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PROLOGUE

Good Morning, Mr. President

UCLA DEFENSIVE COORDINATOR BOBBY FIELD loved his three-and-a-half-mile run through the canyons above the Westwood campus on early spring mornings, when he could hear the sprinklers and smell the damp grass. He tried to make it an escape from the Xs and Os of the game, but strategic revelations came in flashes—such as when one arrived shortly after he crossed Sunset Boulevard and started up Stone Canyon Road.

The new safety is going to be quick enough to send after the quarterback on second-and-long, especially against teams with tailbacks who don’t check if they’re needed to block for the quarterback before drifting into the flat and leaving a lane wider than—

What’s this?

On this morning, near the stately, sprawling, and isolated Hotel Bel-Air, where the famous stay to be unseen and where the smell is either of the hotel’s plush Gardens or of old money, three men are walking toward Field. It is 6:15 A.M., a time in the Bel-Air Estates for expensive sweatsuits or shorts or golf shirts or cashmere sweaters, or perhaps for a chauffeur’s uniform, if the driver is stretching his legs as he waits for his wealthy passenger. But these three men are in dark suits, white shirts, and ties, and they are strolling downhill toward the jogging and sweating football coach who is trying to avoid developing the sort of paunch that fills those coaching shirts and can be so embarrassing on television.

Suddenly, Field realizes the slightly hunched figure between two guards is Richard Milhous Nixon.

It is March 30, 1985, nearly eleven years since the resignation, and a week before the opening of the Bruins’ spring practices. Field doesn’t know this, but the night before, the ex-president dined with former Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In producer Paul Keyes at Chasen’s, and Nixon’s “Sock-It-to-Me” cameo on the classic television show undoubtedly came up. Later, Nixon would check out of the hotel to leave for Rancho Mirage and the “Sunnylands” estate of Walter Annenberg, the founder of TV Guide and the ambassador to Great Britain during the Nixon administration. Now, Nixon is taking a morning walk with two guards, who check out Field. They conclude he doesn’t have a knife hidden in the elastic band of his jogging shorts.

So what’s the protocol here, Bobby Field? Whistle “Hail to the Chief” as you pass? Veer off path, as if there is a presidential halo that remains after the exit from office? Hold both hands aloft, signaling “V” for victory over Humphrey and McGovern?

Like a quarterback under siege, Field has only a few seconds to make a choice, and he nods in midstride, and puffs out a greeting.

“Good morning!”

Nixon nods back. It is almost imperceptible, but it is there, the slight acknowledgment. Now Field is past the former president, heading further into the foothills.

Good morning?

Bobby Field comes across Richard Nixon for the second time in his life, and that’s all he can say? He choked in the clutch, he lectures himself on the move. He runs for another ten minutes on his uphill portion, passing immaculate homes, then takes one more stride to the north and reverses direction, as if he had stepped on the line at the end of the field during “gasser” drills and must start back the other way. It’s time to head back to the UCLA football offices and prepare for the workday—film, practice plans, staff meetings, all the details involved in getting ready for the Bruins’ upcoming season.

As Field runs back down Stone Canyon Road, he again approaches the Hotel Bel-Air, on his right. Nixon and his two protectors are standing near the canopied stone footbridge that leads over a pond to the hotel. Field tells himself to be braver this time. He slows and veers toward the former president. The guards’ heads turn: It’s the jogger again. Field downgrades to a walk, catches Nixon’s eyes, and approaches. He reaches out his hand and speaks.

Sir, he says, my name is Bobby Field, and I just wanted to say hello.

Why, thank you, the ex-president responds. He is being courteous, not warm. Nixon’s escorts are scanning Field again, making sure.

Field says he is a football coach on Terry Donahue’s staff at UCLA, down in Westwood—the defensive coordinator, in fact. Now Nixon is perking up. “As a matter of fact,” Field says, “in 1969, I was playing for the University of Arkansas and you, sir, came to one of our games, the one in Fayetteville against the University of Texas.”

In the respectful formality of a conversation with the one-time most powerful man in the world, it just seems right to say “University of Arkansas” and “University of Texas,” and not just blurt it out—“the Texas-Arkansas game.”

Field also doesn’t mention that he has been teased for years because an instant after he fell on a Texas fumble on the second play of the game, the ABC shot switched to a late-arriving president making his way into the stadium—and the distracted announcer later told the millions of viewers somebody else came up with the ball! Field doesn’t mention that to Nixon because that would be rude, and besides, now the former president is excited. Nixon is so excited, in fact, that the other two men in dark suits are astounded and transfixed as the one-time Whittier College benchwarmer gives the former Razorback, who played in the game, a virtual play-by-play account and strategic analysis of that afternoon in Razorback Stadium.

With an amazed Field standing there sweating in the morning sun and hazy smog, the former president goes on and on. “And, oh,” he says, “it was such a terrific game, what a shame it was that someone had to lose.” As Nixon continues, Field tells himself it’s almost as if the former president had watched the game film the night before.

Bobby Field, who as a stunned Arkansas defensive back stood among sniffling teammates in a tiny dressing room at the end of Razorback Stadium when President Richard Nixon told them they should be proud, nods and tells the former president that it indeed was a privilege to be able to say he had been on that field on December 6, 1969.
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IT WAS A GAME RICHARD NIXON couldn’t forget, and he wasn’t alone.

Yet there was more to it than four quarters of football, or what Texas coach Darrell Royal dubbed “The Big Shootout.” The final regular-season game in the centennial year of college football, it also came in the final days when the faces under the helmets all could be white and the simple question “Why?” could be rank insubordination. Maybe it was why there weren’t blacks in the programs sooner, or why workouts sometimes seemed designed to run off the lesser players, or why some of the coaches (and even the trainer!) acted as if a visit to the training room for treatment was a sign of weakness, not sensibility. “No, son, you shoot it up and you play and you will thank us years later.” (And many of them did! Again and again in later years, the Hogs and Horns would discuss the football mentality of their playing era, shake their heads, and qualify it with something like: “But that’s just how it was then.” Rather than applying twenty-first-century standards retroactively and pervasively, anyone with a sense for the era understood exactly what they meant.)

That’s just how it was then.

While college football was struggling with its evolution—an evolution progressing at differing paces around the country—the game often served to highlight aspects of national polarization in the late sixties. Many wanted sports to be an escape from turmoil, but by the end of the decade, sports often contributed to the general unrest. The most notorious instance was when sprinters Tommie Smith and John Carlos raised gloved fists during the medal ceremony at the 1968 Olympics, arguing that in fact the nation still wasn’t for all its citizens the land of the free, even fourteen years after Brown v. Board of Education and four years after the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and following epic struggles in the civil rights movement. In 1969, campuses were boiling caldrons, primarily because of anti-Vietnam War sentiment, often angrily expressed, but it was linked also to a general sense of disillusionment and cynicism. John Kennedy, Martin Luther King, and Robert Kennedy were dead and still mourned. In Fayetteville that day, and even that week, the football game provided a focal point for that polarization, although the evidence of its significance was mostly ignored at the time—as if the cheers and martial music drowned out everything else happening both in the nation and on a campus struggling with racial antipathy and divisiveness.

One political protest came off that afternoon in Fayetteville. Another, which would have been far more embarrassing to University of Arkansas officials and disruptive to the national television broadcast, was always one trumpet—or tuba or trombone—note away from beginning. That demonstration, even if angry and prolonged, would have been preferable to the racially charged armed conflict that seemed on the verge of breaking out the night before the game in Fayetteville.

