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  FOREWORD

  I was just a country boy and didn’t really play organized sports until junior high. I didn’t play football until 10th grade. I never pictured myself having a career as a football player. I didn’t play it because I thought I’d play it in college or the pros. I played football because I enjoyed it.

  When I was in high school, I wasn’t aware of much outside of North Carolina. Playing football at a Big Ten school was the furthest thing from my mind. I thought I’d end up playing basketball at a small college like North Carolina A&T. I played in a high school football all-star game and (Gophers assistant coach) Bob Bossons saw me. The first I heard that Minnesota was interested in me was after that game.

  I decided to visit Minnesota. I knew (Gophers basketball All- American) Lou Hudson. We had played basketball together. It was nice to know someone at the University when I visited there. Visiting Minnesota was such an eye-opener for me. Coming from the racial tensions of the South in those days, Minnesota was so ahead of the South and what life could be like for a black man trying to fit in. The visit was so positive that I didn’t visit anywhere else.

  When I got there, I played four positions in four years. The coaching staff was so great. Coach (Butch) Nash. Coach Bossons. Coach (Murray) Warmath. They cared about us as human beings. The more you got to know Coach Warmath, the closer you got to him. He was such a caring individual. I had so much respect for him. He was like my father, he didn’t say much, but he didn’t have to. When you got in trouble on or off the field. He would just give a look that demanded respect—nothing else needed to be said.

  When I got the to let him know how much I appreciated everything he had done for me. I can’t say enough good things about him.

  Hearing about this book brought back great memories for me. The 1967 team (my senior season, when the Gophers were Big Ten co-champions) was so talented, and it was a very close-knit group. I think we had 10 or 11 guys off that team drafted.

  What I remember most about the University was, it was the best place for me. It made me more open-minded in getting along with people. I remember the brotherhood of my teammates—guys like (Gordon) Condo and (Thomas) Sakai. I couldn’t have gotten a more valuable education than the one I got at Minnesota.

  I’ve been blessed. I played football because it was fun; and I was rewarded tremendously.

  Through the years, I stayed in touch with former teammates. I know you’ll enjoy this book.

  —CHARLIE SANDERS
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  INTRODUCTION

  Even though I grew up in Southern Minnesota, just 130 miles from the Minneapolis-St. Paul Metropolitan area, a trip to the “Cities” was rare for me.

  One of my earliest memories of a trip to the Twin Cities is with a church group for a Gophers football game. While I don t remember many of the details of the game other than the score (a 35-35 tie) and the opponent (Ohio University), I do remember vividly being in awe of the crowd and the atmosphere at Memorial Stadium. I instantly became a fan of college football.

  Working on this project has made me realize how much of a college football fan I still am.

  Legendary Minneapolis newspaperman Sid Hartman, who has covered University of Minnesota football for more than 60 years, has said that for much of the first 70 years of the 20th Century, Gophers football was the biggest thing on the Minnesota sports scene. Reading game accounts via microfilm of the Minneapolis Star, Minneapolis Tribune, Chicago Tribune, and Los Angeles Times allowed me to understand how big Gophers football really was.

  I think we’ve managed to put together an impressive lineup of former Gophers who have recalled many of the big Gophers games of the last 70 years. It’s too bad that we no longer have the opportunity to talk to former Gopher greats like Bruce Smith, Paul Giel, Leo Nomellini, Bob Hobert, and Sandy Stephens and former coaches Cal Stoll and Butch Nash about their memories.

  Because Gophers football has provided Minnesotans with so many great rivalries, great memories—six national championships with 20 former Gophers coaches or players in the College Football Hall of Fame—I’m excited that this book about Gophers football is being published in the fall of 2007, the 125th anniversary of the first Gophers football game.

  
    Editor’s Note:

    Since the book was first published in 2007, some of the circumstances surrounding the players featured have changed. Though we’ve worked to preserve the original text and added chapters on Ed Lechner and Eric Decker, please note the following:

    • Sonny Franck passed away in 2011 at the age of 92.

    • Murray Warmath died in 2011. He was 98.

  


  Chapter 1

  SONNY FRANCK

  EARLY LIFE OF SONNY FRANCK

  Laura Franck was so elated when she gave birth to a son, she called the newborn “Sonny.”

