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Additional Praise for


BREAKING THE LINE


“Veteran journalist Samuel G. Freedman masterfully sketches the landscape in which Grambling’s Eddie Robinson and Florida A&M’s Jake Gaither recruited and coached powerhouse teams through the intense 1967 season.”


—The Boston Globe


“Gives vivid detail of two of HBCU football pioneers’ struggles. . . . [Freedman] guides the reader through not only what was considered perhaps the best HBCU game ever but also the tumult of the civil rights movement and its effect on the two coaches, the players, the schools, their communities, and college football.”


—The New Orleans Times-Picayune


“Compelling.”


—Bloomberg


“Freedman portrays a perhaps little-known slice of history whose implications extend even to today.”


—South Florida Times


“A book that should be required reading for all prospective and current black college football players. . . . Breaking the Line is more than a sports book. It is documentation of triumph during a tumultuous time in this nation’s history.”


—The Louisiana Weekly


“There is plenty of inspiring politics here, but the real pleasure is in the X’s and O’s: Freedman describes games with the proper mixture of glory and suspense that football can generate even when it’s not being used as a catalyst for social change.”


—The Daily Beast


“Freedman masterfully uses football as a context to explain the struggles black athletes experienced during an unstable period in America. Freedman leads the readers back in time so they can get a taste of what life was like as a Florida A&M and Grambling football player.”


—The Shirley Povich Center for Sports Journalism


“Breaking the Line is the kind of work black college football fans have been waiting for. It mixes in-depth on-field analysis of those games and a behind-the-scenes look at the coaches and players living in that shifting time in history. . . . A must-read for not only black college football fans but football fans in general, and those interested in how sports and culture intersect in American history.”


—HBCU Gameday


“Much more than just a sports book . . . Freedman mixes in revealing information about the cultures of the schools, their rivalries with other black colleges, sensitive portraits of the coaches and players, and an evocative description of a racial and political climate that Robinson and Gaither, each working quietly, did so much to alter.”


—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


“Freedman here looks at the nexus of twentieth-century American culture, race, and civil rights through sports. . . . This story is expertly reported and engagingly written. Both sports fans and students of twentieth-century American history will be drawn to it.”


—Library Journal


“Focusing on these remarkable men, their times, their institutions, and their players, Freedman . . . has produced an informative book . . . a solid contribution to sports history.”


—Booklist


“A powerful narrative of two men, two teams, and the stirring battle for dignity and honor during a single tumultuous season in the 1960s South. Freedman masterfully brings to life the burning ambitions, the cleats on scrub grass, and the struggle for victory by these coaches and players not only as black athletes but as men and as Americans. A riveting story not only of a season but of a country at the crossroads.”


—Isabel Wilkerson, author of The Warmth of Other Suns


“Breaking the Line graphically captures the grim terror of the Jim Crow worlds in the South that defined the lives of Jake Gaither and Eddie Robinson during their coaching careers at Florida A&M and Grambling. With beautiful prose, Freedman frames black history and the civil rights movement through the lens of football. Breaking the Line reads like a novel and offers the reader a deep understanding of how football and black history intersect.”


—William Ferris, author of Give My Poor Heart Ease: Voices of the Mississippi Blues
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From Forever to Forever


*


In Memory of


David Freedman


1921–2010


Who Taught Me about Football and Civil Rights




Freedom is heavy. You got to put your shoulder to freedom. Put your shoulder to it and hope your back hold up. And if you around here looking for justice, you got a long wait.


—August Wilson, Two Trains Running




    
Prologue [image: ▶]



BEHIND GOD’S BACK


In the tumultuous moments after the 2007 Super Bowl ended, the two contending coaches met at midfield. Standing only inches apart, the bills of their hats nearly touching, they exchanged words of congratulation and respect. Then they embraced. Tony Dungy of the Indianapolis Colts and Lovie Smith of the Chicago Bears had been colleagues for five earlier years on the staff of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers. They were friends who spoke by phone almost weekly. They shared a fervent Christian faith. And what ultimately bound them together on this rainy February night was the force of history itself.


Dungy and Smith were the first African-American coaches ever to lead a team into the Super Bowl, the most watched game in the nation’s most popular sport, virtually a civic holiday for tens of millions of Americans. While there were necessarily a winner and a loser in the game—Dungy’s Colts had beaten Smith’s Bears 29–17—the adversaries were allies in the urgent and ongoing endeavor of bringing racial equality to sports and through sports to American society.


The road to their landmark achievement, however, was one little known in white America and shrouded by the passage of time even to many blacks. It started in 1837, when a group of Quakers founded a school in Philadelphia called the Institute of Colored Youth, which was subsequently expanded into a college and renamed Cheyney University. Over the succeeding decades, more than one hundred other colleges and universities for black students arose in the United States, with the vast majority of those institutions springing up in the South after the Civil War. Some of them were founded by white philanthropists or liberal religious denominations with an idealistic commitment to educating and elevating a formerly enslaved people. Many others, however, were created by governors and legislatures in the South as a means of preserving the iron rule of segregation and inequality in public schools.


Despite that cynical design, these black colleges subverted the Jim Crow regime. They served as the agency of black achievement and the epicenter of black pride, a kind of secular equivalent to the African-American church. Decades before a hip-hop entrepreneur titled a clothing line FUBU—meaning “For Us, By Us”—those words could have been the slogan for black colleges. On their campuses, black PhDs taught black students, black presidents and black provosts and black deans held sway. For more than a century, these colleges turned out the vast majority of America’s black doctors, lawyers, pharmacists, ministers, teachers, musicians, librarians, and accountants; to this day, the black colleges and universities that form 3 percent of America’s total number enroll 16 percent of African Americans in higher education. Black campuses gave birth to the marching bands, step shows, and fraternities and sororities that were and still are cherished expressions of African-American culture.


The civil rights movement depended on the racial pride, leadership skills, and academic prowess developed by black colleges and universities. As one of their most illustrious alumni, W.E.B. Du Bois, wrote in the NAACP’s magazine, The Crisis: “It is the race-conscious black man cooperating together with his own institutions and movements who will eventually emancipate the colored race.” Black colleges produced such civil rights leaders as Thurgood Marshall, Martin Luther King Jr., John Lewis, Andrew Young, Diane Nash, Ella Baker, and Jesse Jackson. Black colleges groomed the young vanguard of the Freedom Rides and lunch-counter sit-ins. In their commitment to self-determination, to uplifting the race, to not waiting for the white man to do it for them, only asking the white man not to stand in the way, black colleges manifested a strain of African-American life that was at once traditional and radical. It is the strain of Booker T. Washington and Zora Neale Hurston, of Malcolm X and August Wilson.