One of Nixon’s White House successors was in the Razorback Stadium seats that day. Another was in England, wondering how quickly his angst-filled letter could get from Oxford to Fayetteville. A trailblazing young law student who eventually would interrogate a sitting president in the White House anxiously watched the game on television in a University of Arkansas dormitory—after getting out of the hospital that morning.

On the field, two teams of young men—mostly bright, mostly tough, mostly conventionally grateful to accept the perks that came with being the stars on campus, mostly destined for productive postfootball lives, and all of them white—represented a dying football era. One of them was displaying monumental toughness just by playing—although nobody else knew it at the time, and even he didn’t truly yet know the magnitude of his courage.

Many of the imminent changes in sports and the society in which the games were played were shamefully overdue. Yet the men on the field that day were the last, and in some ways the best, of how it was.






ONE

Coach Broyles

THE TALK OF A 1969 SCHEDULE CHANGE started on the day Frank Broyles played golf in Little Rock and attended a Razorback Club gathering in little Lonoke, twenty miles farther east.

The routine was part of the job for any college football coach: Travel the state, usually in a plush dealer-provided car, often with coffee cup in hand, and make speeches, mingle, or play golf with groups large and small. Yet one reason Frank Broyles loved coaching at the University of Arkansas was that every gathering around the state could turn into a pep rally. He could scan any sort of group—service organizations, lodges, high school awards banquets—and know these people were for the Razorbacks! Unlike his coaching contemporaries in the Southwest Conference and most of them around the country, Broyles didn’t need to worry about divided loyalties in his state. He never witnessed half the men standing for the fight song of State U, with the others glowering in their seats, before the roles were reversed for the next song.

In Arkansas, major-league football was the University of Arkansas Razorbacks. There was no “other.” If Arkansans—at least white Arkansans, and that’s who attended the sort of meetings attended by the coach who still didn’t have any black players on his varsity in 1969—were behind any college team, and they usually were, it was the Razorbacks. And from a young age, Arkansas fans learned the proper form for “calling the hogs”:

“Woooooooooo, Pig! Sooie!

“Woooooooooo, Pig! Sooie!

“Woooooooooo, Pig! Sooie! Razorbacks!”

The drawback to the coach’s goodwill tours in the state involved geography. Tucked in the northwest corner of the state, Fayetteville is closer to Tulsa, Oklahoma (117 miles), than to Little Rock (192 miles), where so many of the power brokers lived. The Razorbacks played at least three “home” games a season in Little Rock’s War Memorial Stadium.

In March 1969, when Broyles was visiting Little Rock and Lonoke, he was forty-four years old and a veteran of eleven seasons as the Razorbacks’ head coach. He already had won a national championship, in 1964, with a team that shut out its last five regular-season opponents and included heady crewcut hustlers Jimmy Johnson and Jerry Jones. Alabama was No. 1 in the final Associated Press and United Press International polls, and the Razorbacks were No. 2. Neither wire service conducted a poll after the bowl games. In the Orange Bowl, a hobbled Joe Namath came off the bench to lead an Alabama comeback that came up short and the Crimson Tide lost 21-17 to, of all teams, the Texas Longhorns. The Football Writers Association had a poll then, too, and it took a vote after the bowl games. Arkansas, which beat Nebraska 10-7 in the Cotton Bowl, climbed to No. 1, and that became the accepted and eminently sensible national view, both at the time and in record books.

Especially after that national title the Razorbacks’ lanky head coach with the Georgia drawl was as renowned in the state as Arkansas’s high-profile politicians. He was as big as or bigger than Senator J. William Fulbright, the former Rhodes Scholar and Razorbacks football player from 1921 to 1924 who also served as the University of Arkansas’s president from 1939 to 1941 before entering politics. Broyles was as well-known as Representative Wilbur Mills, feared and courted on Capitol Hill and around the country because he chaired the House Ways and Means Committee. If Governor Winthrop Rockefeller, Nelson’s brother, had walked into a room with Broyles, the football coach likely would have drawn more attention.

To his players, Broyles was a Christian southern gentleman above it all, sometimes literally, watching from a tower while the sun set behind him and looking like an apparition. Some of the Razorbacks considered him their Billy Graham, relocated from the pulpit to the sideline and tower. When he addressed his boys, he could have them crying one moment, ready to run through a wall the next. He demanded that his players play tough but clean football, and there was just something about him that made the Razorbacks want to emulate his dignity, at least when they were around him. Yet this always would be an arm’s-length relationship, not a full-scale embrace. Broyles wasn’t intimidating as much as he was detached, and it was the sort of distance that couldn’t be eliminated even when he came down from the tower. Sometimes, it seemed that the southern gentleman was a cold man, incapable of becoming closer to his players. But a few Razorbacks came to believe he held himself back not only to maintain the image of the detached, all-powerful coach with the final authority, but also because Broyles was vulnerable and could be troubled when he had to make tough decisions about players—especially if he had allowed himself to grow close to them. So, his detachment might have been more of a defense mechanism than a calculated coaching strategy. But it all meant that when Broyles did try to be more fuzzy and fatherly as games approached, it made some Razorbacks uneasy because it seemed such a change from the coach’s standard operating procedure.

The Razorbacks understood that Broyles was the boss who hired sharp assistants and let them do their jobs—which included the “dirty work” of running off-season conditioning programs, enforcing boot-camp punishment when the boys got carried away, and even pulling strings here and there, including with the National Guard. The head coach as chief executive was not a unique concept, but Broyles already was known to have a brilliance for luring and nurturing bright assistant coaches who could live up to his trust. By the late 1960s, several former Broyles assistants had moved on to be head coaches—Hayden Fry (Southern Methodist), Jim Mackenzie (Oklahoma), Doug Dickey (Tennessee), and Johnny Majors (Iowa State). Barry Switzer, a Razorbacks cocaptain under Broyles in 1959, was on the Broyles staff from 1964 to 1966, then moved to Oklahoma as an assistant in 1966.

In 1969, the Razorback players knew all about the upward mobility of Broyles assistants, too, and they assumed they were working with ascending stars in the coaching profession—including offensive backfield coach Don Breaux, twenty-nine; receivers coach Richard Williamson, twenty-eight; and defensive line coach Charley Coffey, the graybeard at thirty-five. Those were the official designations: In reality, Breaux was the head offensive coach and Coffey ran the defense—the title “coordinator” wasn’t yet in vogue.

Broyles was above it all, and not only when he was on that tower.

“He was certainly an excellent coach of coaches,” 1969 Razorbacks linebacker Mike Boschetti says. “I don’t think he’s ever been necessarily a great sideline coach. But as far as behind the scenes, knowing football, and coaching coaches, I don’t know how you can have much better. I liked and respected him, but he was aloof and he wasn’t the players’ coach.”

Tailback Bill Burnett says, “Coach Broyles was not a personal guy in terms of his relationship with the players. He was pretty much aloof from all of that. That wasn’t his style. If he had tried to be more personable, it wouldn’t have worked. That wouldn’t have been him. So nobody could really expect it. He worked through his coaches.”

Beyond that, as with all head coaches, the players’ feelings toward Broyles were dramatically affected by factors such as playing time and individual success. Still, the respect for Broyles was impressively pervasive among the veteran Razorbacks—and has remained strong over the years.

