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      Introduction


      The year 1933 was a significant one for the National Football League. For the first time, the 14-year old league operated with a two division format. Previously, all of the league’s teams were lumped together, and whichever finished atop the standings was declared the champion. With the league split in two for the first time, the division winners would play in the inaugural NFL Championship Game on December 17 in the home park of the Western Division winner.


      In addition to the realignment, the NFL fielded fewer teams in 1933 than it ever had in its history. From a peak of 22 teams in 1926, the league had gradually decreased in size until, by 1933, there were ten. The league hierarchy had decided that it was best businesswise to weed out the teams in smaller cities and become a big city enterprise. Teams in such cities as Akron and Canton, the backbone of the NFL in its precarious formative years, were rapidly becoming things of the past.


      The geography of the NFL was different 76 years ago in another way, as were the identities of some of its teams. The Redskins played in Boston and would not move to Washington until 1937, while the Cardinals played in Chicago, a city they would call home until 1960. The Pittsburgh franchise, playing its inaugural season in 1933, was still several years away from being called the Steelers. The team instead went by Pirates, a name lifted from its baseball brethren.


      It was a common practice then for NFL teams to take the nickname of the baseball team with which they shared a city. In 1933, there was a franchise in Brooklyn called the Dodgers and one in Cincinnati called the Reds (no relation to today’s Bengals), and there had once been the New York Yankees, the Washington Senators, and three different incarnations of the Cleveland Indians. Then there were the Giants, who for many years were called the New York Football Giants to distinguish them from their baseball counterparts.


      The Portsmouth Spartans were one of the last of the small city teams that remained from the NFL’s shift to a big city league. The Spartans moved from Ohio to Detroit in 1934 and changed their name to the Lions. That left the Green Bay Packers as the last of the small city teams.


      Amidst all the flux, the most significant change is one we can pinpoint to December 3, for that day marked the last time until 1946 that blacks played major league pro football. Few knew at the time that such a change was coming, certainly no one outside the NFL’s inner sanctum. No agreements would be signed—at least none that we know of—and no announcements concerning the change were made to the public. As surely as both of those things had occurred, however, black players would be absent from NFL rosters in 1934 and for the 11 seasons that followed.


      All of the NFL’s ten teams were in action on that long ago Sunday afternoon as the 1933 season neared its completion. There wasn’t much drama left to the regular season as the Chicago Bears and New York Football Giants had already clinched spots in the Championship Game. Absent were the comically expansive playoff scenarios of today, which meant that 80 percent of the league’s players were playing out the string on the season’s penultimate weekend.


      For that reason it is likely that many players around the league—members of the Bears and Giants excepted (but perhaps even including them)—were looking forward to the imminent end of the season. Then as now, pro football was a physically demanding job, and it’s safe to assume that virtually everyone who played that day had incurred an assortment of injuries and ailments during the season. Rosters were smaller, and everyone played both offense and defense, not to mention special teams (a term still 30 plus years in the future), a fact that increased the likelihood that a player would get hurt at some point during the season.


      With many teams losing money and profits small for those that did manage to make it into the black, owners preferred to employ as few players as were needed to get through a season. Players did not ask to be taken out of a game for anything but the most serious injury. To do so was to risk loss of a job. Those too damaged to play healed as best they could with little hope of compensation for a workplace injury.


      Some players were also undoubtedly thinking of their end-of-season travel plans, as six teams were finishing the season on December 3. For many, that meant catching a train or bus or both to some faraway place either that evening or the following day. In 1933, most players rented rooms in the cities where they played and returned to their hometowns when the season ended. There they would rejoin families and resume their work or look for whatever offseason jobs could be had in a country wracked by an unemployment rate that was approaching 40 percent.


      Among the players in action that day were Joe Lillard of the Cardinals and Ray Kemp of the Pirates, the 12th and 13th blacks, respectively, to play in the NFL. Both had experienced a great deal of hostility and discrimination in their brief careers, and both undoubtedly suspected that a day might come when their employment would be abruptly terminated. Probably neither, however, suspected that it would happen when it did.


      In New York on December 3, Kemp played with the Pirates in their 27–3 loss to the Giants. The 25-year old tackle had been signed in the summer, played in Pittsburgh’s first four games, and then was released. He re-signed with the Pirates on December 1 and played in the game against the Giants two days later. After the NFL’s color line descended, Kemp played some semipro football and then embarked on a long career as a college coach.


      A halfback, the 28-year old Lillard had quite an impressive sports resume and was arguably one of the best athletes in the United States. He had been a star halfback at the University of Oregon as well as for the Cardinals, he had played baseball for the Negro League Chicago Americans, and he had played basketball for the Savoy Big Five, a team that was soon renamed the Harlem Globetrotters. Unlike the latter day Globetrotters, the Savoy Big Five did not play exhibition games designed primarily to entertain fans. They played to win and win they did, so much so that they were regarded by many as the best basketball team in the world.


      Signed by the Cardinals for the 1932 season, Lillard contributed immensely to the few games the team won in his two seasons with field goals, touchdown passes, and long kick returns. Evidence of his versatility and of how he performed many jobs at a high level is what he did in what turned out to be his last pro game. That day, Lillard moved from halfback to quarterback when teammate Roy Lamb went down early with an injury. The results weren’t spectacular, but the Cardinals managed a tie against a superior Redskins team, one of only two games the Cardinals did not lose that year. Like Kemp, Lillard played semipro football after 1933.