The road to Tony Dungy, Lovie Smith, and the 2007 Super Bowl ran through the market town of Salisbury, North Carolina, on the afternoon of Tuesday, December 27, 1892. Twenty-three years after Rutgers and Princeton had played the first college football game in American history, Livingstone College and Biddle University became the first black colleges to take up the sport. Far from being the sort of well-born gentlemen whom Rutgers and Princeton educated, the players on Livingstone had to fashion their own cleats from work shoes and patch and pad their old clothes for uniforms.


Yet when Biddle bested Livingstone by the unlikely score of 4–0, because a touchdown was accorded four points, a heritage was born. As both college and pro football remained almost entirely segregated for decades, as they integrated only fitfully in the years after World War II, as the conventionally prejudiced opinion of the time held that blacks were not intelligent enough to be coaches or quarterbacks, a parallel universe of black excellence in football flourished in the black colleges strewn across the border states and the South. That universe had its own black sportswriters and black publicists and black all-America teams and black bowl games.


All of it went virtually unnoticed by white America. In the heyday of radio, stations almost exclusively broadcast the games of white colleges. From the mid-1950s through the late 1960s, peak years of civil rights activity, the National Collegiate Athletic Association and the major networks colluded to tightly limit the number of televised games, which invariably featured teams that were mostly, if not entirely, white. Even after the US Supreme Court declared public school segregation unconstitutional in the Brown v. Board of Education case in 1954, even after state universities in the South admitted a handful of black students under the protection of federal troops, football powerhouses such as Alabama, Georgia, Texas, and Louisiana State pointedly preserved all-white football teams. In a part of the country where college football functioned almost as a religion, the success of those teams was eagerly construed by segregationists as proof of white supremacy.


The most gifted black players and coaches were both nurtured and trapped within their separate domain. With a mixture of bravado and bitterness, they called the all-black athletic conferences “the chitlin’ circuit,” a term borrowed from the string of ghetto theaters plied by black musicians and comedians. Ignored most of the time, slighted the rest, the men of black football tempered their skills and forged their reputations, as one college coach put it, “behind God’s back.” Until the mid-1960s, not even colleges in the North would hire a black coach, and when they finally did so, it was only as an assistant. The modern NFL did not draft a black player until 1949, have a black assistant coach until 1957, appoint a black head coach until 1989. Blacks who played quarterback in college, if they were selected at all by pro teams, were routinely switched to other positions. A white quarterback who could run with force or evasiveness, like Bobby Layne or Fran Tarkenton, was valued for such skills; with a black quarterback, those same talents became the rationale for being involuntarily moved to wide receiver or defensive back. Sometimes those reassignments came suspiciously soon after that black quarterback had shown promise at his original position.


The road that started in Philadelphia in 1837 and passed through Salisbury in 1892 made its way during 1967 to the campuses of Grambling College in northern Louisiana and Florida A&M in Tallahassee and finally to the Orange Bowl stadium in Miami on the night of December 2. Then and there, the Grambling Tigers and the Florida A&M Rattlers met in the Orange Blossom Classic, the black college championship game, and for many years the largest annual gathering of any kind of black Americans.


Grambling and Florida A&M were the most storied teams in all of black college football. Their respective head coaches, Eddie Robinson and Jake Gaither, were legendary within their world. Their quarterbacks, James Harris and Ken Riley, were the best ever to have played the position at each school. All around the coaches and players, in that eventful year, swirled the crosswinds of civil rights activism, black nationalism, white backlash, growing integration, slum insurrection, soaring hopes, and dashed expectations.


Competitive athletics are inextricably part of America’s national culture. Sports are an arena in which our values and mores, and too often our biases and bigotry, are literally played out. For most of their careers, Robinson and Gaither had held themselves at a cautious remove from the freedom movement. In private, they had supported it; in public, they had watched their words, lest they endanger the tenuous acceptance, the provisional status, that the Jim Crow South had granted them for their gridiron success. For a long time, they trusted that the sheer quality of their teams would speak for itself and provide their most persuasive argument for racial equality.


Over the course of four months in the summer and fall of 1967, as their teams headed for a showdown in black football’s title game, a game played in the same city as that groundbreaking Super Bowl some forty years later, Eddie Robinson and Jake Gaither stepped off the political sideline and took a stand. In the tradition of Paul Robeson, Joe Louis, Jesse Owens, and Jackie Robinson, they put their sporting achievements in the service of social change. What happened when they did is an essential chapter of sports history and black history and, most of all, American history.
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DRAW WATER WHERE YOU CAN


Jake Gaither and Eddie Robinson
in Their Time, 1937–1966


Late in the summer of 1937, Jake Gaither drove south toward Tallahassee, Florida. In all his life, some thirty-four years, he had rarely if ever ventured so deeply into the former Confederacy. He was heading toward the best coaching job he had ever received, and he was heading, too, into a city lately inflamed by a lynching.


Gaither had grown up in mining hamlets and county seats along the Appalachian ridge, knotty places that even below the Mason-Dixon Line had small black populations and little history of large-scale slaveholding. More so, as the son of a pastor and a teacher, young Jake formed part of the Negro elite. His parents could afford to send him at sixteen to a combined high school and college in Tennessee that had been founded by the abolitionist wing of the Presbyterian Church. There, at Knoxville College, he was taught and coached by white men enlightened for their time, and there he met the classmate, Sadie Robinson, whom he married four years after graduation.


Sadie sat next to him now in their car, leaving behind Virginia, where they had resigned their jobs teaching and coaching, respectively, so Jake could assume the position of assistant football coach at Florida Agricultural and Mechanical College. The first day’s drive brought the couple to Atlanta, and the next morning, they set off on Highway 19 for the final leg, to Tallahassee, the source of the job and the trepidation.


Along the highway, the land spread out flat and fertile, nothing like the hollows and crags of Jake’s youth. The region was known as “Plantation Trace.” Its fields supported the cotton and peaches and pecans that once depended on slaves and now on sharecroppers; its woods sheltered the quail that the masters of antebellum mansions hunted for sport. Through Albany and Moultrie, past the remnants of the prison camp for Union soldiers at Andersonville, down into Thomasville, where a spur off the main highway led straight to Tallahassee, the Gaithers drove and worried.


Just past the Florida border, the couple felt so thirsty they decided to risk pulling up at a country store. Jake walked apprehensively through a clutch of white men out front and toward the tall one sitting imperiously behind the counter. “Could I have two Coca-Colas?” he asked. Without moving, without getting up, the man pointed to a shelf and said, “There it is.”