Regardless, most of the Razorbacks knew little of Frank Broyles’s background. He was “Coach Broyles,” and they didn’t really need to know much else.
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THE ARKANSAS COACH’S GRANDFATHER, R.A., started a string of small grocery stores in the Atlanta area, and Frank’s father, O.T., inherited three of them. Frank was born December 26, 1924, the youngest of five children in the family, which lived in Decatur, adjacent to Atlanta. O.T.’s business weakness was his benevolent extension of credit, and his inability, or unwillingness, to collect. So the stores went under during the Great Depression, and when Frank was about ten, the family lost its house when O.T. couldn’t pay the taxes. The clan moved into a rental home formerly owned by R. A. Broyles, and O.T. got back on his feet selling cars.

All along, as Broyles wrote in his 1979 autobiography, Hog Wild, Frank immersed himself in sports, memorizing the lineups of all sixteen major-league baseball teams and reading the latest news from the bushes—even the Class D East Texas League—in the back of The Sporting News. The gangly teenager became a great athlete at Boys’ High in Decatur, and football was his “third” sport, behind baseball and basketball. He got scholarship offers from Georgia, Clemson, and Duke, but then jumped at the chance to stay home and go to Georgia Tech.

He starred for the Yellow Jackets in both basketball and football during the World War II years, enlisting in the Naval Reserves in December 1942—three days before his eighteenth birthday—and staying in school until March 1945. That delay raised some eyebrows among other World War II veterans going over his biography later, but it was neither his fault nor his anticipation that the Navy was the final branch of the service to summon its reserves off the Georgia Tech campus. (College students who based their enlistment choices on predictions about which services would call up their reserves last often discovered that the “scuttlebutt” was off-target.) Broyles was called up, took officer training at Providence, Rhode Island, married his longtime Decatur girlfriend, Barbara Day, and was in San Francisco when the atomic bomb fell on Hiroshima. He was at Pearl Harbor when the Japanese surrendered, rendering moot the question of how many American lives—including lives among the last wave of inductees—would have been lost in an invasion.

Broyles played one more season in both football and basketball with the Yellow Jackets, the former as a quarterback under his mentor, Bobby Dodd. After graduating, he considered an offer from the Chicago Bears, but married players in those days frequently knew it was potential economic suicide for all but the stars to go to the NFL and delay an entry in the “real” job market. Broyles was an assistant coach at Baylor and then Florida before returning to Tech to serve as a Dodd assistant from 1951 to 1956. He applied for the Arkansas head-coaching job in 1955, but Jack Mitchell was hired instead. Broyles’s chance came when he was named to succeed a legendary head coach, Don Faurot, at Missouri in 1957. Broyles also was saddled with an idealistic and naïve recruiting approach—the “Missouri Plan,” which dictated that he could offer scholarships only to high school players from the state. If you wanted the job, you said during the interviews that you could live with the “Missouri Plan,” and you maybe even believed it when you said it. But when you tried to work with it in the tough Big Seven Conference, you realized it was a great way to quickly go from being touted as a bright, young coaching prospect to being a fired, failed head coach. He recruited Missouri’s first black scholarship players, halfbacks Norris Stevenson from St. Louis and Mel West from Jefferson City, then coached the Tigers to a 5-4-1 record in 1957. He also assumed—correctly, as it turned out—the Missouri Plan soon would be dropped. But when Mitchell left Arkansas to go to Kansas, the Razorbacks hired Broyles away from Missouri. Athletic director John Barnhill, a former Razorbacks football coach himself, hoped Broyles would be both successful and around for longer than his two immediate predecessors, Bowden Wyatt and Mitchell, who had stayed a combined five seasons.

When Broyles arrived, the Razorbacks had a small stadium in Fayetteville and so-so locker-room, training, and practice facilities. They were battling the perception that theirs was a “poor” school in a “poor” state, competing against the seven Texas-based Southwest Conference universities. But Barnhill—“Barnie”—wasn’t silly enough to tell his coach he only could recruit instate prospects. So the Razorbacks’ rosters during the Broyles era routinely included players from Oklahoma, Texas, and Louisiana, and occasionally from other states as well.

By 1969, Broyles hadn’t only quieted fears that his goal was to return to Georgia Tech as head coach, that he was another mercenary who would use the Razorback job as a stepping-stone; he also had turned the Arkansas job into his empire. Barnhill was easing toward retirement, and he had turned over the decisions about most football program issues to Broyles, including scheduling. Broyles says that when he called his wife, Barbara, that day in March, Barbara told him that ABC Sports executive Roone Arledge had phoned.

Frank was supposed to call him ASAP.






TWO

Shift!

FRANK BROYLES SAYS HE MIGHT HAVE MADE A QUICK CALL to New York from the golf course, but that the substantive conversations about the schedule change took place after he rushed to the small town east of Little Rock, making sure he didn’t miss the start of the Razorback Club gathering. He laughs, remembering talking to Arledge, one of the most powerful broadcasting executives in the country, from “a little gym in Lonoke, Arkansas.”

Arledge asked if the Razorbacks would move their October 18 game in Fayetteville against Texas to December 6, to serve as the regular-season finale in the centennial year of college football. Somehow, ABC didn’t consider a replay of college football’s recognized first game, Rutgers’ 6-4 victory over Princeton on November 6, 1869, a palatable option. Arledge made the proposal because Carroll “Beano” Cook, the ABC publicist and behind-the-scenes college football guru, had pored over the schedules, sketched out likely scenarios, and suggested Texas-Arkansas be the season-ending game.

“My recommendation involved Penn State and Arkansas finishing the regular season with perfect records and then playing for the national title,” Cook says, meaning a possible Nittany Lions-Razorbacks matchup in the Cotton Bowl. “I said we should move Texas-Arkansas to December 6, because I thought Texas might be undefeated then, too.”

Cook also guessed that Arkansas would beat the Longhorns and finish the regular season undefeated, but the accuracy of that specific prediction wasn’t important. His pinpointing of the Texas-Arkansas game itself was brilliant, and he even anticipated that the defending national champion, Ohio State, would be knocked off. “I thought Ohio State would lose to Minnesota, and that’s what I told Roone. I was pretty sure Ohio State would lose a game.”

Arledge also consulted ABC’s top game analyst, Bud Wilkinson, the former University of Oklahoma coach who ran for the United States Senate as a Republican in 1964, but lost to Fred Harris. Moreover, during the transition period following his 1968 election, President Nixon appointed Wilkinson a special consultant.

Broyles remembers Arledge’s phone pitch this way: “Frank, Bud Wilkinson is convinced that you and Texas may be playing for the national championship next season and if you would move the game to December, he’ll get President Nixon to come.”

The president? The new president?

Broyles says Arledge told him: “President Nixon will be there. Bud has guaranteed us that. If you’ll do that, I’ll put you on national TV for the opening game next year.”

(The other issue was that while ABC would have been attracted to the Texas-Arkansas game, regardless, in the original October 18 afternoon slot, Arledge and network officials noted it would have been scheduled to go up against Game Six of the World Series on NBC. Razorback Stadium didn’t have lights, so the game couldn’t be moved to that night, either. In theory, the game could have been played at night in War Memorial Stadium in Little Rock, but ABC didn’t consider those lights strong enough to ensure a quality telecast. By moving the game back to December 6, it would be further isolated as a special attraction.)

The switch intrigued Broyles, and Arledge told him the NCAA television committee had agreed that the late game would be an “extra” TV appearance, exempt from counting against the limited number of times each team could be on ABC each season. Provisionally, Broyles said OK, as long as Texas agreed and nobody in the university administration strenuously objected. Broyles called his friend, Texas coach and athletic director Darrell Royal (an Oklahoma quarterback under Wilkinson), and after a couple of phone conversations, both coaches conditionally agreed to the switch.