  “My mother had a boy (several years earlier), and he died. So, she wanted a boy badly,” Franck said. “(When I was born), I was her ‘Sonny Boy.’ She kept calling me her Sonny Boy; and after two months or so, she dropped the ‘boy and just called me ‘Sonny.’ A county recorder came around and said, ‘Laura, you have got to name this boy.’ So, she named me George, after George Bendix, the doctor who brought me into the world.”

  Growing up in Davenport, Iowa, Franck was a multiple-sport athlete.

  In the fall, there was football. In the winter, there was basketball. In the spring, there was baseball and track.

  “The St. Louis Cardinals were interested in me,” said Franck. “I was a good hitter with a level swing. My dad didn’t want me to play pro baseball. I was a lousy basketball player, and the football coach (at Davenport Central) wanted you out for track.”

  Franck was a natural at track.

  “A guy named George Champion was living in Davenport,” said Franck. “He said to me, ‘You’ve got a lot of natural speed. You’d be a good halfback.’”

  Others noticed Franck’s speed as well.

  “The University of Iowa wanted me to run track,” said Franck, who ran the 100-yard dash in 9.6 seconds and the 220 in 21.1 seconds. “They didn’t want me to play football. I wanted to play football.”

  Champion told a friend in Davenport about Franck. That friend told an acquaintance in Minneapolis about him. The Minneapolis man told (assistant University of Minnesota coach) Bert Baston, who told (Gophers coach) Bernie Bierman.

  “Bierman didn’t talk to anyone for more than five minutes, but my dad was just like him— a hardheaded German,” said Franck. “They sat in Bierman’s office for two hours. On the way home my dad said, ‘That’s the coach you want to play for.’”

  So Franck ended up at the University of Minnesota in the fall of 1937.

  “Bierman (who had been at Minnesota since 1932) had never had a fast guy,” said Franck. “Nobody knew how to use speed back then.”

  Under Bierman, who had coached Tulane to a 36-10-2 record in five seasons and led the Green Wave to the 1932 Rose Bowl, the Gophers won national titles in 1934, 1935 and 1936 and a Big Ten title in 1937.

  
    NAME: George “Sonny” Franck

    BORN: September 23, 1918

    POSITION: Running back/ defensive back/punter

    HEIGHT: 6-0

    WEIGHT: 176

    YEARS: 1938-1940

    ACCOMPLISHMENTS: Two-time all-conference selection (1939, 1940); consensus All-American (1940); elected to College Football Hall of Fame (2002).

    GAME: vs. Iowa—October 26, 1940
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  George “Sonny” Franck, a consensus All-America selection in 1940, was the last of the 14 consensus All-Americans from that year to be named to the College Football Hall of Fame.

  “In 1937, I was ready to quit,” Franck said. “Of the 74 guys on the team, only four didn’t play a down, and I was one of them. I was going to quit. They didn’t call it red-shirting back then (freshmen were ineligible). One of my teammates explained to me that I would not play in games or go on trips. He said, ‘Didn’t anybody tell you this?’ I said, ‘No, this is the first I’ve ever heard of it. But I used the year to learn the halfback position.’”

  During Franck’s sophomore season (1938), the Gophers won another Big Ten title. The 1938 championship came despite losses to Northwestern and Notre Dame, which prompted Chicago sportswriter Marvin McCarthy to write of “the disintegration of the dynasty.”

  The Gophers went through a rebuilding year in 1939. The highlight of the season was a 20-10 victory over No. 10 Michigan in Ann Arbor. The victory moved the Gophers, who were just 2-3-1 at the time, into the Associated Press Top 20 at No. 20. The following Saturday, the Gophers lost to the unranked Hawkeyes in Iowa City, 13-9. The Gophers concluded the 3-4-1 season—their first losing season since 1930—with a 23-6 victory over Wisconsin.

  SETTING

  The Gophers went into the 1940 season with a lot of talent (three future College Football Hall of Famers—Franck, future Heisman Trophy winner Bruce Smith, and Dick Wildung) and question marks. Observers wondered how the Gophers would respond to their first losing season under Bierman.

