who had an extreme passion for football. Red was a tough guy, a hard worker, had a positive attitude all the time, and was often the teammate who led the rest of us. Still, as much as he was appreciated on the field, he might have been even more admired for what he did off the field.

Like most people Red encounters, I found him to have an attractive personality. He was always smiling, very jovial, and made others feel comfortable around him—at ease. Red personified the kind of individual I liked and wanted to associate with. Not long after I arrived at Florida State, I essentially dismissed the fact I was more than 1,000 miles away from home in a completely different part of the country, but felt very comfortable in Tallahassee—and, mostly because of Red.

It pains me to think that anyone would have to endure the horrific experiences—primarily, the plane crash—Red experienced while coaching at Marshall. But, when someone who seemingly everyone loves and highly respects encounters such tragedy, the heartache is even more agonizing.

In 1970, upon learning of the disaster that occurred to the Marshall football program, I was saddened but, because of my feelings for Red, I was instantly relieved my old teammate and friend wasn’t on the plane. However, I soon realized the anguish he must have experienced: how could he bear the hardship of thinking, on one hand, how fortunate he was to not be on the plane yet, because he was so involved with the team, how unfortunate he was to be left alive and not among those who perished?

Knowing Red for more than fifty years, the one thing I can say is if you could have only one friend, Red Dawson is the friend you’d want to have. As indicated, he cares for his friends and is concerned about the friendships he cultivated. But, perhaps most importantly, Red has always been the friend who initiates connecting with everyone else. There’s no telling how many people were asked—let’s say—just today Red’s familiar “How you doing?” or “How are things going?” or “How’s your family?” He’s the ultimate at keeping friendships going—keeping relationships alive.

I’m aware of how Red courageously stayed involved with Marshall immediately following the disaster despite facing many roadblocks. But there comes a time when a man—and, believe me, Red was and is a “man” if there ever was one—can only withstand so much.

After many years of a lack of involvement between Red and Marshall, it was a heartwarming moment for me when I heard my friend and the university he once loved so much had reunited. Their relationship was then further heightened with Red’s involvement in We Are Marshall. The movie allowed Red to heal to some degree, giving him the fortitude to finally discuss some of his old wounds. Still, with every tremendous tragedy, a deep scar remains in some that will never, ever heal. This book should only help in Red’s continuing the healing process—if only in the slightest.

Moreover, this book conveys that although a close relationship may falter at some point, it ultimately can become active again. And, I wouldn’t expect anything less from Red than keeping yet another relationship alive.


INTRODUCTION

NOVEMBER 14, 2014, IS a day I’ll never forget—ever. That afternoon, I had one of the most moving experiences of my life when I attended the 44th Annual Marshall University Memorial Service, or the Fountain Ceremony. The service honored the seventy-five individuals who died in a hillside plane crash near Huntington, West Virginia, on November 14, 1970. Nearly all of those who perished were Thundering Herd football players, coaches, and team supporters.

With hundreds in attendance at the memorial, I was fortunate to be there as a guest of William “Bill” Dawson, better known as Red. Although Red and I had known one another for only several months, we had grown relatively close as I had heard intricate details of his life, including specifics about his integral role in building the Marshall football program prior to and after the plane crash, and what he has endured because of the tragedy.

By the time I got to the memorial, my knowledge of Red Dawson was a far cry from what it had been, say, six months prior when, like many people, I was familiar with him only from all the publicity that had surrounded We Are Marshall, and from watching the movie itself. It turns out, I was hardly familiar with him at all. However, we would first become acquainted by the most random of circumstances, perhaps transpiring because, borrowing a moniker from Red, the “Old Master” often works in mysterious ways. Simply based on a conversation I had with Red’s best friend’s son (who I really didn’t know that well at the time either), a meeting between the two of us was arranged in Athens, Georgia, where Red’s life-long friend, Rosie, lived—450 miles from Red’s home in Huntington—to discuss the possibility of a book project.