“One of the things I liked about it was we always played them after Oklahoma,” Royal says. “My immediate thought was it would be better to catch them in December than right after Oklahoma. Another thing is, if we happened to have injuries, we might have time to get over them by December 6. I quickly agreed to it. As I said, ABC came out looking smarter than a treeful of owls to postpone that game.”

Broyles also conferred with Barnhill, telling him, “They think we might be number one and two at the end of the season and playing for the national championship.”

“Well, Frank,” Barnhill said dryly, “what if you’re only playing for the championship of Washington County? Suppose you lose three or four games before that, and it’s supposed to be on national TV, and President Nixon is supposed to be there, and he cancels? Wouldn’t that be rather embarrassing?”

Perhaps, said Broyles. But Texas had gone 9-1-1 in 1968, winning the final nine after getting the hang of the new triple-option wishbone offense. Arkansas’s only loss that season was to Texas, 39-29, and the Razorbacks embarrassed the previously undefeated Georgia Bulldogs, 16-2, in the Sugar Bowl.

Nixon wasn’t mentioned when the schedule change was announced. Broyles quickly and successfully lobbied for the installation of Astroturf at Razorback Stadium, saying that it was the only way to guarantee a good playing surface that late in the year in Fayetteville. When the two schools went into spring practice—or into what was called “spring training” throughout southern college football—the big Texas-Arkansas game, usually played in midseason, was isolated at the end of their 1969 schedules.

Nobody knew how big it would be.






THREE

Coach Royal

A NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP bought you only so much time at the University of Texas, and by the spring of 1968 Darrell Royal was five years removed from coaching the Longhorns to an undefeated season and the No. 1 ranking. That 1963 defense, led by sophomore linebacker Tommy Nobis and senior defensive lineman Scott Appleton, was dominating. The Longhorns lost their best offensive threat, halfback Ernie Koy, to a shoulder separation at midseason, and still went undefeated and beat Roger Staubach and the Navy Midshipmen in the Cotton Bowl. The national championship came in Royal’s seventh season in Austin, when he was only thirty-nine.

Yet that raised the standards even higher. More than ever, winning at Texas didn’t mean winning seasons, it meant dominating the Southwest Conference and lording it over every one of the six other Texas-based schools in the league. It meant providing the best punchlines of all for Texas Aggie jokes (e.g., “27-0”). It meant going to the Cotton Bowl every January 1 and landing virtually every high school prospect the Longhorns sought in the state, whether the prospect was going to play or ultimately just be kept away from Texas Tech or Southern Methodist or even Rice. And it meant beating the Big Eight Conference’s Oklahoma Sooners every year in the heated Red River rivalry in Dallas, enabling the UT boosters to continue forgiving Royal for being an “Okie.”

The Longhorns’ coach had been forced to grow up fast in Hollis, Oklahoma. His mother, Katy, died in October 1924, when Darrell—her sixth child—was only three months old. When he was sixteen, his father moved the family to California. Darrell hated the West Coast and got permission from his dad, Burley Ray, to return to Oklahoma on his own. After his high school graduation in Hollis, Darrell had an offer to play football at Oklahoma, but he went into the Army Air Corps in 1943 and eventually was trained as a tail gunner on a B-24 bomber. His crew was held back from being sent overseas to be trained for photo reconnaissance missions, and he still was in the United States when the war ended. In the fall of 1945, he played for the Third Air Force football team, based in Tampa, and was heavily re-recruited by the college coaches. He was a prized prospect, although he weighed only 158 pounds, and he went to OU to play for Jim Tatum. As a senior All-American quarterback in 1949, Royal was twenty-five years old and playing under Tatum’s young successor, Bud Wilkinson. To the press, Wilkinson touted his quarterback as a heady coaching candidate, and writers willingly ran with the suggestion, as when Walter Stewart of the Memphis Commercial-Appeal wrote after the 1950 Sugar Bowl that Royal “owns one of the most brilliant masses of football cerebellum we’ve seen caged in one skull…. [T]hat night, he gave us a clinical critique which was magnificently lucid and economically complete. He’ll make someone a game-winning coach.”

Royal’s first college job was as an assistant at North Carolina State in 1950. In 1973’s The Darrell Royal Story, author Jimmy Banks wrote that even before Royal was on the sideline for his first game, he considered quitting the business because he discovered he was petrified of public speaking, which was part of the job for even assistant coaches. As dynamic as he could be in informal situations, or with small groups, standing on a podium was torture for him at first. But he managed to keep his poise and get through a lecture about his experiences as a Split-T quarterback, and about the offense itself, at a coaching clinic on the University of Tennessee campus that July, and the big-name coaches in attendance—familiar with him as a quarterback—found they agreed with the Memphis columnist’s assessment. Royal was stamped as a hot coaching prospect before he had coached in a game, and his knowledge of the hot offense of the period—the Split-T—was coveted.

After that season, Tulsa coach Buddy Brothers offered Royal a raise and a promotion to a No. 1 assistant’s job, and Royal verbally accepted it. Before he signed a contract, though, Bud Wilkinson called and offered him a job on the OU staff. Royal wanted to take it, but when Brothers made it clear he believed Royal would be going back on his word, the young coach swallowed hard and went to Tulsa. As it turned out, Royal loved the experience, because Brothers allowed him—a college QB only two seasons earlier—complete freedom to run the offense, and the Hurricanes lost only once. Royal’s bona fides as a precocious coach were solidified, and Mississippi State coach Murray Warmath hired him away.

Then Royal took the unusual step of accepting the head job with the Edmonton Eskimos of the Canadian Football League’s forerunner, the Western Interprovincial Football Union—for a garish $13,500. North of the border, football was a game of limited resources, twelve players, legal forward motion at the snap, a 55-yard line, and a “rouge” single point when the opposition couldn’t get the ball out of the end zone. It also was Royal’s chance to get his legs as a head coach, and the Eskimos were 17-5. Royal cited the experience when he talked with Mississippi State about returning—this time as the head coach. He went 12-8 in two seasons in Starkville, then 5-5 in a salmon-out-of-water season at the University of Washington in 1956. When the Texas job opened up, Royal left Washington with three years remaining on his contract and became the Longhorns’ head coach in 1957—a year ahead of Frank Broyles’s move to Arkansas. Royal was 17-13 as a college head coach when he went to Texas, but he was only eight seasons removed from being an All-American quarterback and had only solidified his image as an offensive genius.
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One of the naïve assumptions in sports, whether expressed in the media or in the casual chatter of fans, is that players on any team have a monolithic, easily summarized opinion of their coach. Particularly in the late 1960s, it was difficult to be a beloved and winning college football head coach at the same time. Some of the best molders of young men and best-loved coaches weren’t aloof and did heavily invest their emotions in their players. But that could eat them up, and when they were fired or they resigned, it could be said: Just not tough enough to be a great head coach.

Above all, it was—and is—perilous to overgeneralize, even about Frank Broyles. That said, summarizing the players’ views of the Arkansas coach for the most part painted a fair picture. With Royal at Texas, it was far more complex. The Longhorns felt a mixture of fear, respect, hatred, anger, confusion, and reverence—and all of those emotions could swirl within one player. Over the years, those who stuck it out in the Royal program tended to forget the rest and remember the respect, and add to it. It’s a fair exchange: If they stuck with Royal, he stuck with them, moving mountains for his former players over the years.