      Lillard had on a number of occasions stood up to unfair treatment and racial slurs, acts that led to his being suspended by the Cardinals for part of the 1932 season. The league office, owners, and coaches resented any acts of resistance by the hired help, all the more so in Lillard’s case since he obviously did not appreciate the opportunity they had bestowed on him. Whether Lillard’s unwillingness to quietly submit hastened the NFL’s move to imposing the color line is uncertain, but there were signs that a shift was coming prior to the end of the 1933 season. Chief among them was the steady drop in the number of black players since 1923. Given that trend and absent any organized protest or resistance, it’s likely the color line would have come to pass regardless of anything that Lillard did or did not do.


      So even though Lillard was one of the best players on a team in obvious, desperate need of playing talent (the worst team in the NFL in 1933, in fact), he was released. Taken together, the utter ineptitude of the Cardinals and the fact that Lillard did not play for them or anyone else after 1933 even though he was better than probably 75 percent of the players in the NFL, are perhaps evidence enough to establish that the league had consciously moved to a “whites only” policy. Besides the case of Lillard, another compelling bit of evidence is that none of the many other outstanding black players played in the NFL in the next 12 years: Kemp, for one, but also Ozzie Simmons, Wilmeth Sidat-Singh, Mel Reid, Bobby Vandever, Brud Holland, and yes, Jackie Robinson, not to mention Kenny Washington, Marion Motley, Bill Willis, and Woody Strode, all of whom were available prior to being signed in 1946.


      Among the NFL’s decision-makers during those 12 years were some of the most storied individuals in the history of the game:


      George Halas, Bears owner/coach, NFL founder, member Pro Football Hall of Fame;


      Tim Mara, Giants owner, member Pro Football Hall of Fame;


      Art Rooney, Pirates/Steelers owner, member Pro Football Hall of Fame;


      Charles Bidwill, Cardinals owner, member Pro Football Hall of Fame;


      Bert Bell, Eagles owner, later NFL commissioner, member Pro Football Hall of Fame;


      George Preston Marshall, Redskins owner, member Pro Football Hall of Fame;


      Dan Reeves, Rams owner, member Pro Football Hall of Fame;


      Dan Topping, Dodgers owner, later owner of the baseball Yankees;


      Curly Lambeau, Packers general manager and coach, member Pro Football Hall of Fame;


      Steve Owen, Giants coach, member Pro Football Hall of Fame;


      Joe Carr, NFL president, member Pro Football Hall of Fame;


      Wellington Mara, Giants secretary, later owner, member Pro Football Hall of Fame


      There was no Bill Veeck among them, no Paul Brown or Branch Rickey. Their commitment to apartheid was seemingly stronger than their commitment to winning championships. The Bears under Halas did not employ a single black player in their first 32 seasons. The Giants began play in 1925 and did not sign any blacks until 1948. The Steelers were all-white from the day Ray Kemp was released until 1952.


      Over the years, team owners and league officers from the 1934–1945 period vehemently denied that a color line had been imposed, so much so that they sometimes resembled the Player Queen in Hamlet (thou doth protest too much, Mr. Mara). With the exception of George Preston Marshall, who consistently and proudly proclaimed his determination to employ only white players, a claim he made good on until 1962, they instead put forward the lie that there had been no blacks capable of playing in the NFL. As loathsome as Marshall’s views and policies were, he at least did not pretend there were no blacks good enough to make his team. Unlike the others, he was honest enough to admit that he simply didn’t want them around.


      The NFL’s early years are in striking contrast to the whitelist years of 1934–1945. Although the total number of blacks on NFL rosters had never been high, there had been at least one in all of the NFL’s first 14 seasons beginning with Fritz Pollard and Rube Marshall in the inaugural year of 1920. Pollard and Marshall were two of a group of blacks who played for semipro teams in the years before the formation of the NFL. Among those from that group who did not continue on once the NFL was formed were Charles Follis, Doc Baker, Henry McDonald, and Gideon Smith.


      The total number of blacks in the early NFL reached a high of six in 1923. The number declined thereafter until 1932, when Lillard was the only one; then Pittsburgh’s signing of Kemp made two for part of 1933. Some had noteworthy careers of above average length, especially Duke Slater, who played ten years and was one of the NFL’s best players throughout. Fritz Pollard, who was elected to the Hall of Fame in 2005, played six years, as did Inky Williams, while Sol Butler played four. Paul Robeson was outstanding in his two seasons before he embarked on a long and distinguished career as a singer, actor, and activist.


      The NFL’s employment of black players from 1920–1933 also contrasts with professional baseball, which blacks were a part of in its early years until 1889. From then until 1947, no blacks played in the major leagues. So although pro football’s record is reprehensible on many levels, it was at least ahead of baseball. That was true in the 1920s, and it was also true in the 1946–1947 period, which marked the beginning of the final integration of pro sports. By the time Jackie Robinson took the field for his first game in Brooklyn, Marion Motley, Bill Willis, Kenny Washington, and Woody Strode had completed their first seasons.