  In Bierman’s single-wing, one-platoon football, Franck, who had been an end in high school, was expected to be versatile. He ran, passed, caught passes, punted, returned kicks, and played defense.

  Teammate Bill Daley said, “We were all fast in that backfield, but Sonny was really fast. We would run sprints at the end of practice. By the time he had gone three or four steps, he was at full speed and out of reach.”

  The unranked Gophers opened the season with victories over two solid opponents—Washington and Nebraska. In the victory over Washington, Franck returned a kickoff 98 yards for a touchdown and made a crucial tackle late in the game—knocking a Huskies runner out of bounds after a long run. The two victories earned the Gophers the No. 7 spot in the Top 25. The Gophers then had two weeks to prepare for their third game (at Ohio State).

  “The team wanted to have that Saturday (before the Ohio State game) off to go hunting. Bierman wanted to practice,” said Franck. “The team asked me to ask him for the day off, and I said, ‘I’m not the captain.’ But I went to him, and I said, ‘I know we’re going to practice on Saturday.’ He said we were thinking about pleasure and not football, that we didn’t know how important the Ohio State game was. I said, ‘We’re going to beat Ohio State. I guarantee it. Practice early, that’s all I’m asking.’ He agreed.”

  The Gophers outlasted the No. 15 Buckeyes, 13-7, to improve to 3-0.

  “We were leading 13-7, and Ohio State had the ball late in the game,” said Franck, “and (Don) Scott ran around left end. I took off from the middle of the field and tried to cut him off. I threw everything I had at him and knocked him out of bounds inside the 1, with less than two minutes to play. And, we got the ball back.”

  The Gophers then manufactured what Franck described as “... the best drive we’ve ever had. OSU had been holding us. We needed two first downs, and we got them and went right down the field.” The Gophers defeated the Buckeyes despite being outgained, 384-229. The Gophers, who didn’t attempt a pass, rushed for 229 yards. Ohio State completed 11 of 23 passes for 104 yards and had a 16-9 edge in first downs.

  Next up for the Gophers was rival Iowa. The Gophers were looking to avenge a 13-9 loss to the Hawkeyes the previous season. In that game, Iowa, which was coming off a 7-6 upset victory over Notre Dame the previous week, scored 13 points in the fourth quarter to rally for a 13-9 victory over the Gophers.
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  Sonny Franck ran the 100-yard dash in 9.6 seconds and used his speed to win the 60-yard championship at the 1941 Big Ten indoor track meet.

  THE GAME OF MY LIFE

  BY SONNY FRANCK

  Bierman was a tough taskmaster and very low key. When he was angry, he would never blow up, but he would get very sarcastic. He would lower the boom on you, but he would never raise his voice.

  During practice the week of the Iowa game, Bierman said, “I know you’re an Iowa boy,” and he accused me of throwing the Iowa game the year before. I had scored a touchdown in the third quarter to make it 9-0, but Iowa came back. With just seconds left in the game, Nile Kinnick stepped in front of me at midfield and intercepted Harold Van Every’s pass to end the game. Bierman accusing me of throwing the game really got me hot under the collar. I was an Iowa boy and knew a lot of Iowa players. Everybody on the team knew how mad I was. The team was all for me. I kicked the ground and vowed I’d get even.

  It was homecoming, and there were nearly 63,000 fans— including nearly 10,000 from Iowa, including my parents and brother—in the stands.

  Iowa scored first after recovering a fumble at our 33-yard line in the first quarter. Bill Green, my former high school classmate, ran 27 yards for a touchdown to give Iowa a 6-0 lead.

  We fumbled the ball away three times in the first half, but we finally got going in the second quarter. I scored on 29- and 44-yard passes from Bruce Smith—about three minutes apart—and we led 14-6 at halftime. We hadn’t tried a pass in the previous seven quarters before those two, but we threw eight passes that day. We completed just those two touchdown passes. We didn’t throw the ball much all season. In fact, we only passed for 229 yards in eight games that season.

  In the third quarter, I returned a punt to the Iowa 36. We drove to the one, where I scored my third touchdown. I carried the ball eight straight times on that drive.