“If he never said your name the entire time, you’d be very happy,” 1969 guard Mike Dean says of him. “You were scared to death of him, literally scared to death of him. I don’t know anybody who wasn’t scared to death. Afterward, I realized what he was doing. He told me one time that he practiced a system he called intermittent reinforcement. You never knew if he liked you or he didn’t like you. He told me, ‘If I was down on you all the time, you’d quit the team. If all I did was praise you, you’d let up.’ You never knew where you stood with him. One day he would praise you and the next day he’d make you feel like a piece of dirt. Because of this, we all feared him. To be honest, we didn’t really like him. We certainly respected him. I love the man now, but at the time, I just knew if he said my name, it wasn’t going to be good.”

Linebacker Scott Henderson, a junior in 1969, says of Royal, “Some people thought he was ruthless. Some people thought he was unfair. I always found him to be fair—tough, but fair.”

Tight end Randy Peschel says Royal “was a psychologist and motivator second to none. He knew what buttons to push to get you to do what you needed to. I know my appreciation grew for him exponentially after I was done. Maybe others did, but I know I didn’t realize at the time what he was doing and how he was doing it and how he was helping me and all of us as a team.”

Royal, meanwhile, earned his players’ complicated opinion of him by overseeing a sometimes brutal regimen: The “shit” treatment for the scrubs in the Texas program, involving extra practice work, wasn’t unique in college football in the 1960s, and it generated bitterness in those who felt they were being punished—or run off. The Monday “Turd Bowls,” matching those who hadn’t played on Saturday against the freshmen, were legendary for both their sharp-edged competitiveness and their implicit punishment. The upperclassmen were angry at having to play on Mondays and not Saturdays. “It was the freshmen against everybody in the world,” says 1969 All-American tackle Bob McKay, who went through the Turd Bowls as a freshman in 1966. “The sophomores were the worst because they had just gotten out of it, and they treated you like shit anyway. They just took delight in trying to kick your ass, so you had to learn pretty quick that you had to stand up for yourself, and the only friends you had were the other freshmen.”

Similarly infamous were the off-season conditioning drills under veteran trainer Frank Medina—drills that some players concluded were tougher for the marginal players. “Medina was somewhat of a henchman,” guard Bobby Mitchell says. “He was running people off, really.” Others thought Medina’s workout program was egalitarian hell. “He was the one who kept us in shape,” Mike Dean says. “We were in incredible shape and he deserves some credit for our success.” Regardless, Medina considered the workouts biblical trials, challenging the Longhorns to measure their faith. It also was rationalized as a Darwinian test in a tough sport: Only the strong would survive, and maybe they even would contribute to the program. If they stuck it out but didn’t play, they still would be stronger and better men for it, wouldn’t they? And if they didn’t survive, if they quit or dropped out of the program, they weren’t strong enough to be missed.

That’s just how it was.



[image: image]



THE NUMBERS GAME WAS COLD: Texas annually brought in about fifty scholarship freshman players, the elite of the state’s prospects. Even when the lack of a ceiling on the total number of scholarship players in the program lessened the need for attrition, the numbers were unmanageable if all the scholarship players remained in the program. If they left cussing your program, that wasn’t a tragedy. They hadn’t been playing for anyone else in the league. If they transferred, it often was to where they could play right away, and that wasn’t possible within the Southwest Conference because of the transfer rules. It’s naïve to assume that everyone who left did so only or even primarily because of the physical rigors; players didn’t like seeing their name on a little circular disk hanging in the seventh slot below the position name on the depth chart board, and they often wanted to go somewhere they could play. Or they decided to end their college football careers on the spot. But if they stayed with Royal and the Longhorns, they knew they were subject to exhausting physical workouts and caustic reviews.

“When Coach Royal came off his tower at practice, you hoped to hell he turned right because that meant the defense screwed up and it wasn’t us,” McKay says. “The thing is, it was a different time. We didn’t ask questions. When we were told to do something … hell, there were three hundred people on the field at any one time. If you didn’t like the way things were going, they didn’t give a shit, you were more than welcome to leave. It wasn’t, ‘Well, do we think this is going to work, do we really want to do this?’ It wasn’t up for discussion.”

As the head of that Texas program, Royal was universally respected, if the definition included the understanding that he was the supreme power. When the Longhorns gathered on Sunday to watch game film as a full team, there was plenty of collegial chatter in the room as players filed in, sat down, and waited. Then, as Royal walked in from the back, the silence followed him up the aisle like a wave, until those in the first few rows sensed it and shut up even before the coach passed them.

And the odds were pretty strong that none of the players in the room would have a personal conversation with Royal any time soon. In Fayetteville, Frank Broyles seemed uncomfortable with closeness; in Austin, Darrell Royal seemed disdainful of it. Everyone understood that, including Bob McKay and defensive tackle Leo Brooks, both stars. “A guy from a newspaper out in West Texas, where we were from, talked to us, and he couldn’t understand that we just didn’t walk in and talk with Coach Royal,” McKay says. “That would be like me going to play with rattlesnakes. I’m smart enough to know that you don’t do that. Coach Royal was always nice, but he was Coach Royal. I didn’t stop in to shoot the shit. It wasn’t something you did for fun. I told that kid I was in his office five times in my college career and four of them weren’t worth a damn.” The fifth, McKay said, was late in the 1969 season when Royal called him in and told him he had been named an All-American, but that he needed to keep it quiet until the official announcement. At the Thanksgiving game at Texas A&M, Royal saw McKay’s parents after the game and congratulated them. They asked why.

Later, Royal approached McKay.

“You didn’t tell ’em?”

“No, sir, you told me not to tell anybody, so I didn’t tell anybody.”

Royal’s authority was unquestioned. Yet by Texas standards, Royal’s program struggled mightily from 1965 to 1967. At Texas, 6-4 records were abominable, and that was their record in each of the three regular seasons. The Longhorns beat Mississippi after the ’66 season in the Bluebonnet Bowl to finish 7-4, but Royal vetoed any thought of going to a bowl game after the ’67 season. The Longhorns didn’t deserve to go anywhere, he declared. It really didn’t matter all that much that the Texas boosters—the men with the money and the influence—were applying heat, because Royal was plenty hot himself. He was going to do something about it, ordering that the 1968 spring training and the 1968 fall practices be living hell. He didn’t even try to pretend it was something other than a test. The candy asses, those who couldn’t take it, those who didn’t want it bad enough, were going to be gone, one way or another.

“We were coming off three 6-4s,” Royal says of the 1968 practices. “You bet it was hard. You always do that. You always had it stern enough to find out who wanted to and who didn’t. Who wanted to late? Who wanted to when you were behind? Who wanted to when they were tired? Who wanted to, when it would be easier to take a lazy step or two? You have to push them hard enough to find that out.”

By 1968, Royal was ahead of his time in one area, disdaining water deprivation, which was a part of the testing mechanism for so long, from coast to coast: In 1962, reserve sophomore guard Reggie Grob suffered heatstroke during fall practice, went into a coma, and died four days before the season opener in Austin against the Oregon Ducks. Royal’s angst was palpable, and he openly talked and agonized about whether he and his staff should have been able to prevent Grob’s death.

“Coach Royal had gone through a tough time, when that kid had died,” guard Randy Stout says. “We always had water, all the time.”

In 1968, they weren’t thirsty, but they were so sore they often couldn’t even make the walk from the stadium to the football dorm, or vice versa, on the way to the second practice of the day in the fall, without stopping or lying down to rest. Royal’s pride and his job were on the line, and if he was going to go down, he was going to go down with the toughest.