      The thirteen men who played in the NFL prior to 1934 make up what we might call the First Generation of black players in pro football. None of the thirteen is still living, but their accomplishments live on in the stories of some of the men in this book, including Harold Bradley (whose father was one of them) and Sherman Howard (who knew a number of them while growing up in Chicago). The thirteen men are:


      Fritz Pollard (1894–1986) Akron, Milwaukee, Hammond, Providence, 1920–1923, 1925–1926


      Rube Marshall (1880–1958) Rock Island, Duluth, 1920, 1925


      Paul Robeson (1898–1976) Akron, Milwaukee, 1921–1922


      Inky Williams (1894–1980) Canton, Hammond, Dayton, Cleveland, 1921–1926


      John Shelburne (1894–1978) Hammond, 1922


      Duke Slater (1898–1966) Rock Island, Milwaukee, Cardinals, 1922–1931


      Jim Turner (1899–1932) Milwaukee 1923


      Sol Butler (1897–1988) Rock Island, Hammond, Akron, Canton, 1923–1926


      Dick Hudson (1898–?) Minneapolis, Hammond, 1923, 1925–1926


      Harold Bradley Sr. (1905–?) Cardinals, 1928


      Dave Myers (1906–1972) Staten Island, Brooklyn, 1930–1931


      Joe Lillard (1905–1978) Cardinals, 1932–1933


      Ray Kemp (1907–2002) Pittsburgh, 1933


      This book consists of the stories of twelve of the Second Generation of black players in major league pro football. All began their pro careers in the decade beginning in 1946. Each chapter is narrated by the players themselves. They speak of their football experiences, yes, but also their upbringings, influences, experiences in college and the military, post-football careers, and much more.


      The stories would be incomplete if they focused entirely on football. The men profiled here were all born from 1920–1933. Racial attitudes, customs, interactions—virtually everything pertaining to race—were far different in the United States then. Segregation was the law of much of the land and the reality in much more. Four hundred and forty blacks were lynched in the decade of the 1920s. Each man speaks about a wide array of subjects. Their football careers cannot be adequately understood without an understanding of the other parts of their lives.


      The content of each chapter is entirely dependent on the individual. Some speak at great length about football while others devote more time to discussing their other careers. Some regard their college years or other periods of their lives as seminal moments; in those instances the chapters reflect that. Many speak about people who made a lasting impact on them—family members, teachers, community leaders, friends, classmates. Also influential were the accomplishments of prominent blacks they grew up reading or hearing about, athletes and others, Paul Robeson, Joe Louis, Marcus Garvey, and Jesse Owens among them.


      The men profiled here were contemporaries of Jackie Robinson, Larry Doby, Roy Campanella, and Monte Irvin, yet their stories are little known by comparison. They faced many of the same hardships as their baseball counterparts while playing a game that was much more physically dangerous. A number of the men in this book spent their post-football careers working with young people, undoubtedly recalling the elders who had inspired them. Some express dismay that as a whole today’s youth do not know of their experiences and, worse, that they don’t care to. If this volume does anything, let it shed some light on what is, after all, the not very distant past.


      One often neglected piece of history-telling is the work of everyday people. Undue emphasis is often placed on big deeds done by great individuals. Such individuals, the story goes, were somehow more determined, smarter, braver, more principled, and more innovative than everyone else. Without them not much would have happened. The push from below, often concerted, is left out of the narrative. Unfortunately, this is often the case with the telling of the story of the fall of football’s color line in 1946.


      A major effort to integrate pro sports involving thousands of people began in the mid-1930s. Greater emphasis was placed on baseball, then far and away the most popular spectator sport, but football was also very much on the agenda. Most of the people involved worked far from the spotlight, although their numbers included former NFL star Paul Robeson, who was later hammered and badgered by the state as a subversive for just that kind of activism. Their work resulted in picket lines, meetings, petition drives, protests, and other activities around the country demanding an end to the color line.


      On a macro level, the World War II years that immediately preceded pro football integration were years of great domestic tumult. Nowhere was that more true than in the area somewhat inadequately referred to as civil rights. Many factors contributed to the tumult, but perhaps none was greater than the philosophies at the heart of the war itself: democracy, with its ineluctable component, equality, is better than dictatorship. Virtually everyone in the United States who propagandized about the importance of going to war did so by invoking the necessity of defeating ethnic intolerance and racial superiority.


      Millions who signed on to the fight insisted that a concomitant struggle be waged against racism in the United States with something approaching the vigor of the fight against Nazis. This was the popular Double V or Double Victory campaign: victory over fascism abroad and victory over white supremacy at home. It was on the heels of this campaign that the Cleveland Browns and Los Angeles Rams employed two black players, both in 1946. Paul Brown did not act in a vacuum. He did what he did in an atmosphere created by thousands of people—perhaps millions—who were pushing against the walls of backwardness. That many of them may not have been specifically engaged in a struggle for the integration of pro football is beside the point.


      This is not to say that pressure from below was the only ingredient. More visible actors performed on this stage as well. Paul Brown was one of them, as is clear from some of the testimony in this book. Rams owner Dan Reeves deserves some credit as well, although more because the Rams signed blacks in larger numbers than any NFL team than for the 1946 signings of Kenny Washington and Woody Strode. Credit for the latter belongs almost entirely to the people of Los Angeles, who told Reeves in no uncertain terms that the city’s football stadium would not be made available to the Rams if they remained an all-white team.


      But none of the risks that Paul Brown took compared to the punches to the balls that Kenny Washington endured. None of the angry glares or harsh words directed Dan Reeves’s way hurt as much as the gouges on Marion Motley’s body from the spiked shoes of opposing players. Washington, Motley, and many others, including the men profiled in this book, are the ones who kicked in the door of opportunity. In so doing, they endured more than a human being should have to. In the end, all Brown and Reeves endured, really, were a lot of victorious football games made possible in large part by the great black players on their teams.


      I once heard about a very talented black player of the 1940s—unquestionably good enough to make the team, according to the man who related this—who left training camp without ever playing a single game. Apparently the insults, harassment, and isolation were too much to bear. Undoubtedly there were others at that time who did likewise. For lack of a better way of putting it, they didn’t make it. The situation was too oppressive. In some ways this is their story, too, if only between the lines.