  I scored my fourth touchdown on the first play of the fourth quarter, which made it 27-6. Then to boot, Bierman took me out. Back then the rules were you could only sub once a quarter, so I was done for the game. I could have broken Red Grange’s Big Ten singlegame scoring record.

  We ended up winning, 34-6.

  Iowa coach Eddie Anderson said after the game that those two quick scores were the biggest factor in the win. Iowa seemed to lose its enthusiasm after the second touchdown.

  Football is a team game, and any back is only as good as his line.

  My teammates always thought I was a self-centered S.O.B. and cocky. I probably was. But when I was calling signals, I didn’t always call my name. I did what was best for the team.

  I said after the game that I had to get four touchdowns. My brother Harry got three playing for Davenport high (the night before). I had to beat that.

  GAME RESULTS

  Franck finished with 43 yards rushing and 74 yards receiving as the Gophers outgained the Hawkeyes, 367-170.

  Minneapolis Sunday Tribune reporter Bob Beebe wrote, “He (Franck) took care of his two Iowa pals on his two touchdown passes. The first he snatched over the head of Bill Green with Bob Bender in on the play. The second he grabbed as it sailed over Benders noggin.”

  Green said the Gophers surprised the Hawkeyes.

  “Last year we beat the Gophers because they didn’t have a passing game,” Green told the Minneapolis Tribune. “We didn’t think they had one this year either, until I watched Sonny take those long passes from Smith for the first two touchdowns.”

  Bierman told the Minneapolis Sunday Tribune:

  We were pretty wobbly in the first quarter but the boys went to work after that. In the second half they improved on their form of the Ohio State game. They weren’t really consistent today, but on the whole they continued their game-by-game development. Yes, it was fun to see those two passes from Bruce Smith to Franck connect, to beat Iowa the way they beat us. Bruce certainly hung those two passes out there for George. He didn’t play much more than 10 minutes but he certainly did his job while he was in there. Franck had himself a pretty good day.

  The week after the Iowa victory, the Gophers defeated Northwestern, which had beaten the Gophers the previous two seasons, 13-12, to improve to 5-0.

  “During the week before the Northwestern game, the newspapers were saying that the Iowa game had been a showcase for me and were calling me a triple-threat,” said Franck. “I remember I botched one play in practice and Bierman said, ‘Well, you’re a triple-threat all right—stumble, fumble, and fall.’”

  The following week, the Gophers defeated Michigan, 7-6.

  “We were trailing 6-0 when we intercepted a pass in the end zone,” said Franck. “So we got the ball at our own 20-yard line. I told Bruce (Smith), ‘Nothing’s going right. Switch halfbacks with me. So Bruce got the ball instead of me. The defense was confused and four guys grabbed me, and Boo (Smiths nickname) ran untouched 80 yards for a touchdown, and we won 7-6.”

  The Gophers closed out an unbeaten season with victories over Purdue (33-6) and Wisconsin (22-13). The Gophers 8-0 season— with five victories decided by six points or fewer—earned them the national title. It was their fourth national title in seven seasons.

  Following the 1940 season, Franck, a consensus All-American, finished third in the Heisman Trophy voting behind Michigan halfback Tom Harmon and Texas A&M fullback John Kimbrough.

  In early 1941, Franck used his speed to win the Big Ten Indoor 60-yard dash championship (in 6.3 seconds).

  In August of 1941, Franck was voted the MVP of the college team that played the NFL defending-champion Chicago Bears in the All-Star game. Franck was selected over teammates Tom Harmon and Jackie Robinson.

  WHAT HAPPENED TO SONNY FRANCK?

  Franck was selected in the first round (the sixth player taken overall) of the NFL draft by the New York Giants.

  As a rookie in 1941, Franck helped the Giants win the Eastern Division and reach the NFL championship game, where they lost to the Chicago Bears, 37-9. Franck scored the Giants’ lone touchdown.

  Franck spent the next three years in the military, where he reached the rank of captain and earned nine battle stars, seeing action in both the Pacific (Iwo Jima) and Europe (D-Day).