Before meeting Red, I conducted extensive research, discovering the man best known as “the Marshall coach not in the plane crash” had experienced quite an event-filled life beyond the tragedy. Around the age of ten, Red was written up in a local newspaper in south Georgia after encountering a red and yellow snake. After reciting to himself the mnemonic, “Red and yellow, kill a fellow; red and black, friend of Jack,” Red killed what would eventually be identified as a type of snake that reportedly had not been seen in the area for years, an extremely venomous coral snake. Later as a football player, Red was lauded by legendary Bobby Bowden—the coach’s “favorite of favorites”—and, according to Bill Peterson, Red’s head coach while at Florida State, he was “one of the best team leaders I have ever been associated with. When Red spoke, his teammates listened.”

In recent years, Red made the local news after developing a friendship with a girl from California, who decided to attend Marshall out of high school primarily because of the impression We Are Marshall had made on her. “Uncle Red,” as she referred to him, took the girl under his wing during her freshman year, helping her move into her dorm, often checking up on her, and routinely talking her through homesickness.

Never asking for a speaking fee, Red has presented so many speeches since the movie, he could have made another career out of it. From high school teams to doctors to the Daughters of the American Revolution—you name the group—there’s a good chance they have asked Red to speak. Each group usually anticipates he will talk about the movie and the survivor’s guilt that has hindered him since the plane crash, and Red does. But, no speech of his is complete without his thoughts on leadership, pre-judgment, how to be successful in life, or his mention of “Red’s Rules,” which include “Never let anybody outwork you at what you do,” and “Cultivate the friendship of old men.”

Like every non-fiction book project in which I have been involved, I had planned to be up front with Red, firmly establishing that above all, if we were going to work together, we needed to be truthful with one another and truthful with every single word we put to paper. I had come to realize certain extraordinary accounts have been embellished over time to seem even more remarkable. Considering the Marshall tragedy for example, the Young Thundering Herd’s miraculous and historical victory over Xavier in 1971 resulted from Marshall entering the game as supposedly 20- or 21-point underdogs (indication of how big of an underdog Marshall was has been claimed numerous times, although never by Red). However, I knew that back in 1971, rarely would “official” odds be set on a caliber game pitting two lower-level independent teams like Marshall and Xavier. Upon further research, the two reputable sources at the time that forecasted the game, the Dunkel Index and the Harmon Forecast, actually projected the contest as an even matchup, and Marshall by three points, respectively.

I also wanted to ask Red about his relationship with Jack Lengyel, Marshall’s head coach for four seasons beginning with the 1971 season after the tragedy, and Joe McMullen, Marshall’s athletic director hired just before Lengyel. According to an article in a 1980 issue of Inside Sports, “Marshall University: How Long Can A Nightmare Last?”, the three head coaches McMullen hired during his tenure (Lengyel, Frank Ellwood, and Sonny Randle) all had difficulty working for—“and always for, never with”—the athletic director, who was fired in 1979 and died in 1983 from leukemia. Evidently, McMullen meddled, lacked tact, and the latter two head coaches went so far as insinuating he was a reason why Marshall football struggled mightily during the 1970s. It was clear Red had been instrumental in rebuilding the program following the crash as “acting” head coach; however, it appeared he hadn’t even been a candidate to resume the role as soon as McMullen was hired. Also, it seemed Red had conflicts with Lengyel, which had even been indicated as much in an interview with Matthew Fox, the actor who played Red in the movie.

Moreover, in interviews I came across, Red claimed his final season coaching at Marshall was 1971. Yet, I discovered an article of him commenting as a defensive assistant on how impressive Northern Illinois’ running game was prior to the Herd’s game against the Huskies in 1972.

In researching Red before we finally met, I was also aware that although he was in his early seventies, I probably needed to tread lightly before I “demanded” the truth, or immediately began tossing difficult questions his way. At six-foot-three, 240 pounds, Red was said to still have the same stature as when he played professional football, and the same tough-as-nails persona. According to Matthew Fox in another interview, Red was “like John Wayne.” He was supposedly “old man strong”—what I’ve always known it as—or an older man possessing an uncanny hardening process or toughness, providing him with physical strength and a fighting prowess greater than most men decades younger.