Cokes shakily in hand, unharmed yet unnerved, Jake got back into the car. When he had first signed his contract with Florida A&M earlier in the summer, the decision had seemed simple enough. Even as an assistant, a position there meant a raise in both salary and prestige from his previous job, at St. Paul Junior College, a Negro school. He had been recruited to Florida A&M by its new head coach, Bill Bell, whom Jake had met while both were earning their master’s degrees at Ohio State. The segregation laws that forbade blacks from attending the South’s state universities also made money available to pay their tuition for advanced degrees on integrated campuses in the North. So there in Columbus, formerly a station on the Underground Railroad, now a refuge from Jim Crow, Gaither and Bell had taken classes together, had lived in the same black boardinghouse, and had talked enough football over the dinner table for the A&M coach to make his offer.


In the weeks between accepting the job and moving to Tallahassee, however, Jake Gaither had read some disturbing news about his prospective home. The story appeared in all the leading black papers—the Pittsburgh Courier, Chicago Defender, Baltimore Afro-American—as well as the major big-city dailies in the Northeast. Early on the morning of July 20, four white men wearing masks had forced a night guard to unlock cells at the Leon County jail. The men yanked out two black teenagers, Richard Ponder and Ernest Hawkins, who had been arrested the previous day for breaking into a downtown store and slashing a police officer. Holding Ponder and Hawkins at gunpoint, the vigilantes drove about three miles outside the city and ordered the boys to run for their lives. As they did, the white men fired off more than twenty rounds. “This is your last warning, negros,” read one of the handwritten signs the killers left beside the corpses, “remember you might be next.”


Gaither, for one, got the warning loud and clear. He called Coach Bell and the college president, J.R.E. Lee, to ask if he and his wife would be safe in Tallahassee. The higher-ups offered enough reassurance to keep Gaither from withdrawing, but not enough to keep a Coca-Cola stop from renewing his distress. If anything, the weeks since the double killings only offered more evidence of Tallahassee’s hostility. Florida’s governor, Fred P. Cone, persisted in describing the crime as an ordinary murder rather than a lynching. The Daily Democrat, Tallahassee’s newspaper of record, referred to it merely as “an unfortunate incident.” The editorial went on to approvingly observe, “As lynchings go, last night’s was about as free from the usual unsavory angles as any we have heard about. The method adopted was quiet, orderly.”


At the end of two days and 850 miles, the Gaithers reached Tallahassee. For the city’s whites, life was proceeding without particular upset. The annual livestock market set its tents and pens and auction blocks on the outskirts of town. Farmers drove their wagons downtown for Saturday shopping. The Ritz theater offered escapist antidotes to the Depression with Shirley Temple in Wee Willie Winkie, followed by Clark Gable and Jean Harlow in Saratoga.


Here in the Panhandle, a part of Florida more akin to the Deep South than the Atlantic Coast, the social order rested on laws and customs that confined Tallahassee’s blacks, 40 percent of the city’s thirteen thousand residents, immovably on the bottom. Segregation governed restaurants, theaters, schools, parks; certain churches still had their slave pews intact. The political and commercial aristocracy, known locally as the “golddusters,” reigned over the strata of small businessmen, civil servants, redneck laborers, and, finally, Negroes. Living in Smokey Hollow and Frenchtown, most of them avoided going downtown whenever possible. “Blacks in Tallahassee,” one historian later put it, “never ceased to fear violence and with justification.”


Descending from the State Capitol and crossing the railroad tracks, the Gaithers climbed the last hill in town. At its crest, they took in their first view of Florida A&M. Jake saw a set of five or six wooden army barracks, unpainted and badly weathered, which constituted the male dorms. “This Building Will Be Replaced,” read a sign, “When Funds Are Available For A New One.” Until recently, the road into the campus hadn’t even been paved. Most of the classroom and administrative buildings were wood frame. Patches of sugarcane grew wild. Only as Jake continued did he spot the Carnegie Library with its stone portico, the redbrick Colonial Revival administration building, the quadrangle and band shell.


The people of A&M liked to claim that their hill was the highest in Tallahassee. The assertion was just one of many ways they had of defying the minimal expectations and miserly funds Florida’s all-white government begrudgingly provided. In exactly a half century, Florida A&M had scraped its way from being the Normal College for Colored Students, tasked with producing tradesmen, farmers, and teachers, to a nationally accredited, four-year academic institution. Gaither’s new boss, President Lee, had been born into slavery, trained by Booker T. Washington at Tuskegee, and imbued with the civil rights ethos by the National Urban League. He insisted on a college that taught liberal arts alongside the practical skills of animal husbandry and carpentry, that offered Shakespeare productions in addition to a working dairy, that created courses in Negro history and literature.


The achievement required a contortionist’s talent. For all his erudition and savvy, Lee had to extract money from the autocrats of the State Capitol, and doing so required him periodically to play the “Yes, massa” role. He annually hosted legislators for a day of entertainment on campus, with students demonstrating their skill at brickmaking and performing the Confederate anthem of “Dixie.” Politicians told “darkie” jokes from A&M’s lectern. When Lee once asked the legislature for a raise in salary to $4,000, Governor Cone declared during a cabinet meeting, “There’s not a nigger in the state of Florida worth four thousand dollars a year.”


So Jake and Sadie Gaither felt scared for good reason. During the next ten days, until football practice began, it took all their courage just to buy furniture from white stores for their empty apartment. With the first whistle on the gridiron, though, Jake’s fears fell away, displaced by challenges. The A&M football team had gone 2-4-1 the previous season and was only one game above .500 for the decade. Many of the players weighed in the 150s, even 140s. They practiced in a cow pasture, and played home games on a bumpy plane of scrub grass carved into a hillside, without shade, bathrooms, or permanent seats for whoever the spectators might be.


By his own description, Gaither had been an ordinary college player who “never missed a game but never knocked their socks off.” He still cut a handsome figure with his pencil mustache, center-parted hair, firm chin, and tapered physique, but at 5-11 and 170 hardly a physically intimidating one. Coaching had been an unintended career choice. He had grown up watching lawyers argue cases in the county courthouse and as a student he had set their profession as his goal. Modeling himself on his articulate, impassioned hero Clarence Darrow, Gaither had been almost unbeatable as a college debater. It took his father’s death, while Jake was in college, to redirect him into the more reliable direction of education.


In the first coaching job of his life, at a high school in North Carolina, Gaither’s team went scoreless in losing every game. The indignity focused his sense of vocation, and it instilled an appetite for knowledge that sustained him through every obstacle. While in his first coaching job, Gaither heard that the defensive coach for Amos Alonzo Stagg’s celebrated teams at the University of Chicago would be speaking to a clinic at Duke University. Gaither wrote to Duke’s head coach, Wallace Wade, to ask permission: “I know that the laws of the state won’t permit Negroes to go to Duke University or to attend the clinic . . . I would like to come to be the janitor . . . and sweep the floors just so I could hear the lectures.” Wade never even wrote back. Inwardly furious, Gaither traveled to clinics in Chicago and Minnesota, where his color was tolerated.