“I wasn’t surprised that it was that tough,” Scott Henderson says of 1968 spring ball. “I was surprised that so many guys quit and left. But Royal made it very clear it was going to be whoever wants to play.” Henderson had undergone knee surgery after his freshman season, so he was watching the practices, not participating. The rehabilitation from his surgery to repair a torn anterior cruciate ligament was difficult, but Henderson wasn’t sure it was any worse than what he witnessed on the field.

Bob McKay was more certain. He had to drop out of spring ball to have rotator cuff surgery. “I swore to God, I was the happiest man in the world when I got to go to the hospital.”

Bill Zapalac, then a sophomore-to-be tight end who turned into a star linebacker for the ’69 team, says those spring drills were “hellacious, and they weeded out some of the upperclassmen. I don’t know if it was intentional, but a lot of people quit.”

The survivors added it up: About thirty players quit, and about thirty more were hurt in spring ball. They weren’t just the scrubs, either. Tommy Orr was expected to challenge to start at tackle. Gone. Jack Freeman, the guy in the dorm room next to McKay, had played for Odessa Permian High School, where they were as tough as they come. Gone. McKay managed to say goodbye, but star tight end Deryl Comer—McKay’s roommate—was so drained he couldn’t even get up. Freeman understood. Comer himself “quit” during spring drills, but came back after a day. Everyone understood that the staff wouldn’t have let him come back—he paid for his impudence with extra sprints—if he had been a Turd Bowl regular.

Survivors, such as undersized and unheralded guard Mike Dean, saw themselves move up the depth chart without doing all that much except making it through practice and not throwing up on Royal when he came down from the tower. “That was one of the most difficult times I have ever, ever had,” Ted Koy, eventually the cocaptain and starting right halfback for the 1969 team, says of the 1968 spring drills. “We would hit from the time we broke from calisthenics. Coach Royal was going to go the next year with the survivors.”

James Street, a backup quarterback in 1967 as a sophomore, also was fortunate enough to miss the ’68 spring practices: He was pitching for the Longhorns baseball team, under first-year head coach Cliff Gustafson. Street came over to watch the football workouts and wince. He remembers Royal saying, “The circle’s getting tighter, we’re losing a lot of players, but the ones staying here want to play ball.”

Yes, that was 1968, but it was crucial in the development of the 1969 team. Royal and the staff knew they had “The Worster Bunch”—featuring fullback Steve Worster—coming into their sophomore years for the 1968 season, to go with a holdover starting quarterback, Bill Bradley. The Texas coaches were pondering installing an offense that suited the prospects’ talents and also took advantage of the skills of the upperclassmen survivors. The fact that the Longhorns didn’t come up with the new offense until after spring ball was one indication that those workouts primarily were designed as a screening process. The survivors had the guts to stick around, and they weren’t always the biggest and the most talented, but they had spunk and, in most cases, brains. Sometimes it seemed sane young men wouldn’t have put up with the hell the Royal staff put them through, but they did, and he was going to take advantage of the thinning ranks.

After that cornerstone ’68 spring training, Royal told his new offensive coach, Emory Bellard: Come up with a scheme that takes advantage of what we’re gonna have left.
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AS A HIGH SCHOOL HEAD COACH, BELLARD won Texas state championships at three different schools. After San Angelo High won the 1966 Class AAAA tide under Bellard, he finally made the jump to the college game, joining Royal’s staff as linebackers coach. Following the third 6-4 season, Royal reorganized his staff, making Bellard the offensive backfield coach—effectively the coordinator.

Bellard doodled and tinkered in his office for hours, pondering splits and formations and pitchouts and belly rides and quarterback improvisations. He was barely a year removed from coaching high school, yet he eventually went into the office of one of college football’s legends and said: This is what we should do. Bellard suggested a four-man backfield, a variation of the full-house “T” formation with the fullback within arm’s length of the quarterback and the halfbacks a couple of yards back on each side. The “T” had become a “Y,” and the basic triple-option play would start with the quarterback “riding” the ball in the fullback’s belly before deciding—quickly—whether to more emphatically jam in a handoff, or pull the ball out and go down the line himself. Then the quarterback’s second and third options would be to cut upfield himself or pitch out to the trailing halfback—the halfback who had started on the other side of the formation. The basic formation would call for a tight end on one side (the “strong” side), a split end on the other.

“It took some guts on his part to do it,” Bellard says of Royal. “We got a bunch of guys together who had completed their eligibility who were in summer school to look at it. One time, I played quarterback and another time I found one. I messed with it to see if the quarterback could do the things we were going to ask him to do, and I felt if I could do it, I knew darned well I could teach it to an athlete.”

In late July, James Street got a call in his hometown of Longview. James, he was told, it might be a good idea to be back in Austin by August 1, so you can be a part of the first look at a new offense.

The introduction was low-key “We were out there working out,” Street says, “and they said, ‘Let’s set up here and see how this works, see what y’all think about this.’”

With the fullback so close, the quarterbacks—Bill Bradley and Street—found it impossible to “ride” the fullback long enough to survey the defensive reaction. “Bradley and I kept saying we could do it,” Street says, “but neither of us thought it would work. You just didn’t have enough time.”

After the coaches moved the fullback a yard farther back, the timing began to work. Street and Bradley discovered the offense wasn’t complicated. All it required was intuitive and intelligent reaction on the fly and taking care of the ball.

The Longhorns had a terrific holdover halfback, Chris Gilbert, and putting both Steve Worster and Ted Koy—each previously listed as fullbacks—in the backfield with Bradley and Gilbert was an astute deployment of resources, not just a strategic wrinkle. The split end was going to be Charles “Cotton” Speyrer, a speedy sophomore from Port Arthur who wasn’t able to play freshman football because of shoulder surgery. He was a highly recruited running back in high school and wasn’t sold on the position switch. “I thought that was a demotion because UT was notorious for not passing the ball,” Speyrer says. “I had my head down a little bit.” As it turned out, though, with the Longhorns overloaded with running back talent, it was the best thing for Speyrer—and his future.

Royal considered the wishbone a “modernization” of the Split-T he rode into coaching and up the ranks. “You make it a triple option instead of a double option,” Royal says. “It’s kind of unique that the side you’re running the ball to, you can leave two guys totally unblocked and turn them loose.”

Indeed, that was revolutionary: The offense allowed the reactions of one or two unblocked defensive players to help determine the quarterback’s decision. That freed an offensive lineman or two to charge and block elsewhere, going after linebackers or defensive backs.

There were variations, though: On counter options, the fullback went one way and the quarterback did a reverse pivot and headed the other. On simple power plays, the fullback led the way through the hole for the halfback, who took a handoff, or the halfback took a handoff from Street after the usual “belly” ride with Worster. Passes usually came off play-action fakes to the fullback, with Speyrer typically the primary receiver.

Bellard didn’t even think the offense was revolutionary enough to give it a pretentious name: To him, it was a variation of the veer option offense, using three running backs instead of two. He says the original name for the package was “right-left,” which he thought emphasized that the triple-option principles could work to either side—meaning not just right and left, but also to either the split-end or tight-end side. To Bellard, that was “balance.”

