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FOR CYNDE, ALICE, KEVIN, GEORGE, MARGARET, BUDDY D., AND ALL OF THE PEOPLE WHO MAKE AUBURN A SPECIAL PLACE


CHAPTER 1

KEN BERNICH

LOTS OF CHOICES FOR BIG LINEBACKER

Although college football is filled with countless stories of blue-chip, can’t-miss prospects who couldn’t make the transition from high school star to collegiate player, this isn’t one of them. Ken Bernich was just as big a standout at Auburn as he was at Archbishop Shaw High in New Orleans, where he was considered a prize recruit by coaches around the country.

Even for a player as talented as Bernich, however, the transition to the rough-and-tumble world of college football in the early 1970s at an SEC power was far from easy. Bernich remembers questioning his own judgment a time or two as a freshman before settling into college life in a new location and different culture hundreds of miles from home.

“I grew up in suburban New Orleans in Gretna,” Bernich says. “As an athlete I really started off in baseball, but I was always a pretty big kid. I gravitated towards football and found out that I was probably a little bit better at that than baseball. I was a typical kid who played all the sports. About my eighth grade year, I started to get pretty good at what I was doing. I attended an all-boys school and, with New Orleans being a big metropolitan area, it had good football. You were recruited in middle school and high school. It was a very competitive atmosphere.”

Even though Archbishop Shaw didn’t win a lot of games, Bernich made a lot of impressive plays and the college scouts soon knew his name. With a passion for the game featuring a style that included a love of contact, the 240-pound linebacker played like a man among the boys. Because of that, Bernich had his pick of about any college football program he wanted to join.

“Auburn and Georgia were my top two choices,” Bernich remembers. “I escaped the clutches of LSU in the recruiting war, which was difficult to do because most of my family was in Louisiana at that time.”

A visit to Auburn to check out the Tigers as they played a game against Georgia Tech in the fall of 1970 had a lot to do with Bernich signing with AU. “It was kind of hard to leave home, but my recruiting visit to Auburn was so good that on Sunday, when it was over, I didn’t want to leave,” he says. “Auburn is all about people—not that other places aren’t, but Auburn is especially that way. That weekend I had a chance to find out what the people were like and I was really sold on Auburn.”

However, despite his enthusiasm, the decision to attend the university wasn’t easy. Bernich notes that he really liked Georgia, along with the program directed by former Auburn quarterback Vince Dooley and the defense managed by Auburn’s last four-sport letterman, Erk Russell.

“The thing that really swayed me about Georgia was their defensive coach, Erk Russell,” Bernich says. “I had seen them play twice and being a linebacker, I really gravitated towards him. It was tough to say no to him. I pretty much excluded LSU, which was kind of tough to pass, because ‘Cholly Mac,’ coach [Charlie] McClendon, was a real gentleman. It came down to LSU, Georgia, and the Auburn people. Coach [Ralph ‘Shug’] Jordan and the other coaches are what swayed me.”

A four-year starter in high school, Bernich played middle linebacker and tight end. He was also a college prospect in baseball as a first baseman and centerfielder, but football was his favorite.

A former Tiger, 1953-1955 offensive guard letterman Ernie Danjean, gave Jordan’s staff an early heads up on Bernich’s potential. In that era, unlike today, an alumni network actively helped with recruiting. “At that time, the Auburn coaches didn’t do too much recruiting in Louisiana,” notes Bernich, who says that Danjean helped cultivate his interest in Auburn.

“They called him The Hook,” Bernich says. “I had a friendship with him and he was very, very influential in my decision. Paul Nix made initial contact with me from Auburn, and he was the baseball coach. Once they found out that I was really interested, [offensive coordinator] Gene Lorendo and [defensive coordinator] Paul Davis started recruiting me. When they came down to sign me, Coach Jordan was there.”