  As an air observer, Franck was assigned to the U.S. 4th Marine Division to improve air-ground coordinations. He also flew at least 17 missions as a fighter pilot. In June of 1944, Franck was shot down eight miles offshore in the Marshall Islands in the Pacific. He drifted within a quarter of a mile of the Japanese-held island of Wotze before he was rescued by a destroyer’s whaling boat.

  Following World War II, Franck played three more seasons with the New York Giants before retiring and going to work briefly for Standard Oil. After that, Franck became a high school teacher and coach. Franck spent 30 years at Rock Island (Illinois) High School.

  In 2003, Franck was enshrined to the College Football Hall of Fame. At the age of 85, Franck played in the annual Hall of Fame flag football game.

  Franck was the last of the 14 consensus All-Americans from 1940 to be enshrined in the Hall of Fame.

  “I didn’t think I’d get into the Hall of Fame after so many years,” Franck told the Minneapolis Star Tribune upon his election in December of 2002. “They got a rule that you have to have graduated in the last 50 years to get in. I guess they didn’t add it up right.”

  College football historian John Gunn had campaigned to get Franck inducted.

  “John made it all happen,” said Franck. “He kept pushing me hard. He didn’t give up.”


  Chapter 2

  BILL DALEY

  EARLY LIFE OF BILL DALEY

  Growing up in a small farming town during the Depression, it was a challenge sometimes for Bill Daley to find an outlet for his interest in sports.

  “We played everything, football, baseball, basketball,” said Daley. “But it was tough to find enough kids to play, because a lot of the kids were farm kids and they were always needed to help out in the fields.”

  Daley, whose father was a railroad engineer who worked out of nearby St. Cloud, developed into one of the top athletes in Melrose, Minnesota, and Melrose High School managed to field a pretty good football team. Daley helped the Dutchmen compile a 12-1-1 record in his junior and senior seasons. As a senior, Daley was recognized by the Minnesota State High School League as one of the top players in the state.

  Daley developed a goal of playing football for the University of Minnesota and coach Bernie Bierman.

  “I listened to Gopher games on the radio,” said Daley, who was the oldest of four siblings. “They were the national champions in 1934, 1935 and 1936. In 1934, when I was 15,1 went to see a game (in Minneapolis). I sat in the end zone for 25 cents and saw the Gophers beat Chicago, 35-7. It thrilled me so much—the band, the whole atmosphere. I saw my hero—Pug Lund.”

  
    NAME: William E. Daley

    BORN: September 16, 1919

    POSITION: Fullback/defensive back

    HEIGHT: 6-2

    WEIGHT: 215

    YEARS: 1940-1942

    ACCOMPLISHMENTS: First team All-Big Ten (1941 ); All-American (at Michigan) in 1943.

  

  But Daley initially delayed his dream of playing for the Gophers to pursue another interest. One of Daley’s uncles— his father had grown up in Milwaukee as one of 17 children of Irish immigrants—had introduced the young Daley to another sport.

  “I had taken up boxing when I was in grade school,” said Daley. “During one summer, I visited an uncle in Chicago, who was a boxer. I worked out with him and he showed me the ropes. I went back to Melrose and told Coach Baumgartner that I wanted to start a boxing team. We boxed against St. John’s and Sauk Centre. So, after high school, I wanted to be a professional boxer. I moved to Chicago and I started working out at a gym. But I was told DePaul was looking for football players. I found I (was good enough) to play (college football) but then they dropped football.

  “I was told to write (University of Minnesota track coach) Jim Kelly, who was an assistant to Bierman and he told me to come,” said Daley. “I met with Bernie (Bierman), and when I saw him it was like seeing the second coming. I had always wanted to play for the Gophers.”

  SETTING

  Daley finally arrived on campus as a freshman in 1940. Daley joined a team that was coming off a 3-4-1 record in 1939—the programs first losing season since 1930—and that was, in typical Bierman fashion, deep at the running back position.
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  In 1940, the Gophers backfield included three future pro football players—Bill Daley (shown here), Bruce Smith, and Sonny Franck.

  Led by great running backs like George “Sonny” Franck and Bruce Smith, the Gophers set out to prove that their record in 1939 was a fluke.