Bellard and the staff taught the system to the Longhorns in the fall of 1968. And as with all experiments, there were early problems that had to be worked out in games. Bradley struggled and lost the No. 1 quarterback job after the Longhorns tied Houston 20-20 in the 1968 opener (in front of the Houston writer Mickey Herskowitz, who coined the name “wishbone-T” for the Texas offense), and then lost 31-22 to Texas Tech in the second game. In that Tech loss, Worster, Gilbert, and Koy combined for over 300 yards on the ground and Street replaced Bradley in the third quarter. Street was named the starter in the middle of the next week, while Bradley’s handling of the demotion earned him the respect of his teammates. When the change seemed imminent, he broke the tension at practice by running pass patterns as a wide receiver, loosening the cord on his sweatpants and allowing them to drop down in midroute. Within two weeks, he was a full-time safety, where he almost immediately was one of the best at the position in the country.

What was going on here? Three straight four-loss seasons, an 0-1-1 start, a new offense, and a switch to an unproven quarterback? Was this time for panic, time for the assistant coaches to get their résumés ready or hope that Royal would get another job and take them with him if he got fired?

But then the Longhorns raced through the rest of the 1968 season undefeated, setting conference records for total offense, rushing yardage, and average points in conference games. Each week, as one of the senior leaders, Bradley would say something along the lines of: “Don’t worry, boys, Rat’ll get it done,” “Rat” being James Street, the little quarterback who replaced him. The Longhorns beat Arkansas, finishing in a tie with the Razorbacks for the Southwest Conference title and going to the Cotton Bowl because of the head-to-head victory. Texas drilled Tennessee 36-13 in that game, finishing 9-1-1. Although Chris Gilbert’s career was over, the Longhorns were certain their period of mediocrity had ended. And much of the optimism was based on the success of the wishbone, and on the records of the backs returning for 1969.






FOUR

Slick and Company

IT BECAME A CLICHÉ. James Street? Winner. He wasn’t big, listed charitably at five-foot-eleven, stretching the truth by at least two inches, and at 175 pounds. He wasn’t startlingly fast. Even his decision-making in the wishbone wasn’t perfect, but he always seemed to make it work—if not on one particular play, then eventually. As a passer, he could look like the star baseball pitcher he was in the spring, throwing a fastball through traffic. He also, occasionally, could look like a Hungarian placekicker screwing around on the side of the field. But there was just something about the man his teammates called not just “Rat,” but “Slick.” His shiny black hair and long sideburns were reminiscent of an Elvis Presley impersonator. And when he got talking? He was a high-energy filibuster, a boulder rolling downhill, Niagara Falls, Jim Brown on a sweep: unstoppable.

With so much emphasis placed on his “winning” qualities, some could mistakenly infer that was a way of downplaying his shortcomings as an athlete. On the contrary, he was a terrific all-around athlete. An undersized dynamo without a powerful arm, he wasn’t the prototypical quarterback. It was a huge upset that he beat out Bradley, one of the most highly touted recruits in 1960s college football. He did because the new offense worked so much better with the chatterbox calling—and then running—the plays. That’s how it was with Street: You measured him not only by what he did himself, but by how others reacted to his presence.

He had been scrambling all his life, growing up on what passed for the wrong side of the tracks in Longview, Texas, about fifty miles from Shreveport, Louisiana. James’s father, Grover, had health problems and was a paranoid schizophrenic, convinced someone was lurking behind the next tree and hoping to ruin his life. “He was pretty smart and he would come up with all these plans about how people were trying to get him,” James says. Grover zealously coached his two boys, Sewell and James, building a little backstop in the backyard with a cutout of the strike zone and telling them they must hit each corner of the rectangle. “I never can remember him saying I did anything good,” James says. “It was always expected of you to do good. But the reason you did good was because you were prepared. He would make you prepare.”

Sewell was older, and he felt the brunt of the attention, but when James came home after pitching a no-hitter as a ten-year-old, Grover chewed him out because he couldn’t remember every “out” pitch.

“What does it matter?” snapped little James. “I struck him out!”

“It doesn’t matter today,” his father said sharply. “But it will matter someday! Someday, it will come back to haunt you if you don’t understand what you’re doing!”

Grover left and returned several times. Ultimately, he said he had to go back to his native Oklahoma—alone. “The world was just trying to get him and he had to move off,” James, who was about twelve, says. “I didn’t understand it, and I got used to him not being there. I learned a lot from him before he left, though.”

James’s mother, Helen, and Grover divorced, and she started working at a department store most of the day, then on the telephone for a home products firm for a few hours, then frequently baby-sat at night. “The amazing part about her was the next morning at six-thirty, she would have breakfast cooked,” James says. “So when I got up, there were eggs or pancakes. She seemingly never tired. I think I got a lot of my work ethic from her.”

In junior high, James worked in the school cafeteria to earn free meals. “I didn’t look at that as a bad thing because I could get all the food I wanted!” James says. “We didn’t have much at home, but I didn’t know we didn’t have anything.”

The Streets didn’t have a television. James’s treasured possession was his little radio, and he listened to the scratchy broadcasts of the St. Louis Cardinals games at night, dreaming of someday being in the rotation and hearing Harry Caray calling his strikeouts.

He was a running back until ninth grade, when he switched to quarterback. When Ty Bain, a new Longview High Lobos football coach, showed up, he blanched when he saw one of his quarterbacks still working in the school cafeteria. “I need you to quit working,” said Bain, who had grown up poor himself. “A quarterback shouldn’t be working back there in the back.”

James quit, and each Monday, Bain handed Street an envelope. Inside were two one-dollar bills and two quarters. “That was fifty cents a day for my sister and me to eat on,” Street says. “I thought I was rich!”

The owner of a local restaurant, Jackson’s Café, also tried to help the fiery little quarterback. “Mr. Jackson said he wanted to give me some money so I could buy some clothes,” James says. “I never thought I didn’t have clothes. What did I need clothes for? I wouldn’t take it. So they came back to me and asked if I would work weekends. I said I’d love to, and I’d work from seven in the morning until two in the afternoon on Saturday and Sunday. He always paid me cash and I might have gotten ten dollars for the weekend. It seemed like a million at the time.”

James’s older brother, Sewell, by then was playing minor-league baseball, and James was hoping to do the same thing. College? No way could the family afford it, and he didn’t dream anyone would offer him a scholarship. Longview’s biggest star was Loyd Phillips, who had gone off to play football at the University of Arkansas, and Loyd’s younger brother, Terry Don, was a year older than James and one of his closest friends. Both the Phillips boys were big enough to attract the attention of the college coaches and good enough to keep it; coaches had to look beyond Street’s size—to his heart and his competitiveness.

As a junior at Longview High in the spring of 1965, Street was pitching at Texarkana when an errant between-innings toss by a teammate nailed him in the face. Blood poured from his nose, coming in intermittent floods. All Street did was take a towel to the mound and put it down by the resin bag. Terry Don Phillips and the rest of Street’s teammates were incredulous. Years later, Street and Phillips still have a friendly disagreement over that incident. “He should remember it,” Street says. “He threw the ball that nailed me!”

Responds Phillips: “I know he thinks that, but I’m innocent! The point is, he got hit right in the nose and the cheekbone and he’s bleeding all over. I mean, all over. He had a towel, his nose is bleeding, and he’d wipe off his nose between pitches and go right on. He was just a great, great competitor.”

When James was a senior at Longview, Terry Don was an Arkansas freshman. With the Phillips boys gone, the Longview Lobos didn’t have much talent around the holdover quarterback. As his senior season began, the scrambling Street was regarded as one of the top quarterbacks in East Texas, but a marginal college prospect. Loyd and Terry Don tried to convince the Arkansas coaching staff to recruit him, but even Street still was thinking baseball first and was surprised when Southwest Conference football coaches started contacting him during the Lobos’ 5-5 season. He weighed 155 pounds. He was going to play baseball, and when a Texas A&M coach showed up at Longview High and asked him if he would play football for the Aggies, Street responded: “Naw, I don’t want to cut my hair off.”