Upon meeting Red, he appeared much as I envisioned him: a big, hardened good ole boy, like a tough cowboy-like figure from an old Western film, and, yes, he indeed seemed “old man strong.” After introductions, much to my satisfaction, Red declared that if we were going to do a book together, there had to be “no b.s.—no embellishments.” Although We Are Marshall was a quality film that did considerable good for a lot of people, especially for him, it contained some “Hollywood fluff,” as Red called it. He wanted to tell the absolute truth. He then added that Jesus had seven sins “that He really disliked, and four or five of those were sins of the tongue—gossip, or bearing false witness against your neighbor.” Red said like Jesus, he didn’t like gossip and, above all, he wanted the truth to be told.

Months later in November, as I drove to Huntington to visit with Red for a few days to resume our project, I was anxious to be exposed to a football program with such continuing progress and success. Marshall was opening its Sports Hall of Fame that weekend, housed in its state-of-the-art indoor practice facility that was unveiled earlier in the football season. Near the facility, an extravagant sculpture of three buffaloes, “Ashes to Glory,” by internationally renowned artist Stan Mullins, was planned to be revealed sometime in 2015. On the field, directed by head coach Doc Holliday, the Thundering Herd was undefeated at 9-0, ranked 21st in the nation, and had visions of playing in a major bowl entering that Saturday’s home game against Rice.

Marshall football was undoubtedly a far cry from when it had been Red’s responsibility to direct the Herd’s rebirth from the ruins of an unimaginable tragedy. To start the rebuilding process of a college football program immediately following such tragedy would be overwhelming at any age, but at just twenty-seven years old as was the case with Red, it is unfathomable. Unbeknownst to me before my trip, the plane crash not only impacted the university and its football program, but jolted the city of Huntington, as well. Perhaps no one was impacted more than Red. And, although it had been forty-four years later, and talk of the movie had faded somewhat since its release eight years before, and Red wasn’t requested as much as before to be a guest speaker, I’d quickly learn that he was still very much identified with the tragedy that continued to impact a community. For example, on the day of my arrival, Red received a phone call for a request to be interviewed and videoed for a news report, and a call from an author who wanted to write a book on him. I was just in time!

Red welcomed me to his impressive home, and upon entering I immediately noticed six or seven boxes filled with lots of miscellaneous items, from tax returns to old bills to enough football-related items to fill a small museum. The boxes were likely the only items or space in the house not neatly organized. I distinctly recall Red saying, “If you get time, you can sort through these and probably find a few things which could be of help. Sorry I haven’t organized the boxes, but I haven’t looked through them in years—afraid some of what I would find might bring back some bad memories.”

A “few” things? Red had kept everything beginning with his high school football career through his coaching tenure at Marshall. He told me someone once informed him long ago it was good to take notes during a meeting and if you weren’t able to during the meeting itself, jot down everything you remembered from the meeting immediately after it. Red had notes on numerous meetings while at Marshall; based on these notes, it appeared that a number of these meetings had been host to some conflict. And the letters! Before my venture to Huntington, I only knew of “cc,” or carbon copy, as something related to email. I learned there was a time when a copy of a letter could be duplicated by inserting a sheet of carbon between two sheets of paper. Red had saved every letter he had written while at Marshall via carbon copying, but it was the letters addressed to him that really got my attention, while giving me some sense of his character.

It’s not surprising Red received numerous letters during the publicity the movie generated, nor that a number of Marshall players had written him. But, what I found most intriguing were the several letters from players who had quit the program, whether prior to the tragedy, after the tragedy, or even twice—before and after the plane crash. Granted, there were numerous individuals who left the program, many of whom thought practices were too tough. However, I was curious why several of them decided to write to Red, each of them giving reasons why they decided to leave, yet almost apologetic in nature for quitting.