He learned techniques and strategies, and he discovered that football had a place for the eloquence and intelligence and competitive streak he had once hoped to use in the courthouse. But for a Negro who aspired to college coaching, the North offered no more prospects than the South. In fact, it offered fewer, because the preponderance of black colleges were in the South. So south Gaither went, south as far as Tallahassee, south as far as Florida A&M’s hilltop, a sanctuary of black dignity and self-determination amid a landscape of hatred and degradation. There, on land that had once been a governor’s plantation, Gaither set to prove his own worth and his people’s. As John Hope, the president of Morehouse College, had put it early in the century, “The same instincts that make a man love dangerous sports make him dare to do noble deeds.”


In Jake Gaither’s first season, Florida A&M went 6-1-1, winning its conference. That record was an augury of things to come.


[image: break]


One day in June 1941, a thirdhand message reached a young man named Eddie Robinson at the feed mill where he worked in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. A tiny black college two hundred miles upstate, the Louisiana Negro Normal and Industrial Institute, was looking to hire a football coach. The offer had made its way from Robinson’s wife, Doris, who was attending a training course there for teachers, to her mother in Baton Rouge, one of the few black people in town with a home telephone, and finally on foot to the mill. Even if Negro Normal Institute was just a flyspeck of a place, commonly known as Grambling for the hamlet in the piney woods where it was set, this opportunity to coach football reached Eddie Robinson as a godsend.


For nearly his entire life, he had aspired to no other occupation. Robinson was the sole child of a third-generation sharecropper and a maid who earned a dollar a day. He had spent his first six years in the farming town of Jackson, sleeping on the floor of a shotgun shack without heat, water, or electricity, connected by a plank walkway to an outhouse. When his parents’ marriage broke up, he moved to Baton Rouge, where his father had found a job at the Standard Oil refinery. Soon after, as the elder Robinson moved through a series of homes and women, Eddie started his own working life. He shined shoes, hawked papers, hauled ice, cut hair, bused tables, bagged shrimp, sold strawberries, delivered sandwiches. He learned to box and walked the streets with the gloves tied to dangle over his shoulders, practicing his punches, advertising another form of self-reliance.


Robinson’s neighborhood embodied the same trait. Wedged between two hubs of white power, the Louisiana State University campus and the downtown district around the capitol building, the black section known as South Baton Rouge in certain ways thrived under segregation. The district contained the full spectrum of Negro life—from gambling spots and backyard chicken coops to churches and shops by the dozens, restaurants and nightclubs, a newspaper called the Sepia Socialite, a baseball field known as Ethiopian Park. Migrants from the countryside such as Robinson’s father lived there, doing unskilled labor or household service, but so did pharmacists, doctors, insurance agents, tradesmen, professors. No matter that they were modest shotguns and bungalows, 80 percent of the neighborhood’s homes were owned.


Jim Crow had ruled Baton Rouge since the overthrow of Reconstruction, and the doctrine not only segregated institutions but also permeated the most incidental encounters. Black women in Baton Rouge were not allowed to try on a dress or hat in a downtown store. Any Negro was required to step off the sidewalk to make room for any passing white. When the city installed sewers, the pipes ended just before South Baton Rouge. Meanwhile, a brothel in the black section that catered to white customers was allowed to operate with impunity.


As a boy, Eddie had his own instructive encounters with white supremacy. Once, he was picked up by the police for supposedly stealing a customer’s watch while making ice deliveries. As the cops drove him to the station, Eddie recalled the stories he’d heard of jailhouse beatings and false confessions. Fortunately for him, the missing watch turned up before he was booked. Another time, Eddie sneaked into Tiger Stadium for an LSU football game, not realizing that Negroes were forbidden. Kicked out and sent home, Eddie then took a beating from his father’s belt for having crossed, however innocently, a treacherous racial boundary. He later found an acceptable way back into the stadium by joining the all-black maintenance crew that worked on game days.


Segregation felt permanent to Eddie Robinson, immutable, unchangeable. “We had come up with segregation all our lives,” he would later recall, “and nobody had ever told us it was wrong. We accepted it and you just grew up with the thing.” What the Negro could try to control and preserve was his sense of self-worth. Sports became Eddie’s chosen means of expressing that sovereignty.


He listened to all of Joe Louis’s fights on the radio his mother had bought for that specific purpose. During the broadcast of the Brown Bomber’s rematch against Max Schmeling, the German champion embraced by the Nazi regime, Eddie heard something astonishing: a Negro being referred to as an American. Much closer to home, Eddie saw a model of pride and purpose in the form of Julius Kraft—chemistry teacher, shopkeeper, amateur-theater director, and, most important, football coach at all-black McKinley High School. Every Monday and Wednesday during the autumns of Eddie’s childhood, Kraft would bring his team in full uniform through the black stores and gathering spots to sell tickets for the weekend game. Those players, Eddie noticed, called their coach “sir.”


Still in elementary school, Eddie practiced football in his street clothes and organized games on vacant lots. He sketched out plays in his school notebooks till his exasperated teachers snatched them away. By the time Eddie was a junior at McKinley, he was starting at quarterback, and he proceeded to lead the team to two straight unbeaten seasons and be elected class president for good measure. He went on to play quarterback at Leland College, a black Baptist school just outside Baton Rouge, and to be groomed for a future of coaching by his coach there, a northern-trained theologian named Ruben Turner. When Turner took along Eddie on recruiting trips around the state, and even more so when he brought him to a coaching clinic in Chicago, he was showing as much of the outside world as Eddie Robinson had ever seen.


In a state where fewer than 10 percent of Negro teenagers attended high school, McKinley High and Leland College served strivers who embraced their role as the vanguard. “We were infected with the idea of getting ahead,” recalled Gardner C. Taylor, a product of both institutions who later became a prominent minister and civil rights activist. “We thought of education as sacred.”


Along the way, Eddie courted a classmate named Doris Mott, and even young love contained an element of self-improvement. Doris was the daughter of the Negro middle class—her father a brakeman on the Illinois Central, her mother and aunts all teachers—who even attended boarding school for a time. With the money from his odd jobs, Eddie treated her to movies, and later the jazz bands that played the Temple Roof Gardens, atop the five-story building that was the tallest in South Baton Rouge. He always said that he knew he’d won her when she danced with him to “Stardust.”