Oklahoma State and Texas Tech also contacted him, and he started to figure out that college was a bona fide alternative to signing a pro baseball contract right out of high school. Texas—the Longhorns!—asked him to make a visit to Austin. It wasn’t that Street lacked confidence; he just didn’t picture himself as a football player.

Street also was considering another school—the University of Arkansas. The Phillipses’ lobbying efforts finally worked: The Razorback staff contacted Street, and then Frank Broyles called. It wasn’t an all-out blitz, and it might have been a case of Broyles getting Loyd Phillips—one of the top players in the country—off his back, but Broyles asked James to add the Razorbacks to his list of possibilities. “You have some friends here, James,” Broyles said, “and we wish you’d consider becoming a Razorback.”

The thought was comforting: He could rejoin the big Phillips boys, his pals, in Fayetteville.

James sat down for a chat with his surrogate father, Mr. Jackson, at the café. Street said he was leaning toward going to Arkansas, or at least making an official visit there.

“What about baseball?” Jackson asked. “Isn’t baseball what you want to do?”

Texas’s baseball program, then still under longtime coach Bibb Falk, was much higher-profile than the one at Arkansas. Jackson’s daughter was a UofA student, but he told Street that Texas sounded like a better fit for a dual-sport athlete. Street went to Austin for his official tour and visited with Darrell Royal. The Texas coach challenged him, bringing up the name of the all-everything quarterback the Longhorns had landed the year before—Bill Bradley.

“I guess a lot of schools are throwing Bradley up to you,” Royal said.

“Yes, sir.”

“You know,” Royal said slowly, “if you start running away from competition now, you’ll never know if you could have played with the best or competed against the best. You’ll never know that.”

It was as if Royal was daring Street to keep pitching as the blood ran down his face. Street never took that recruiting visit to Arkansas, and by the time he was a senior at Texas, he was the entrenched starter, the established master of the triple option, and a cocaptain—along with halfback Ted Koy and linebacker Glen Halsell. He also was the baseball program’s ace pitcher, and on baseball trips he roomed with another dual-sport player—outfielder/tight end Randy Peschel. “He just did not take defeat in anything,” Peschel says. “He wouldn’t accept it and wouldn’t let anybody around him accept it.”
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WHEN 1969 PRESEASON PRACTICE BEGAN, Street had just returned from a summer of playing semipro baseball in Colorado with the Boulder Collegians, a team of college all-stars. The Longhorns’ Press Day came after a few days of daily double practices, and Street was wearing shorts and a bandage on his leg when he went through a mass interview with reporters.

“What’s that bandage for? Does it hurt?” a writer asked.

Street couldn’t help himself. His mouth got going, and he couldn’t stop it.

Well, as you guys know, I was in Colorado for the summer, playing baseball, and I worked as a substitute mail carrier on the side, and just the other day, a dog bit me, and now they’re checking it for rabies and they’re a little worried that I may go mad …

The writers were scribbling. As he continued, Street was starting to let saliva drip from his mouth, and he was on the verge of laughing, too.

Just kidding, fellas.

He was so adept at scraping the line of scrimmage as he ran the triple option, Street often was kicked by his linemen. That’s why he often had a bandage on his leg.

Royal was in the room, and he was livid.

“Nobody likes a smartass,” Royal snapped after the session.

Street resolved to follow the coach’s guidelines for dealing with the press: Be polite, be classy, compliment your opponents, don’t say anything controversial, and then compliment your opponents again to make sure everybody got the point.

But to James Street, life was a revival meeting, a filibuster, a soapbox. “I tell you what, I can’t stress enough that James Street was such a catalyst, not only with his play, but with being in the huddle,” Cotton Speyrer says.

“James was a guy you couldn’t ever get to shut up,” a laughing Steve Worster says. “He was a great guy, and there was just something about James Street you didn’t see until you put him on the football field. He was just a winner, plain and simple. The guy obviously had talent, but he threw a pass like a wounded duck. I mean, he threw it kind of like I would. That was fine, because we didn’t have to throw it very often.”

Once the wishbone got rolling, in fact, the Longhorns hammered everyone. With Street usually starting the play by extending the ball into Worster’s belly, and with the Texas offensive linemen making the decisions easier because they were blowing away the defensive front, Texas looked unstoppable.
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BRIDGE CITY, TEXAS, is in Bayou Country, and it’s as much Cajun as Cowboy. Steve Worster had been one of the top high school players in Texas since he was a sophomore—and in Texas, that’s saying a lot. His future Longhorns teammate, defensive tackle Carl White, played against Bridge City and Worster in the state championship game in Waco when Worster was a senior. White played for McKinney High.

“I twisted Worster’s foot all the way around backward in a pile,” White says. “He got up and he didn’t even limp. I went back to the huddle and I told the guys, ‘Guys, we’re in trouble.’ They beat us 30-6 and he just ran over us all day long. He was the strongest and toughest two-hundred-pounder I ever saw.”

So when Worster was one of the most highly recruited high school seniors in the country, it wasn’t automatic that he would go to Texas. The other schools came hard, and this was a time when “hard” meant that coaches or—more often—boosters might offer many enticements beyond a scholarship.

Steve’s father, R.B., was a pumper on the oil rigs for Sun Oil, and he had preached to his son for years about the principle of hard work—even get-oil-in-your-hair and under-your-nails and every-muscle-aches hard work—so the offers of riches were incomprehensible to the seventeen-year-old.

At first, Fred Akers—then the offensive backfield coach—recruited Worster for Texas. Almost everyone liked the affable Akers, who had been a quarterback and defensive back for Frank Broyles at Arkansas. As a high school junior in Blytheville, in fact, Akers represented Arkansas at the American Legion-sponsored 1954 Boys Nation convention in Washington, D.C., winning an appointment in the convention’s mock government to the directorship of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. (Akers met both President Dwight Eisenhower and Vice President Richard Nixon; a few years later, another Arkansas representative to Boys Nation, Bill Clinton, met President John Kennedy.) But Akers and Worster didn’t hit it off. Worster considered Akers “a little Napoleon.” Finally, Royal stepped in himself and was the point man in the recruiting of Worster.

Worster swears that Texas was “the only school that … didn’t try to buy me. With my background—small-town and blue-collar family—that impressed me a lot.”

There was an underground system of perks at Texas, too, but it wasn’t as overt as at some other schools. It often involved boosters cozying up to players more than “buying” them. Some of the benefits, such as free movie passes for the players and their dates at Austin theaters, were commonplace (and legal) in the era. The NCAA hadn’t clamped down on what players did with their game tickets, either, so when players around the country sold theirs for huge profits, that didn’t get the program in trouble. It was the players’ spending money for the year, and it could be the buyers’ way of sponsoring specific players. At Texas, the middleman often was the owner of a particular clothing store on the “drag”—Guadalupe Street—adjacent to campus. Some players took their tickets to him and the clothier sold them, passing the money—minus a cut presumably—back to the players. The players knew him as a bit of a con man, but he also cut deals to help keep them dressed nicer than the typical college student. Again, the significant point is that the Texas coaches weren’t involved in the players’ ticket business (at some schools, they were, and the ticket profiteering was part of the recruiting spiel and a staff mechanism to keep star players happy). At Texas and Arkansas, where the players also sold their tickets for spending money, the players didn’t feel as if they were doing anything wrong, and in the context of the times, and the NCAA rules of the time, they weren’t.
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