      Similarly, some of those profiled here said or implied that they would have done more in their football careers absent the obstacles they had to overcome. That fact is perhaps so obvious that it’s easy to overlook. It can be a haunting question, the kind that never entirely goes away: What more might I have accomplished? Those deprived of the opportunity bore the brunt of the blow, yet all of us who missed the great deeds never done lost out as well.


      But this is not a sad tale. One of the themes that unites the men whose stories appear here is that of satisfaction at a job well done—in football, yes, but in the whole of their lives as well. In the grand scheme of things, the integration of pro football may be a small piece of our history, but it is nonetheless a part of the collective struggle to move forward. Understanding who and where we’ve been enables us to better know who and where we are. It can also guide us in the quest for higher ground and equip us to resist efforts to push us back.

    


    

  


  
    John Brown


    John Edward Brown


    Born April 9, 1922, in Belen, Mississippi


    Theodore Roosevelt High School in Gary, Indiana


    North Carolina Central University


    Center/linebacker


    Undrafted, signed by Los Angeles Dons in 1947


    Many of the best African American pro football players have come from traditionally black colleges. The list of players from these schools reads like a Who’s Who of pro football: Walter Payton, Jerry Rice, Deacon Jones, Roosevelt Brown, Tank Younger, Willie Davis, Kenny Houston, Leroy Kelly, Roger Brown, Bob Hayes, Willie Brown, Lem Barney, Larry Little, Willie Lanier, Rayfield Wright, Claude Humphrey, Charlie Joiner, Art Shell, Mel Blount, Buck Buchanan, Harold Carmichael, Emmitt Thomas, L. C. Greenwood, Albert Lewis, John Stallworth, Rich Jackson, Ernie Ladd, Richard Dent, Aeneas Williams—a team of players from traditionally black schools would do pretty well against any group of players from the game’s history.


    There was not always that kind of relationship between the black colleges and the pro game. None of the thirteen African Americans who played in the NFL from 1920–1933, for example, attended a black school. Marion Motley attended South Carolina State College for one year but transferred to Nevada before ever playing varsity football. Tank Younger of Grambling is usually recognized as the first, but that’s only if the NFL’s rival from 1946–1949, the All-America Football Conference (AAFC), is ignored.


    In fact, John Brown of North Carolina Central and Elmore Harris of Morgan State were the first players from traditionally black schools to play major league pro football. Both signed with teams in the AAFC in 1947, Harris with the Brooklyn Dodgers and Brown with the Los Angeles Dons. Brown played three years and then, after an unpleasant stint with the San Francisco 49ers in training camp in 1950, went on to play three outstanding seasons in Canada for the Winnipeg Blue Bombers.
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    In a way, the Dons of the AAFC were at the forefront of pro football integration. During the four years of their existence, the Dons featured eight black players, far and away the most during that time period. Among them were Hall of Famer Len Ford and George Taliaferro. John remains friends with Taliaferro to this day.


    After his playing career ended, John became an educator and assistant coach at Southern University in Louisiana. He left the coaching staff after being bypassed for the job as head coach but remained on the Southern faculty for years thereafter. He is currently retired and living in Louisiana.


    I was born in Belen, Mississippi, in 1922. I’m an only child. We moved to Cairo, Illinois, when I was two and to Gary, Indiana, when I was four. My grandfather and my father were cotton pickers in Mississippi, and my grandfather used to come North every year after the crops were in to try and find a place to live. I’m told he was really headed to South Bend but he was hired by the railroad in East Chicago, Indiana as a boxcar builder and never made it to South Bend. When he took that job, him, my mother, my father, my aunt, my grandmother, and me all moved to Gary.


    Once we got to Gary, my father got a job in the tin mill. My mother worked at a laundry and she ironed sixty shirts a day. She made $10 a week, which wasn’t much but she saved out of that. I had an uncle who played football and basketball and I basically tried to mimic him. He was seven years older than me. I was an avid sports fan and I was around the coaches at school all the time. I played football and basketball and I also played tennis. I’ll tell you who died recently who was from Gary—Hank Stram the football coach. He was a good guy. Tom Harmon was a Gary fellow. And George Taliaferro, we went to the same high school. He was a few years behind me. We had a lot of pretty famous people athletically and otherwise whom we recognize and remember. We all know about each other.


    Gary is very segregated now but back when I lived there it wasn’t. I lived in a neighborhood that was predominantly black, but we had a lot of European immigrants from most of the Slovak countries. We had about five or six white families on our block, and you’d have five or six black families on the blocks that were predominantly white. We all played together. And we had one Japanese family on our block who had a daughter named Violet who was very pretty and all of us fell in love with her. The immigrants, you know, they did it the right way. I mean they did it a lot more educated than the blacks did it. They’d buy a home and send for their family and live together for three or four years and then buy another home and send for more family.


    Gary was divided north and south by the main street, which is called Broadway. All the streets on the east side of Broadway were named after presidents. Like there would be Washington, Adams, and Madison, and that was one way to learn the presidents. And the streets on the other side were named after states and they were in the order that they came in the union. I lived on Connecticut and there was Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia. If you took a long walk you could learn a little bit, although you didn’t appreciate it until you were older.


    My grandfather was a staunch supporter of Marcus Garvey. When I was young I thought my grandfather was as solid as the earth and I followed him everywhere he went. He would take me to the Garvey meetings because when you’re a kid, your people sort of indoctrinate you into whatever it is that they believe because they want you to believe, too. So we had a definite idea about our culture as blacks and how we arrived in the United States and that sort of thing. You would never have thought of my grandfather as an educated person but he’d quote the Bible like any minister or anyone who’d been trained to do so.