Yet by the summer of 1941, at the age of just twenty-two, Robinson saw his dream of coaching already imperiled, swamped by the exigencies of daily life, circumscribed by the realities of segregation. He had eloped with Doris two months earlier, shortly after graduating together as English majors from Leland College. By midsummer she was pregnant, and Robinson was working two jobs, nights on an ice truck and days at the feed mill, lugging 150-pound sacks for twenty-five cents an hour as boll weevils infested his skin. Plenty of lives in South Baton Rouge went no further. So when that message about the coaching job arrived, Robinson said yes to Grambling—sight unseen, salary undetermined, risks unknown or ignored.


In the racial geography of Louisiana, Baton Rouge’s hostility was mitigated by Catholic and Creole influences as well as by Huey Long’s stint as governor, when he carved the political divide along the line of class rather than color. Grambling, by comparison, was a black pinprick in the state’s Protestant, redneck north. Long, who had grown up fifty miles from Grambling in Winnfield, was the exception that proved the rule: the surest way to defuse anger at the wealthy caste of planters and businessmen was to grant poor whites official superiority over blacks along with the extralegal latitude to wield it. In the early decades of the century, three parishes (counties) in northern Louisiana recorded the most lynchings of any county in the nation.


Ruston, the closest town to Grambling, had a particularly gruesome reputation. During the early fall of 1938, fewer than three years before Robinson’s trip, two white men had been beaten, one of them fatally, and a white woman sexually attacked. While a state laboratory was analyzing the fingerprints of a suspect, a black teenager from Ruston named W. C. Williams, a mob hunted him down. Williams was whipped with the belt from a cotton gin and raped with a heated metal poker until he “confessed.” Then, as several hundred spectators approvingly watched, the mob lynched him and riddled his body with bullets. No one was ever arrested for Williams’s murder. As the episode was reported nationally in the Negro press, it imparted palpable, lasting fear five miles away, in Grambling.


The racial hierarchy applied even to enemies of the United States. Early in World War II, the government built an internment camp outside Ruston for German prisoners, many of them officers who were Nazi Party members. Grambling’s blacks cooked their food and washed their clothes while the Germans were provided with recreation, a canteen, and a camp newspaper. Some, barely supervised, took outside work as loggers. Then, when the war ended, the POW barracks were sent to Grambling to be used for faculty housing.


The private high school that evolved into a junior college and ultimately Grambling had been founded in 1901 by a group of black farmers who pooled enough money to buy land and hire a young protégé of Booker T. Washington’s as principal. For nearly forty years, the school-cum-college had no electricity, running water, indoor plumbing, or brick buildings. At one point in the late 1920s, the Negro Normal Institute raised money to continue functioning by ordering musical instruments from Sears on credit and sending around a student band to entertain wealthy whites with minstrel shows.


Even after some modern utilities and a few permanent buildings arrived in 1939 under the New Deal, the Negro Normal Institute continued to hold the most pragmatic goals. The school trained teachers for black elementary and secondary schools that, in many cases, operated only three months a year. It taught students how to farm and fix and build. In a program called the “College of Common Sense,” instructors traveled to the black settlements of northern Louisiana, installing toilets, assembling front steps, making beds out of orange crates. On Grambling’s own land, agriculture professors sent coeds in their saddle shoes out to dig sweet potatoes. The village’s primary link to the outside world was a mail train that passed through twice daily. Often, in the absence of any other diversions, the townspeople lined the tracks to watch.


As for football, Robinson was taking over a failing, almost moribund program. Negro Normal Institute had played only nineteen games since taking up the sport in 1928, winning exactly four times. During three seasons, it hadn’t even been able to field a team. Only 40 of its 175 students were male. Then again, it took a desperate school to make such a risky hire—a twenty-two-year-old whose only coaching experience had been on Baton Rouge sandlots.


But the school’s new president, Ralph Waldo Emerson Jones, had seen enough of the wider world to want Grambling to become part of it. He had grown up as the son of a dean at Southern University in Baton Rouge, and earned a master’s degree in mathematics at Columbia University in New York. Hired by Negro Normal Institute as a professor in 1926, he was the first faculty member there to hold an advanced degree. As president he wrung approval from the state for a full four-year curriculum in 1940. And perhaps because he remembered how much the Southern and McKinley High football games had meant to blacks in Baton Rouge, Jones decided to put some of his meager budget into resuscitating football at Negro Normal Institute. Football could be one way, perhaps the only way, for an obscure little school up in the piney woods to get noticed.


Eddie Robinson signed on for $63.25 a month and moved into a rooming house. City people until now, he and Doris got sick from bugs in the well water, and fell asleep to the foraging sounds of possums and raccoons. “It was,” she said years later of Grambling circa 1941, “just nowhere.” Eddie Robinson’s penchant for self-reliance proved to be a necessity as much as a choice in his new job. Without any assistants save the school’s night watchman, Robinson not only coached football and basketball but also lined the field, drove the team bus, trained the drill team for halftime shows, made sandwiches for the players on road trips, taped up sprained ankles and knees, and called in game stories to local newspapers.


The news was not so good that first season. Grambling went 3-5, and Robinson returned home in a fury after each loss, tearing his hat off, getting so worked up Doris worried he’d have a heart attack. “Maybe we better go back to Baton Rouge,” she told him, “and you get a job at Standard Oil.”


In Robinson’s second season, 1942, Grambling was unbeaten and unscored upon. With so many young men mobilized for World War II, the college canceled its football seasons in 1943 and 1944, leaving Robinson to conscript coeds to test the single-wing plays he was devising. In spite of isolation, lynching, illness, and anything else, he had made up his mind to stay in Grambling, and he expressed the conviction in words that consciously echoed some of Booker T. Washington’s most famous. “You have to put down your bucket somewhere,” he put it, “and draw water where you can.”


In the summer of 1945, with the world war nearly over and the football season soon to begin, Eddie Robinson drove Grambling’s station wagon to Baton Rouge and New Orleans. He was recruiting black veterans who had played high school ball and now could attend college on the GI Bill. He went from house to house, wearing a coat and tie to impress the parents, and telling their grown sons, “I’m starting a program here, and for a good program, I need good people.”


It took no small amount of persuasion to coax city folks to move to a campus one recruit recalled as “just a little old shanty-looking thing.” It took no small amount of will to convince men who had already been through war to take orders from a coach only twenty-six years old who had been safely Stateside. Those players called Robinson “Mule” because he worked them as hard as pack animals. After one particular loss, he confiscated their meal books for weeks, until they beat Grambling’s archrival, Southern, in a season-ending game.


But after taking commands from white officers in the military, those veterans appreciated having a black man in charge. And this black man, they soon discovered, was not above any task. When a player was going to miss a game because his father needed help with the cotton harvest, Robinson went into the fields with them. Besides, winning bred faith, and Grambling went 40-16-2 for the rest of the decade.