Letters to Red soon after the tragedy included from Mode Stone, a longtime dean and athletics supporter at Florida State, who claimed, “No man in America has ever been confronted with a bigger task than you.” A sportswriter for the Tampa Tribune recalled how coming out of Florida State, Red wanted to succeed so badly in the NFL, he told the writer even if they locked him in a room with then-Chicago Bears tight end and tough-guy Mike Ditka, Red would be the one emerging with the upper hand. In the wake of the tragedy, the writer added, “You’ve got to have that same kind of spirit now.”

More recently, there was a letter from a Huntington businessman, who had just seen the movie, declaring, “You are my HERO. Thanks for being such a great person.” There was another from a former Marshall baseball player, who had approached Red about a month prior to the crash in 1970, asking if he could also play football on scholarship and was turned down “for good reason,” according to the player. He was writing to inform Red he “had made decisions then that allowed lives (including the former player) to go on.” There was a letter from a pre-tragedy Marshall football player, who was writing to apologize for his father. His father, who had been thought of highly by the university, attempted to get Red fired after he had made his son run wind sprints at practice. About forty years later, the former player thanked Red, crediting him with making him “tougher.”

Speaking of, there seemed to be an abundance of corroboration that Marshall football practices were tough back then, and Red was really tough, so much so that he once was questioned by McMullen for his “toughness.”

“The whole staff was tough,” Reggie Oliver told me in an interview. From Tuscaloosa, Alabama, Oliver was recruited by Red and was Marshall’s starting quarterback the first three seasons after the tragedy. Interestingly, Oliver not only acknowledged Red as a fine defensive coach, but mentioned that with him calling the plays in 1971, Oliver was far less likely to throw an interception (6 in 177 attempts) than the two seasons (1972–1973) Red didn’t call the plays (29 in 385 attempts). “But, the staff, whether before the plane crash, and especially afterwards, was dealt with the tough task of trying to build the Marshall program. Red might have been tough, but he was more so fair.”

Finally, there was a letter from a former player thanking Red for making the “movie come to fruition” and for giving him “the opportunity to play at Marshall.” The player was severely injured “against Bowling Green late in the 1972 season,” but Red and “Coach Lengyel” made sure he kept his scholarship for the entire four years although he was unable to play.

This particular letter prompted me to ask Red about the mysterious 1972 football season—one that Red was absolutely positive he did not coach but was working in construction by that time; however, all other records indicate otherwise. Months later and by the end of the book project, Red had been diagnosed with having repressed memory during that particular time. Some of those same bad memories Red wanted to avoid finding in the boxes had essentially been unconsciously blocked by him long ago, wiping out of his mind approximately a year’s worth of Marshall and football.

I asked Red about the apparent friction between he and Coach Lengyel, McMullen, and other high-ranking staff members at Marshall. This prompted him to assert that although he wanted to be truthful, he didn’t want to come across as being negative. For various reasons, he totally separated himself from Marshall for nearly twenty years. However, since Jim Donnan’s arrival as head coach, followed by Bobby Pruett, Mark Snyder, and now Doc Holliday, the Marshall coaching regimes have asked Red to be part of the program, and he has obliged. Red was reluctant at first, but now he cherishes this relationship with every ounce of his being.

I was very interested in determining why Donnan asked Red to be a part of the program, for if it wasn’t for him asking, Red very well might still be separated from Marshall. Donnan said Keith Morehouse, currently the sports director of a news station in West Virginia and the radio play-by-play man of Thundering Herd games, first mentioned Red’s name in 1990 as someone in the community who once had been involved with Marshall football. Donnan then discovered Red was the brother of Rhett Dawson, who had also played at Florida State and Donnan knew. “So, I found Red’s number, called him up, and said, ‘Look, I know it would be tough for you to be involved with the program, but I knew your brother and he can vouch for me,’” Donnan said. “I asked Red if we could meet, and if he could help me make some contacts in the community.” Red explained to Donnan he hadn’t been involved in a long time, and for good reason in his mind. “I said, ‘Well, you don’t have to be involved if you don’t want to be. Let’s just meet and get to know one another.’” Red and Donnan would eventually meet and, in time, Red became involved with Marshall football again.