    Every Sunday the older people in my neighborhood would meet on my front porch, and since my bedroom was right there, I’d raise the window and listen to them talk. They’d be arguing about politics and Garvey and President Roosevelt and I’d listen to them, so I grew up knowing about things. I was mostly interested in the Garvey meetings for recreation because they had things for youngsters to do. We used to go on field trips to Chicago and that was a big deal, but I really wasn’t interested in the philosophy as much.


    The other times we got to go to Chicago was from the baseball league I played in in the summer. We played baseball for the school but we didn’t play during the school year, we played in the summer. We had preps, juniors, and seniors. The preps were ten to twelve, the juniors were thirteen and fourteen, and the seniors were up to sixteen. We played eight other schools, home and home, and I used to pitch. As our reward for playing, we would go to Chicago on the Fourth of July and on Labor Day, once to see the Cubs and once to see the White Sox. I remember Lon Warneke and Charlie Grimm and Kiki Cuyler with the Cubs, but I was a St. Louis Cardinals fan when I was a youngster because they usually won. I can remember the names of many of their players even now as I’m sitting here talking—Enos Slaughter, Joe Medwick, Dizzy Dean, Daffy Dean.


    You know, I had an opportunity to meet Joe Medwick when I was in the army and that was sort of thrilling. He had led the league in hitting and runs batted in, and he came over as part of a USO [(United Service Organizations)] troupe. We had played a football game, and him and Leo Durocher and two or three other guys were there. At the banquet that night, I was sitting next to Joe Medwick and I thought I was in hog heaven. I was looking at him and I’ll never forget how big his wrists were. So I asked him, I said, “Joe, who do you think was the toughest pitcher you ever faced?” He said, “Well, John, I guess [Carl] Hubbell gave me the hardest time. But you know, when I’m hitting, I don’t give a damn who’s pitching.” I’ve never forgotten that.


    We had eight high schools in Gary and they were all segregated except for Froebel. As a matter of fact, three of my coaches in high school were graduates of Froebel. I have never understood why just one school was desegregated, but that’s the way it was. The school I went to, Roosevelt, was an all-black school and we had another black school, Pulaski. Roosevelt was unique because it was K through 12 and I went there for thirteen years. Gary had a great education system. The school system was copied and promoted all over the world. People came from all over the world to study the system.


    See, Gary is a steel mill town, and they tried to get the students out of school at the same time the parents were getting off work. They had shifts at the mills, 8–4, 4–12, and 12–8, so we went to school eight hours, 8:15–4:15. And they tried to weave the school system into the type of work the students were likely to do after they graduated from high school if they didn’t go to college. It was well done, really. I always appreciated my high school education because you took a lot of things that, when you became older, you really appreciated.


    For example, we had a course called Auditorium, and if you ask George Taliaferro, he’ll tell you what Auditorium was. In Auditorium, there were five or six classes that met in the auditorium and for the first half hour we sang songs. Then we listened to music and we were to identify the music and the composer and maybe the year. These were Brahms and Bach and Beethoven and Rachmaninoff and that type of music. I’ve forgotten some of them but there was a time I really knew them. And when you hear it on the radio or on the TV as background to movies, you still recognize it. The second half, you watched a play that each division in the school put on—the chemistry class or the biology class or the history class—they had to give a program and the students had to act in them. They would act for the students in the audience and then the students in the audience would critique the play after it was over and say what was good about it, what was bad about it, evaluate the acting, what they got out of it, etc., and it really was beneficial later in life.


    Then for six weeks you took speech classes so most people who went to school in those days, you can understand them very well. They would ask you to get up and speak extemporaneously for about two minutes, and I remember the teacher called on one guy because he was asleep and not paying attention. This guy had an apple and he got up and he says, “This is an apple. It’s red on the outside and white on the inside and when I bite it it’s juicy on the inside,” and he talked about the apple for about five minutes. He made up a little extemporaneous talk, and it broke up the class. It was really funny, and the teacher appreciated it. We had to do those sorts of things, so it was just a class where you got a lot of good information. You learned how to be fast on your feet and get up and speak to people.


    We also elected a president and a secretary for the Auditorium class by vote of the student body, and they had to take charge and they had to learn parliamentary procedure. They would change the president and secretary about every four weeks or something like that so different people got to learn how to do it. I look back at it and I think it was really a great class. You had to go to the Auditorium class every day and you had to go every year you were in school so by the time you got to the 12th grade, you had taken it for twelve years. I think many students from Gary will tell you it was a great class and it was one of the classes that made up the eight-hour day. It was called a work/study/play system and it was a good system.


    Like I said, in the summer I used to play baseball, we played handball—we had sixteen handball courts at Roosevelt—and we had an indoor swimming pool. You just learned to do a lot of different things athletically. Tennis. Basketball. I was in the band, too. I used to try to play the clarinet and saxophone but I could never learn to read music. I could memorize play but I couldn’t play by reading music.


    All through high school, we only played one integrated school, a school in Chicago. Otherwise we went all over the place to play other black schools. They had a national basketball tournament for blacks and they had it in Gary for two years. There were sixteen schools and schools came from all over the place, from down South, from everywhere. One year we went when it was in Dayton, Ohio. Two years when I was in high school we went to a tournament in Fayetteville, North Carolina and we won. Then we went to a tournament in Tuskegee, Alabama so we traveled a lot. It was educational, really, because we went all over a good part of the Midwest, the North, and the South. We went to Blue Field and Charleston, West Virginia, to Memphis and Tulsa, to Cairo and Carbondale, Illinois. We played a team called the Kansas Vocational School in Topeka, Kansas. We played two schools in St. Louis. Those were good trips. That was the best part of being an athlete—the travel. That was why you wanted to make the team. The guys from Froebel, they would say they wished they could go on those journeys.