Bible in hand, like a circuit-riding preacher, Robinson traveled through the countryside, entering the shacks of sharecroppers and pulpwood cutters, assuring parents who hadn’t gone past elementary school, “Your boy will graduate college and your boy will go to church on Sunday.” To those boys, Robinson offered a gospel grounded in his own experience. “Football teaches the lesson of life,” he put it some years later. “It cultivates in the athlete the ability to pay the price. No struggle, no strength. No fight, no fortitude. No crisis, no courage. No suffering, no sympathy. No pain, no patience.”


As word spread about what Robinson was doing at Grambling, young players wrote him to beg for a chance. They sent letters listing their report-card marks and their times in the hundred-yard dash; they sent letters composed in capital letters on lined paper. One hopeful apologized for the web of creases on a page, explaining, “Sorry my neace [sic] got to the letter when I was in the bathroom sorry!!!” Another told Robinson, “You have been reading the letters of a young man who has never had a taste of honey.” A third closed by stating, “Coach this may sound funny but you are the man for my future. Please help.”


For these young men, Robinson presented himself as a role model. Besides football and class and church, he showed them what it meant to be a husband and father, the kind of consistent and reliable man absent from his own childhood and those of so many of his Grambling players. “Miss Doris,” as most of Grambling called his wife, taught English at the black high school in Ruston and sang as a soloist with the college choir. Eddie made a point of walking through campus holding hands with her, still sweethearts. He ate lunch with her at home on any day she wasn’t teaching. And when Grambling players stopped by the coach’s home in the evening, as they were permitted, they would often get a plate of dinner from Miss Doris and a glimpse of her and Eddie listening to their favorite Ellington and Sinatra records.


In the midst of pervasive race hate, Robinson showed how to wear stoic dignity as psychic armor. He endured when Grambling’s team bus broke down and a white mechanic said, “Don’t bring that nigger bus in here.” He endured when the police kicked his team off a practice field in Montgomery, Alabama, leaving it to drill in a parking lot. He endured when a white coach told a clinic how stupid a particular Negro player was to have returned a punt from the end zone. He endured when local newspapers, in the wake of the Brown decision, printed letters calling blacks “monkeys” and quoted state legislators describing integration as a “Grand Canyon of socialism.”


On the field and off, Robinson implemented his own version of separate but equal. In it, a black had to be better than a white merely to have an equal chance—better in the classroom, better on the field, better in his character. For Robinson, there was no point in railing against the unfairness of the world; resentment would devour you from the inside out. There was only the perpetual effort to improve the self and uplift the race. “When you get your opportunities,” Robinson often told his team, “make the most of them.” Football happened to offer an especially concrete way of proving what blacks could accomplish. Football had the same rules for either race, the same field, the same penalties and points. Excellence in the end had to be recognized. “If they throwing and catching, if they blocking and tackling,” Robinson said of white schools, “that’s what we doing, too.”


Being a “race man,” paradoxically, made Robinson a patriot. Instead of being embittered by what blacks were denied in America, he was heartened by what blacks achieved in America. “This is a great country,” he said much more than once. “If you are willing to pay the price, you can be anything you want here, even if it comes slow sometimes.” On another occasion he put it this way: “If you’ve never been a minority, it’s hard to understand the feeling that you are not quite an American. You find peace with yourself on that day when you decide ‘I’m as much an American as anyone else.’ ”


[image: break]


Early in the football season of 1953, Jake Gaither composed a letter to a former player named Bradley Mitchell. After starting for several years at split end for Florida A&M, Mitchell had graduated with a degree in industrial education and taken a job teaching and coaching in West Palm Beach. “Here is what I want you to do,” Gaither wrote. “Send me the drop on your best boys. I don’t want any whom you are in doubt about. I only want your exceptional boys.” Mindful of the recent armistice ending the Korean War, Gaither added, “Include any boys who might be coming back from the service.” And then, in an apparent reference to divisive internal politics at Mitchell’s high school, the coach offered some advice: “Take care of yourself. Be tactful in every respect. Keep your mouth shut. Do your work. Keep out of trouble.”


That letter served as a kind of Rosetta Stone, a decoding ring, for the man Jake Gaither was becoming in midcentury at Florida A&M. Appointed head coach in 1945, he went 9-1 in his opening season, beginning the Rattlers’ six-year reign as conference champions. His FAMU team was the black college cochampion in both 1950 and 1952. More than establishing excellence—indeed, dominance—on the field, Gaither efficiently set himself at the hub of a wheel that extended the length and breadth of Florida. The Gaither network reached 750 miles from Pensacola to Jacksonville to Miami, wherever black people lived, worked, went to church, attended school, and, most important, coached or played football.


Within a decade of becoming head coach, Gaither had built a staff composed of former players. He had sent out other alumni, such as Bradley Mitchell, to become coaches at Florida’s black high schools. His trust in those protégés, and their trust in him, allowed Gaither to recruit the most talented black ballplayers in the entire state by typewriter and telephone. When Gaither left Tallahassee, it was less often to entice a football prospect than to deliver a speech about history or religion; he delivered dozens in a year, to a high school’s commencement or a fraternity’s Founders Day, to a conference of black YMCAs or Women’s Day at the Bethel A.M.E. Church. (Sadie Gaither once called him “the talkingest man I’ve ever seen.”) As his letter to Bradley Mitchell revealed, Gaither took the position of being a paragon seriously.


Gaither called his ideal player “the hungry boy.” He was the son of a mother who cleaned white folks’ houses, wiped white babies’ behinds. He was the son of a father who picked oranges, mined phosphate, tapped pine trees for turpentine. He was orphaned or abandoned and being raised by his grands. He was the first in his family to go to college, and he was away from home for the first time in his life. He came into Tallahassee in the back rows of a Greyhound or the Colored car of the Gulf Wind train, and he lugged his footlocker up the hill to campus.


“I don’t mean hungry for food in his stomach and clothes on his back,” Gaither once said of such boys, “but hungry for recognition, hungry for the satisfaction of ego, hungry to be recognized as ‘I’m somebody.’ I love to deal with the hungry boy. I don’t know that I could coach the rich man’s son.”


To them, Jake Gaither was coach, teacher, preacher, father. He bought them shoes when they had none, paid for the dentist when they couldn’t afford it, sprang for boxes of candy when they angered a girlfriend, covered their registration fees until they could reimburse him. He laid down just three rules in return, three inviolable rules: “Get your lesson. Stay out of trouble. And give me all you’ve got.” And the coach, too, got something out of the contract. He got some of life’s holes filled. As a child, Jake had lost the twin brother who died at age one. He had seen his parents adopt two castaway children, one the son of a local prostitute, the other a boy born to a white woman’s illicit affair with a black elevator operator. Despite all those incentives to make a family, Jake and Sadie had never been able to have children. His players were the closest thing to a family he would ever have.