  The Gophers opened the 1940 season with a 19-14 victory at home over Washington. Nebraska, the Gophers’ second opponent, went into its game against Minnesota intent on stopping Franck and Smith. Daley and William Johnson stepped in to combine for nearly 300 yards rushing in the Gophers’ 13-7 victory over the Cornhuskers.

  The Gophers rolled through the six-game conference schedule undefeated as they went 8-0 to claim their fourth national championship in seven seasons.

  Daley gained 278 yards rushing (fourth-best on the team). The 278 yards came in just 41 carries as Daley averaged a team-high 6.8 yards per carry.

  George Barton, whose career as a sportswriter in Minneapolis and St. Paul spanned the first six decades of the 20th century, described that season in his autobiography, which was published in 1958.

  “The 1940 football season must go down in Minnesota gridiron history as one of the most successful and thrilling ever experienced,” Barton wrote.

  The Gophers were ranked No. 1 in the first Associated Press poll of 1941. The Gophers opened the season with victories over Washington (14-6), Illinois (34-6), and Pittsburgh (39-0).

  In the victory over Washington in Seattle, Daley and Smith combined for 189 of the Gophers’ 213 rushing yards. Two weeks later, Daley got the Gophers off to a good start against Illinois when he raced 72 yards on a fullback opener in the game’s first minute.

  With the three victories, the Gophers took 12-game winning streak (dating to the last game of the 1938 season) into the showdown with Michigan in Ann Arbor.

  The Gophers had a seven-game winning streak in the rivalry— outscoring the Wolverines 173-25 in the seven games—but the 1941 Wolverines were No. 3 (Texas was ranked No. 2) going into the game. The Wolverines had defeated No. 5 Northwestern, 14-7, the previous week to improve to 4-0 and move up three spots in the poll.

  The Wolverines, who were 7-1 in 1940, had expected 1941 to be a rebuilding year (after the graduation of Heisman Trophy winner Tom Harmon), but many college football observers consider the 1941 Michigan team better than its predecessor. The Wolverines opened the 1941 season with victories over Michigan State (19-7), Iowa (6-0) and Pittsburgh (40-0).

  For the Gopher game, Michigan added a few end zone seats to make room for the largest crowd in school history (85,700).

  GAME OF MY LIFE

  BY BILL DALEY

  It was a beautiful day in Ann Arbor. A near-perfect fall day for college football. It was the mid-50s with a slight breeze. I was so impressed by the crowd and the (Michigan) band, which marched up and down the field and back.

  I was thrilled to be there, even though I was playing for Minnesota, because it was such a beautiful day.

  (Bruce) Smith got hurt on our way to the victory. It probably was one of the best offensive and defensive games—the best complete game—I played. I was thrilled.

  Bernie (Bierman) was never big on pep talks. We all knew it was Michigan. He didn’t have to do anything to fire us up. He worked us hard during the week. Most of the coaching was done by the assistants. He was the manager.

  After a scoreless first quarter, we scored late in the second quarter. We got the ball at midfield after a punt. What set up our field position was a great punt by Smith. He had pinned Michigan down at their 12-yard line with a 69-yard punt. They ended up having to punt it right back to us. Bruce (Smith) completed a 43- yard pass to Herman Frickey, which gave us a first down at the Michigan 5-yard line.

  On the next play, Smith got hurt and had to leave the game. He didn’t play the rest of the game. Two plays later, Frickey scored on a two-yard plunge.

  After the touchdown, I kicked off to Michigan’s Bobby Westfall on the 4-yard line. He returned it to the 47-yard line and almost broke it for a touchdown. On their first play, they gained two yards on a run and then they completed a 31-yard pass for a first down at our 20-yard line. Westfall got a first down at our 5-yard line, but on second down he fumbled and Bob Sweiger recovered at our 11-yard line.

  I carried three straight plays, gaining 11 yards, as we ran out the clock to take a 7-6 lead into the locker room at halftime.

  In the second half, we got conservative on offense without Smith, who didn’t return, and our defense really did the job. Michigan only threatened twice—once in each half and we intercepted two passes in the fourth quarter. We ended up forcing four Michigan turnovers and we held on for the win. Bill Garnaas intercepted two passes—one in the end zone and one at the 12-yard line—and I intercepted a pass.
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