    We went in a sort of convoy of cars with coaches and teachers and they’d be glad to get away, too. Sometimes we’d have to stop and stay over on the way because it was too far to travel in one day. And then we would stay over night when we got there, depending on where we were. Like the basketball team, when we went to St. Louis, we played on Friday night and then we played on Saturday and then one of those schools would come up to Gary and we would do the same thing. Or we would play in Ft. Wayne on Friday and Dayton on Saturday or vice versa. So you got a chance to meet a lot of athletes, and after I got into college I would run into them.


    My coach’s name in high school was John D. Smith and he tried to see to it that all the kids that graduated from Roosevelt went to college. When we’d go on these trips we’d always visit a college and try to meet a coach or an athletic director. That was one of the coach’s goals, really—to stop and see schools and start us thinking about going to college. And the coaches knew where there were restaurants owned by blacks. If they didn’t, we would eat at a place in a bus terminal or train terminal. Sometimes they wouldn’t let you use the restroom and that sort of thing, but at that time we weren’t really thinking about segregation. You were with your buddies having fun. You were thinking about, “I’m in Louisville and I’ve never been to Louisville.”


    I had quite a few offers to go to black colleges. I also went up to South Dakota State for a visit with another fellow on my team, a boy named James Hardy. They were going to take us and everything but we went in the wintertime and damn near froze to death. You know, Gary is cold in the winter, but it wasn’t as cold as South Dakota. The other thing was there weren’t many black people up there so we just made a choice not to go there, that’s all.


    I decided to go to North Carolina Central University. It was called North Carolina College for Negroes when I first got there in 1940, and then my last year after I came back from the army they changed the name to North Carolina College at Durham, and then later on they named it North Carolina Central University. I played football and basketball. It was kind of a scholarship deal, but it was a work scholarship. You had to have a job. I graduated from Roosevelt on June the 10th 1940, and we took off for North Carolina on June 14th. There were five of us, two from St. Louis and three from Gary, and we had to work all summer. We did the work they hire people to do now. We cut the grass, we worked in the dining hall, we worked in the dormitories—cleaned toilets and waxed the floors—that kind of thing. They only had one person who worked for the college, the supervisor that distributed the work that had to be done.


    I loved that school. To this minute, I love it. That’s the truth. I didn’t ever want to graduate, didn’t ever want to leave. I didn’t know what the hell I was going to do but I loved that school. I was there in North Carolina last year for a CIAA [(Central Intercollegiate Athletic Association)] tournament. I loved that school. And I loved college. That’s the other thing, I loved college.


    Let me tell you, there was an adjustment. The first day after we got to school, coach took the five of us to our dormitory and we got our rooms. The next day, he came and picked us up and took us to downtown to show us how to get there. It was a Sunday, and he took us to look in the windows of the stores and that sort of thing. A group of white kids passed by in a car and they yelled out at us, “Niggers,” and we said, “Uh-oh.” Nothing happened, you know, they were in a car and they kept going, but that was my introduction. But we didn’t come in contact with a lot of whites in Durham. That was downtown, you know, that wasn’t in the black community.


    In the black community, they had black businesses, just a great community of educated blacks. They had Farmers and Mechanics Bank, which was the only bank that didn’t go broke during the Depression. They had an insurance company owned by C. C. Spaulding. It’s kind of famous and it now has a 16-story building in downtown Durham. John Merrick was another one. It was not a wealthy community but when students would graduate, the boards of the banks and the insurance companies would hire them. It was a progressive area. That’s why I liked North Carolina. And I still like it. I had a lot of black inclinations from my Marcus Garvey history and it all fits in. I don’t know how it fits but it fits.


    I played football and basketball my whole time in college. In fact, basketball season was still on when I got drafted into the service in March 1943, and I went kicking and screaming. I was in until December 1945, and I didn’t ever want to go to war. I wasn’t a patriot and I didn’t want to sacrifice my life. I mean, I love the country. It wasn’t because I didn’t love it, I just didn’t want to fight for it. I just wanted to be free, just live my life, and I just wasn’t into the military. It’s just what happens to you, I don’t know, when you run into some of the faults. They talk about the greatness of our country but I think about its faults because I’ve seen some of them. I think about the greatness of it also, but we’ve done things that I don’t think we ought to be too proud of.


    One of the faults that I’m talking about that I didn’t pay too much attention to at the time but that I found out about after the war when I lived in Los Angeles was the internment of the Japanese. They interned most of the Japanese and didn’t touch a German or Italian. The Germans were giving us more hell than the Japanese, but they moved all of the Japanese people and interned them. I lived over on the West Side of town when I lived in Los Angeles and the West Side was where the Japanese lived. They had really nice homes and they were neat and the lawns were pretty and everything. So I’ve seen some of the faults.


    Right now, I’m really perturbed that they don’t have a draft, especially in the situation we’re in as black people. Much as I didn’t want to go, I learned a lot and I matured in the military, and I think it would be beneficial to young black guys. For one thing, we lost a couple of generations of young black men. You know, almost all of the black people we have in college are women. I live in Louisiana, and the prisons are just full of young black men. So many black kids come up and they only have mothers. They don’t know who their fathers are—they deserted them and don’t care for them and that sort of thing. The military may be one way out of poverty. Maybe I’m wrong. People who say they’re so patriotic, they won’t allow their children to go into the military. That just blows me wide open. If they don’t want their kids in there, why should I want mine in there?