A man who had once aspired to the minister’s pulpit or the attorney’s office, a man who had earned a master’s degree at Ohio State and done additional study at Yale, Gaither transformed head coaching into something more prestigious and encompassing. In a time and a place that would never permit a black man to become an executive, Gaither made himself a CEO in all but official title. He and Sadie built a brick home in the neighborhood of College Terrace, where the Florida A&M professors and administrators lived. He coached the football team and chaired the physical education department, while she taught English at the university. Their social crowd was composed of historians and sociologists, ministers and musicians, and the most elite handful of them, including Gaither, had been inducted into Sigma Pi Phi, a fraternal organization centered on black men in the professions. Founded in 1904 and commonly known as the Boulé, after the council of aristocrats in ancient Greece, Sigma Pi Phi counted among its earliest members W.E.B. Du Bois. Indeed, Gaither and his Tallahassee peers epitomized the “Talented Tenth” of whom Du Bois had written and from whom so much was expected.


Tucked between the pages of the Gaither family Bible was a compelling clue to his racial sensibility. It was a yellowed clipping, evidently from a Negro newspaper published around America’s entry into World War I. Gaither had first read it as a teenager and preserved it for a half century. The article espoused a philosophy and strategy that later, in World War II, would be called “Double Victory.” It linked black patriotism in wartime to the black right to equality at home:


[W]e go to make the world safe for Democracy. We are going in spite of discrimination and prejudice, we are going in spite of mob violence, we are going in spite of Jim Crowism, we have no bitterness, no hate is surging in our breasts, even though these injustices cry out to high heaven, our faith is steadfast, our hearts beat true. It is our hope that out of this awful struggle a true Democracy will rear its altar, giving out shining hope and promise to the black man in America, a real Democracy that knows no creed nor color . . . a Democracy which shall fold its protecting mantle about the shoulders of all men.


When Gaither spoke to black audiences over the years, he repeatedly invoked the same thesis. Implicit in it was his unshakable faith that black sacrifice would inevitably be recognized and rewarded. Gaither believed in his imperfect nation’s better angels. As he put it in a 1952 speech for the black workforce of a wood-pulp company:


I want to talk to you not as Negroes but as American citizens who have a glorious past and a rich and fertile future in the development of this great country. This is your land. The country that you helped build and develop. The country that you must live and die to protect. You are somebody. You are an American. I love to think of my people fighting in the war of the Revolution—giving birth to the greatest democracy the world has ever known. I like to think of my people following Teddy Roosevelt in the Battle of San Juan Hill. I like to think of the part my people played in the War to Save the Union. I like to think of how valiantly my people fought in the Argonne Forest of the First World War. I like to think of the courageous stand of my people in the Battle of the Bulge. I like to think of the glorious history the Negro has.


On the football field, too, winning was about more than winning for Jake Gaither. It was about proving black equality, black capacity, black excellence. Years ago, the white man hadn’t let Gaither attend that coaching clinic at Duke, so here at A&M, starting in the mid-1950s, Gaither had created his own. He invited both black coaches and white ones. Some of the best in the nation—Ben Schwartzwalder of Syracuse, Frank Howard of Clemson, Woody Hayes of Ohio State —sat in wooden tablet chairs under the Spanish moss as Gaither led his outdoor lessons and, not coincidentally, stealthily integrated Tallahassee. Ultimately, Gaither attracted even Bear Bryant, whose all-white teams at Alabama embodied the same dogma of racial supremacy that the state’s governor, George Wallace, espoused. When Bryant scoffed at Gaither’s offensive scheme, saying it could never work at a big-time school, Gaither shot back, “I’ll tell you what. I’ll take my players and beat yours with it, and take your players and beat mine with it.”


With his dare, Gaither was asking for the impossible. Well into the 1960s, a decade after the US Supreme Court had struck down public school segregation, the color line remained nearly impregnable in football. A white team would never play a black team. A black man would never be allowed to coach white players. In the Southeastern and Southwest Conferences, only perpetual doormats such as Kentucky and Southern Methodist had been desperate enough to recruit one or two blacks. Victories for racial equality, at least on the football field, could take place only by Gaither’s kind of inference and indirection.


“For a black boy, this is not just a game of football,” he put it. “He is carrying a cross of fifteen million blacks on his shoulders. . . . This has to be the dominating factor in the life of any black. There is no place in our life for mediocrity.” For Gaither, the bromide about losing being good for building character was worse than a cliché. It was a rationalization of slavery and segregation. “A man beaten, humiliated, lying flat on his back with opponents walking up and down his back is in no mood to talk character building,” he told a black audience during a speech in the 1950s. “We have been losing all of our lives. We need to feel the exhilaration of winning. We were losing in the days of slavery—under the lash of the slave driver’s whip.”
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THE LABORATORY FOR MANHOOD


Florida A&M, August 31, 1967


On the last morning of August and the first morning of football practice, Jake Gaither sent the team’s trainers into the male dorms, each emissary with a whistle at his lips. They strode down the hallways, blistering the air with their alarm. Some of the veteran players had already jolted awake several times during the night, their vigilant nerves jumping to a car horn or passing train. Others, having slept in their jockstraps and jerseys, quickly opened their doors now to prove they were up. For the rest, the trainers stood at each portal and screeched and screeched and screeched some more until even the deepest sleeper surrendered.


It was five o’clock in the morning, more than two hours before sunrise and more than two weeks before the start of classes. The only students on the entire campus were the football team and the marching band, each unit assembled for the brutal rigor of preseason drills. With the sky still dark and the air thick with moisture and gnats, the players headed for the practice fields and the six o’clock start. There would not be breakfast, not even water, until the session ended three hours later.


Gaither stood at the gate to the fields. By now, at age sixty-four, he had gray in his mustache, furrows on his face, thickness in his middle. He walked with a rolling, slightly unsteady gait, and the skin twitched at the corner of his mouth, letting out a soft hissing sound; both weaknesses were the consequence of a brain tumor decades earlier that had nearly taken his life. A streak of gray indicated the place where a surgeon had cut through the skull. And though some players believed Gaither had a metal plate in the spot, nothing but hair and skin were covering his brain there.


Regardless of age and infirmity, after twenty-two seasons as head coach, Gaither was a certifiable legend. His teams had won 179 games and lost just 31; they had been named black college champions seven times. He had sent his young men into pro stardom—Willie Galimore for the Chicago Bears, Bob Hayes for the Dallas Cowboys. He was on a first-name basis with NFL coaches and was privately consulted by Florida governors who had little use for other black leaders.