As far as any indifference with certain individuals when he coached, Red admitted he and Lengyel certainly had their differences, but they have since made amends. As far as McMullen, they too certainly had their differences. “As far as what I thought of McMullen back then, remember, I don’t want to be negative,” Red said. “As far as what I think of him now, he passed away a long time ago. God rest his soul.”

Red did comment about a high-ranking administrator he wanted to keep anonymous in the book. Although always attempting to think in a positive manner and trying to avoid recalling instances when he thought he was mistreated, Red brought up an incident from early March of 1971 when he was told by this administrator for no apparent reason that all the players stood up and applauded when informed that Red would not be Marshall’s head coach. It’s a story Red has always doubted but became curious about as we spoke about what really occurred. So, I spoke with a player from the ’71 team and asked him about the incident.

“I don’t remember it happening like that at all,” said the anonymous player. “From what I remember, nothing was said about Red. What was said was Marshall was going to bring in a high-profiled coach with an identifiable name. When that was said, I think a few guys got up and clapped.”

Red and I had discussed a lot of difficult things by the evening of our first day together. I had asked some tough questions, but he had been totally up front and honest. But, things were about to get even tougher. I asked him if he wanted to talk right then about the plane crash, its victims, what he witnessed, and the survivor’s guilt he has endured ever since, or if he wanted to wait until after the following day’s Fountain Ceremony. “Might as well do it now,” he said. “But, first let me grab a couple of things to loosen up my tongue a bit.” With that, he grabbed a beer and his can of Copenhagen.

As indicated, the following day’s Fountain Ceremony was a phenomenal experience for me: emotional yet extraordinary and inspiring. As Red said, “If the memorial service doesn’t move you, even if you know nothing about Marshall, something must be wrong with you.” I wholeheartedly agree.

In front of what was described as the biggest crowd for the memorial that most could remember, speakers included President Stephen Kopp, who I would formally meet the next day. President Kopp would suddenly pass away only a little over a month later after ten years of moving the university light years ahead. Coach Holliday spoke, becoming emotional when he mentioned for the following day’s game, the team would wear a “75” helmet decal for the second year in a row. Reacting to Holliday’s emotion was the one time Red would tear up during the service, prompting him to later say in regard to a news reporter and a camera which followed him around for much of the weekend, “I hope that dang camera didn’t get me crying!” Finally, the keynote speaker was Tommy Shoebridge, the middle of three brothers, the oldest having been Ted Shoebridge, the starting quarterback for Marshall in 1969 and 1970, and one of the seventy-five who perished in the plane crash. Tommy was most grateful for Marshall University and Huntington for keeping alive the memory of those who had died. Among others, he thanked Red in his speech for the continuous consoling of his mother, Yolanda, many times after Ted died. According to Tommy, Red’s comfort and consoling words to his mother gave her the strength to allow her two younger sons to leave home after high school to pursue their educations after tragically losing her oldest son not long before.

After such an unbelievable experience, it was difficult to comprehend what was brought to my attention by one of Red’s friends during my time in Huntington: two years before, a Marshall student wrote in the school newspaper, the Parthenon, a controversial column regarding the memorial service. Included in the column was the following: “Forty-two years have passed since these young athletes have died; why must we continue to be reminded [by the annual memorial service]? Or to put it more precisely, why must this display of pageantry continue? … The old cliché goes, ‘Time heals all wounds.’ Well, I say forty-two years is healing enough.”

As expected, the column itself received much backlash but, from what I observed, its message was fully ignored. Still, for what it’s worth, I’d like to counter with some statements from a few individuals I met at Marshall.