    I was in the quartermasters. They’re the guys who drive trucks and deliver food, rations, clothing, and that’s what we did. When I first had my training I was in the cavalry—not the mechanized cavalry but the horse cavalry, and I didn’t know one end of a horse from the other end. But I ended up in the quartermasters. Actually, I was supposed to go to Officers Candidate School, and if I had become a captain, I might have stayed in and made a career of it. But I ran into some racial stuff.


    What happened was, I was a platoon sergeant, and I was pretty good at it and my captain tried to set it up for me to go to OCS. We were in Texas about fifteen miles from Mexico and it was all black enlisted men but white officers. I was one of the few college guys in the outfit because that was rare at that time, but I never got to go to OCS. I don’t know for certain that it was my color. More than likely it was, but maybe it worked out because if I had gone to OCS I might have ended up with the infantry. If I had been a captain with the quartermasters, that would have been okay, but there was no guarantee of that. I could have ended up with the infantry and I saw what happened to the infantry when I got to Italy. You’d see those guys lined up dead all the time.


    When I went overseas I was in a convoy of over 150 ships, and in the daytime all you could see was battleships and aircraft carriers way off on the horizon. It took us nineteen days and we were in an overcrowded liberty ship stacked four high, sleeping in hammocks. We were four deep and a guy, he’d be maybe two or three feet above you with another guy two or three feet below you. Another ship ran into us and knocked a big hole in us, and the convoy left us because we endangered the whole convoy because of German submarines.


    The captain of this one ship called us on the radio and our captain gave him the name and the number of the ship. And he says, “What is your problem and how long will it take to repair?” They told him our steering mechanism had been damaged and it would take about six hours to repair. Because the rest of the convoy left, we were a sitting duck out there. And this other captain says, “Go ahead, we’ve got you covered.” And that guy circled us the whole time. That’s the closest I ever came to combat.


    Two days later we went into Gibraltar and right up the Mediterranean and you could see the people in Spain on the shore looking at us. Part of the outfit went on to Oran and then the rest of us went up there later. In the meantime, we went all over North Africa. I never got in Black Africa but I was in four countries: Libya, Algeria, Tunisia, and Morocco. I was in Casablanca so I joke that I was at Rick’s Place. That’s not true, but I really liked Casablanca. And I really liked Algeria. I could have lived in Algeria.


    When I was in Florence, Italy we played a football game called the Spaghetti Bowl on New Year’s Day in 1944. They had about 40,000 soldiers there, and it was the GIs versus the officers. Most or all of the officers had been in college and they had played a lot more football than we had, but we beat them pretty handily. Then they built a basketball court in Florence and they named it Madison Square Garden and General Mark Clark sent down an order that every division had to have a team. We had a tournament and the 92nd Division won the tournament and my team got second place. I met two or three generals as a result of playing ball. They picked me out to question me and that sort of thing. I met General Roosevelt, the president’s son, and some other generals and my colonel, he liked that, and later on he helped me get out of the army sooner than I would have. You press a little flesh here and there and you get a lot of perks—it’s a perk world.


    I went back to college when I was discharged and caught right on after being gone two and a half years. I finished in 1947. Kenny Washington and [Marion] Motley and [Bill] Willis signed in ’46. I felt good because until then, I never dreamed I’d play pro ball. Not at all. And then suddenly, you know, we had a chance. I went with the Dons in ’47. My rookie year was the same year as Jackie Robinson’s rookie year. The pro guys, we all knew each other, whether it was baseball, football, or basketball, and we talked to each other. Like Larry Doby, who played baseball for Cleveland that same year, I knew him because he played basketball for Virginia Union and we played against each other. We were good buddies. I didn’t know Jackie real well but I knew him. After knowing him, you say, “I wonder how he took some of the stuff he took?” I took some of it but Jackie had a temper. I mean, a real temper—he’d bite a snake.


    The Dons sent me a contract for $4,500 in the spring of 1947. We had a big gathering in the student union and I have a picture of me signing my contract. It wasn’t a no-cut contract and when I got to camp the first time in Ventura, you had to make the ball club or you didn’t get any of that money. Our coach Dudley DeGroot had been the coach of the Redskins and he was a great guy. He had a Ph.D. and he had been on the 1912 Olympic team. He was a fine guy, and he helped me an awful lot.


    I’ll tell you one thing he did. He found me a place to live with a lady named Mrs. Adams and I rented there. It wasn’t just me, there was a black guy named Bert Piggott from the University of Illinois, and we both roomed there. We didn’t have a car and every day he’d pick us up and drive us to practice in Pasadena across the street from the Rose Bowl, which was a pretty good ways, and every day he’d bring us back from practice. And when we had to go on road trips, same thing, he’d come and pick us up to take us to the airport.


    Bert and I were roommates on the road. He was from a small town in Illinois. I forget the name of it. As a matter of fact, I talked to his wife about a month ago. He’s deceased. He used to be the football coach at North Carolina A&T for quite a while—right up until he died, really. He only played a year and the next year he was cut. And we had another black player that year, Ezzert “Sugar Foot” Anderson.


    Actually, we started out with about fifteen blacks in training camp that year. We had a couple of guys that should have been on the team but I just assumed that they had a quota. The Browns had three—that seemed to be the limit. No team had over three until they became a little different in their thinking. But we had a kid from a junior college in California in camp, and I’ve forgotten his name, but he was one hell of a football player. And then they had a kid named Ben Whaley. He was a guard from Virginia State University and they cut him after only a few games. I played center and I knew what he could do and to me, he was the best guard on the team. He was one of the guys they cut who shouldn’t have been cut. He became an assistant coach at North Carolina Central. I don’t know if he’s still alive but the last I knew, he was living in Durham.