The campus itself had grown more formidable over Gaither’s years. Florida A&M was a university now, known by the acronym FAMU. It had its own hospital and law school, a growing complement of graduate programs. Amid the oaks and palms and privets, nearly two dozen buildings had been constructed or renovated in the past decade, including Bragg Stadium for football. This season it was getting lights for the first night games ever. The boom was partly the handiwork of the university’s president since 1950, George W. Gore, a minister’s son with a master’s degree from Harvard and a doctorate from Columbia. But it was also, in no small measure, the result of official Florida’s resistance to Brown v. Board of Education. The more impressive the FAMU campus, the more proof that separate was equal. Or so went the cynical calculation.


To begin practice, Gaither now called together the team for his traditional initiation. He crouched down, then went to one knee. The starters gathered in a circle around him, then knelt, and more concentric rings formed around them, leaving the scrubs and newcomers on the periphery. Gaither laid his hands on the shoulders of two players close to him, and soon every player was similarly touching the shoulders of two teammates. These eighty or ninety individuals formed, as their coach intended, a single whole.


“Let’s talk to the Old Man upstairs,” Gaither said, bowing his head. “Dear God of the Rattlers, a sweet and just God, the only God we know. We submit ourselves humbly today for Your blessing. You have been so good to us, much better than we deserve. We ask You for the ability to do our best, so that every one of these kids gets every full measure. Let them block, let them tackle, let them run like they’ve never run before. Grant us the wisdom to know what plays to call and the strength to follow them through. Help us, Lord Jesus, to transfer your strength and wisdom to the game of life. This is my prayer.”


Even though there was no opponent today, the veterans responded with the traditional pregame chant: “We have wounded them. They have fallen beneath our feet. They shall not rise. The Lord is my shepherd. I shall not want. Hubba, hubba, hubba!”


Then, as Gaither’s prayer had promised, they ran as they had never run before, or at least as they had never run before experiencing summer practice at A&M. They strode for two miles or more around the football field and an adjacent baseball diamond, bugs buzzing into their eyes, sweat already dripping. The assistant coaches, posted by Gaither at intervals along the course, made sure nobody dogged it. Some of the freshmen, softened by the off-season, began to wheeze and gasp. Limping to the finish, they hung their heads, put their hands heavily on their thighs, went faint in the face. “Getting the white eyes,” it was called. One or two threw up along the sideline.


There was nothing like the Florida sun, Gaither liked to say, to make a team tough. If you could survive that heat, you could beat anybody. He let the weather and practice routine cull the herd for him, too. Gaither never cut anybody. Players cut themselves. Late at night in the dorm, you would hear the thump of somebody dragging his footlocker down the stairs, escaping in shame.


Just now, still catching breath, the players assembled in lines for calisthenics, led by the starters. With those exercises done, the sorting began. FAMU had three practice fields, and from the highest to the lowest their elevation designated a player’s status. Borrowing a phrase from Winston Churchill, Gaither called his first, second, and third teams Blood, Sweat, and Tears, and he assigned them to the respective levels. The bottom field was the destination for dozens of incoming freshmen as well. They would serve as the scout team that imitated each upcoming opponent’s offense and defense, and, not coincidentally, received the beating and humiliation doled out by the starters. Their field was called “The Pit.” It also deserved the term Gaither used for football more generally: the “laboratory for manhood.”


On this first day of practice, as on most of those to follow, Gaither busied himself with the offensive backs and observed the rest of the action from a deliberate remove. He did not curse or shout at a player; his way of dealing with a whopping mistake was to call it a “minor error.” He never pulled a player out right after a blunder, because he knew that would rattle the boy’s confidence. And he did call the players “my boys,” transforming a phrase of racial disrespect into an endearment. When he addressed anyone individually, it was usually as “Baby.”


Gaither was a delegator by temperament and necessity. Back in the 1940s, recovering from surgery on his brain tumor, he had been too weak to coach without plenty of help. So over the years he had constructed a staff that may have been the smartest and most loyal in all of college football. (Given the segregation on coaching staffs throughout the nation, upward and outward mobility was limited to other black colleges, few of which had a football program as renowned as FAMU’s.) At a time when only 3 percent of black Americans held a bachelor’s degree, every one of his six assistants held a master’s degree, most of them earned at top research universities in the North—Ohio State, Indiana, NYU. The first among equals, defensive coordinator Pete Griffin, taught chemistry and wrote short stories.


Two years earlier, when Gaither had hired his newest assistant, he had drawn a play on his office chalkboard during a staff meeting. He asked the coach, Bobby Lang, if the play was right, and Lang said it was. After the other assistants left, Gaither asked Lang, “You trying to make a fool out of me?” He had designed the play wrong on purpose, to see if Lang would have the guts to object. “I don’t need a ditto man, I don’t need a yes man,” he lectured Lang. “I need a man around me who’s smart as me or smarter. And if you ain’t, then get outta that chair. And let the door hit you where the good Lord split you.”


Because nearly every assistant had played at Florida A&M under Gaither, they knew his system, too. Gaither was an innovator who had devised an offense called the split-line T. With it, the Rattlers of the late 1950s and early 1960s scored nearly forty-two points a game. Gaither had even written a book about it for a big New York publisher. In the split-line T, Gaither set back all his linemen a half step behind the center, and he widened the gaps between them so that the line’s width stretched forty-eight feet, fifteen more than in a normal T formation. This design forced an opposing defense into impossible choices. If you played head on head along the line, within seconds a Florida A&M back was past you and through the hole. If you played the gaps, the blockers had the angle to knock you aside and clear the way for a sweep.


Instead of size, Gaither prized speed at every position. He stocked his offensive and defensive backfields with sprinters who could do the hundred-yard dash in less than ten seconds. Gaither’s lean linemen could move downfield and his linebackers could race from sideline to sideline. By rotating Blood, Sweat, and Tears, Gaither could keep bringing fresh legs and lungs into a game. His gentlemanly nature ended with the opening kickoff. He wanted his teams to “kill a mosquito with an ax,” to “run over a pig with a bus.” He beat teams by scores of 76–0, 63–6, and 58–12.


The whole process started with the three-a-days of August and September—players on the field from six till nine in the morning, four till six in the afternoon, eight till nine at night. On this morning, a typically miserable one, by the time the distance run and calisthenics were finished, the sun was burning through the mist, evaporating the dew off the spiky centipede grass. Soon the temperature would be in the nineties, the humidity almost as high, waves of heat shimmering up off the turf. The thick air quivered with the sound of cracks, grunts, whistles, dry heaves. One of the defensive stars, Rudy Sims, had a shoelace tied around his neck, leading to a packet of smelling salts hidden in his pants. Some of the other veterans paid local kids a quarter to hang around the sideline with a cup of ice, sneaking a cube when the coaches weren’t looking. Nearly everyone listened for the chimes of the campus bell clock, marking off each fifteen minutes of torture.
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