“After all these years, people still want to remember them,” said Carl Kokor regarding the people involved in the tragedy. Kokor, now in his early eighties, was one of the three surviving Marshall coaches along with Red. And, according to Tommy Shoebridge, “I’m for anything that keeps their memories alive.” Finally, to embody what the Fountain Ceremony means to most people who are aware of its significance—who desire for the “display of pageantry” to continue—I refer to an essay written by Patrick Keltry in response to the newspaper article. Patrick is part of the Marshall University College Program for Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder, and Red’s good friend.

“When I see Coach at the ceremony, I see how it still pains him,” Patrick said of Red and the tragedy, “but if he can be courageous and go on, I know I can continue to work hard and stay in school…. During the ceremony, I feel like each of the seventy-five are standing before me, smiling. I feel them with me all the time and when I feel like giving up, it’s like they’re all right there, encouraging me.”

During my visit to Huntington, I was fortunate enough to really get to know a man who has meant a lot to a community and its people. Red Dawson is a tough and stern football coach-turned-construction worker, yet is passionate about poetry and is such a skilled and accomplished artist, his paintings are located in both the Valdosta (GA) High School and Marshall sports halls of fame. He is courteous, always tipping his hat to the ladies, and gladly signing every piece of memorabilia presented and posing for every photo requested—and, there were a lot of them. So much so, I would later say I felt like Red’s one-man entourage, or his out-of-shape bodyguard, while we were out in public. But more so, Red is strength for some, and encouragement for others, while his heart, as We Are Marshall director McG claimed, has a lot to do with the foundation of the Huntington community and Marshall University.

For me, an outsider to the community, when I prepared to leave what had been my initial visit to a great town with genuine people, who make you feel like family, I hoped it wouldn’t be my last. As I packed my car that Sunday afternoon, I could not keep the Fountain Ceremony from two days before off my mind. In case the speeches aren’t moving enough, the memorial nears an end with a wreath set before the fountain, a name called, and a flower laid on the fountain for each of the seventy-five lives, and the fountain being silenced, not to be turned on until the spring.

“It’s the moment when that water stops,” Mickey Jackson started telling me in an interview while getting choked up, “that’s symbolic of the moment the seventy-five heartbeats stopped on November 14, 1970.” Along with Red and Kokor, Mickey is another one of the surviving coaches.

The service ended with a “We Are … Marshall” rallying cry. As I loudly responded “Marshall!” I did not feel like a visitor from Georgia, going through the motions, but actually part of the Marshall family, even if only the slightest because I had questioned whether I was deserving to be part of the “We.” But then, I recalled something else Mickey had said: “We are all connected for life because of the memorial event, and it’s our responsibility to continue this commitment and deliver the promise that we will never forget.”

As I waved good-bye to my new friend, Red, he ran up to the car, motioning he had something to tell me before I left for home.

“One good thing that’ll come out of us doing a book is by the time we’re done, I bet you’ll be a Marshall fan for life,” he said. And I agreed. “Oh, and one other good thing…” he added. “By the time we’re done, I also bet you will never, ever forget the seventy-five lives.” And I certainly won’t.


CHAPTER 1
NOT PERFECT—AND, FAR FROM IT

NOVEMBER 14, 1970, IS etched in my mind forever. That day has been a significant part of me for forty-five years, and will be for as long as I live. And it’s not for anything I did on that day, but for what I did not do. I did not board the Southern Airways flight bound for the Tri-State Airport in Wayne County, West Virginia. On board that plane were seventy of my closest friends, colleagues, and young men I had recruited and coached.

OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/Images/iii-1.jpg
A COACH IN PROGRESS

MARSHALL FOOTBALL—A STORY OF
SURVIVAL AND REVIVAL

BY RED DAWSON
WITH PATRICK GARBIN

FOREWORDS BY BOBBY BOWDEN AND FRED BILETNIKOFF

B





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Images/i-1.jpg
A COACH IN PROGRESS





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
— A STIORV ORI SURVIVAL AND) REVIV/ALL

FOREWORDS BY BOBBY BOWDEN AND FRED BILETNIKOFF