    We had another black guy in camp, a quarterback from New Jersey, Oscar Givens, and he could throw with both arms. He went to Morgan State, and I played basketball against him in college. DeGroot wanted to keep him but somebody higher up made some decisions and they got rid of him. DeGroot was a fair-minded person. He really was just a fine person, and I know he wanted to keep him. What they did after camp broke up, they sent Givens to Hawaii to play and he played over there for a year but he never came back to the pros. Oscar Givens was one hell of a football player.


    Mel Hein was our line coach and he was also a nice person, just an absolutely nice person. He played center and he was an all-pro and taught me everything he could. Angelo Bertelli, he was another one, just a very nice person. He was our number one quarterback, and he always complimented me in front of the guys. He just liked me and I guess he had some influence, I don’t know. But I was a really good blocker, okay, my forte was pass blocking—protecting the passer. I don’t know, maybe the fact that he always complimented me in front of the guys helped me. “Way to go, Brownie,” that sort of stuff. He just liked the way I delivered the ball to him.


    We had one coach and one player who were prejudiced. They showed it in the little things they did. When they’re prejudiced against you, other people may not see it but you know it. They don’t ever say “I hate you” or “I don’t like you” or anything, but you can feel it. It’s like a horse and he knows there is a damn snake around, he just knows it. I learned that in the cavalry. You can’t say how you know it because he hasn’t done anything to you, he hasn’t said anything out of the way, it’s just the way he says things and the way he looks at you.


    I liked Los Angeles but it was kind of phony. That’s what I disliked about it. The people we came in contact with were doing bit parts in movies and that sort of stuff, and they were sort of artificial, that’s the way I saw it. And the other thing, I’ll tell you, we had an earthquake tremor and after that earthquake tremor I knew I wasn’t ever going to live out there. Myself and Nat King Cole and a fellow by the name of Claude Shinar—him and his brother had a band called the Shinar Twins—we were in a pool hall and all at once that damn tremor started. So the tremor lasts I guess about five seconds or so, and all at once all those balls on the table started moving and we took off out of that pool hall. We got outside and Claude Shinar said, “Nat, why were you running?” And Nat Cole said, “Well, you know, my dad is a preacher, and I wasn’t going to die in no pool room.” That was a big laugh and then we went off and got our hair cut next door at the barbershop. I live down here in hurricane country and at least with a hurricane you’ve got time to do something about it—they know it’s coming. With those earthquakes, they just come up on you and you don’t know anything. So I never wanted to live out there. My wife wanted to but not me.


    A lot of the athletes and entertainers used to go on the East Side to get our hair cut. We used to meet up in the barbershop and that’s where I met Nat King Cole. He went to Wendell Phillips High School in Chicago. I’m from Gary, and we used to play them in high school so we’d talk. We didn’t become great friends but we knew each other very well. I used to go to his house when he had a party—he used to have a lot of parties—and he used to have a lot of pretty girls there. His wife couldn’t stand all of that. Lenny Ford and myself, we’d be over there with all these party people and they’d burn holes in the furniture and that kind of thing. She couldn’t stand it and I don’t blame her, really. But he had a lot of parties. He had a swimming pool and we’d be out there because of the babes—we weren’t out there because we were going in his pool.


    I met Bill Cosby when he was a young kid. And I met the guy from the Rams and UCLA who became a movie star, Woody Strode. He played ball up in Canada when I was up there. He was really a philosophical person and I used to tell him to take that philosophy and get away from me. Woody was a brooder. He married a Hawaiian girl who was beautiful but she was sorry. She liked to drink and she liked to check out on him and that sort of thing. And Kenny [Washington] I knew. He was a life lover. He loved life and he enjoyed it, he really did. He became a detective in Los Angeles. Yeah, we all knew each other. A fellow by the name of Cliff Wilson took a girl away from Jackie Robinson and married her. We used to tease Jackie about it but you never teased him if you were by yourself. Like I told you, he had a temper, so you always made sure three or four other guys were there. Yeah, we used to tease him all the time about his girlfriend running off with Cliff Wilson and getting married.


    Lenny Ford came up to the Dons my second year, and I’ll tell you, Lenny was one of the best football players I’ve ever been around. He was about 6'5", weighed about 255, 260, and he was a terror. We played both ways then and he played defense and on offense he caught passes. He played basketball, too, see, so he had pretty good skills. He could catch and he could outrun all of the other ends. He was happy-go-lucky and he thought he owned the universe. “I ought to be able to do anything I want,” you know, that kind of attitude. He was a great football player, no question about it, but he drank a little more than I thought he should. I didn’t see much of him after he went to Cleveland. I came down from Hamilton once when I was playing in Canada to see him when the Browns were in Detroit to play.


    I remember we played a game against the Chicago Rockets in Chicago and I intercepted a pass and half of Gary must have been there. I ran it back about 35 yards. I didn’t score, but I intercepted this pass and the stands went crazy. I was happy that it happened. That was really a pleasing moment in my life because all of my friends and all of the people I grew up around were there to see it. That was one big moment for me, it really was.


    There were a few incidents I can recall. We had a tackle named Buddy Tinsley and I have a picture of he and his wife because we eventually became best friends. That’s how I ended up going to Canada to play, because of him. But when we were on the Dons together, we were playing an exhibition game against Brooklyn in the Coliseum and we were beating Brooklyn pretty good. Well, Buddy came out of the game and he was over on the sidelines and athletes get hyper during a game—during a game, before a game, halftime, doesn’t matter. They’re all hyper and everything just like they’re about to blow up. I wasn’t over there because I was still in the game but I could hear Buddy talking to Ben Whaley and he said, “You know what, you niggers sure can play football.”
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