However, before Bernich signed, LSU tried to use its home-field advantage. “There was definitely pressure to play for LSU,” Bernich remembers. “Cholly Mac was a prince of a fellow and I really felt bad about it, but my visits to Baton Rouge were sub par. They knew I had visits to other SEC schools and they couldn’t understand why any other school was in the picture.
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All-America linebacker Ken Bernich (53) plays vs. LSU.
Draughon Library Archives

“We had a couple of incidents when we had gone up to Baton Rouge in a group from New Orleans,” Bernich says. “It was kind of a sectional thing. The New Orleans guys were not well liked by guys from other areas, especially Baton Rouge, because New Orleans was a bigger area with more population and we had more press.

“I remember we got into a couple of fights. On Sunday morning on my recruiting visit there when they gave us the big push [to commit to LSU], I was sitting with a couple of prospects from metropolitan New Orleans and still getting over what happened the night before. It wasn’t bad, but there was a lot of hell raising going on. I got a slap on my back and I turned around and it was Governor [‘Big John’] McKeithen. He goes, ‘You are going to be a Tiger, and not an orange and blue one, but a purple and gold one.’ You talk about a salesman. I was ready to sign there, but that was an example of the kind of pressure that was put on you.” When Bernich signed in December, it was a regional letter of intent honored by SEC, ACC, and some others, but that didn’t stop teams in other parts of the country from recruiting him prior to the national signing day in February. Bernich says he didn’t have any intention to back out on his pledge to Auburn, but decided this recruiting business was too much fun to bypass free trips to see campuses. He visited several Big Eight and Big Ten schools before he realized he was getting behind academically. So he backed off, concentrated on school, and prepared to make his mark on SEC football.

LEARNING TO PLAY WITH THE BIG BOYS

In the fall of 1971, freshmen were not allowed to play on the varsity. Prior to 1972, they had their own separate team that played a few games against other freshman teams, but most of the action took place on the practice field when the rookies served as scrimmage opposition for the varsity.

Bernich was a big linebacker at Archbishop Shaw. The SEC has always emphasized speed, so Auburn’s coaches wanted him leaner and quicker when he reported. However, just the opposite happened. “When I got to campus I was 261 pounds, so the coaches were mad at me right away,” he notes.

“The adjustment to college football was tough,” Bernich admits. “My biggest problem coming into Auburn was that I was overweight. I had worked for Coca-Cola over the summer and I dropped a case on my foot. I had a broken big toe and had an ingrown toenail, which is not a good thing to happen in any sport.

“With Hub Waldrop and Kenny Howard as trainers, I will never forget I had to run a mile. And I was in bad shape. They were all over me. I was homesick and it was not a good experience. It was tough.”

However, away from football, the adjustment was much smoother. “Coming out of the city, Auburn was a really good place for me,” Bernich says. “I made a lot of friendships quickly and met a lot of good people who took me under their wings.”

Bernich’s talent soon became obvious to the coaches, who had big plans for his sophomore season, which would turn out to be a memorable year. The Tigers lost just one game despite the prediction they would be in major rebuilding mode after losing most of their stars from a team that was ranked fifth nationally. Few expected the Tigers to match the nine-win season led by Heisman Trophy–recipient Pat Sullivan and his star receiver, Terry Beasley.

“As part of paying our dues, we were cannon fodder for the varsity,” Bernich remembers. “When the freshman team finished, usually in October, they would bring up some of the freshmen to the varsity. I think they brought me up because of my size. This was 1971, which was Pat Sullivan’s senior year. They immediately put my hand on the ground and made me rush the passer. This was a good team with great players. They just worked us over, so we really paid our dues. It was tough.”

In the spring of 1972, Bernich was back at linebacker, where he would develop into a key player on one of the most physical and effective units in Auburn history. “I remember going 128 snaps in one particular scrimmage that spring,” he says. “I started the scrimmage second team, but one of the inside backers got hurt, so I had to play the rest of the scrimmage with the number ones and number twos. It was really a transition year for us. A lot of the big-time players were gone and there was a lot going on with us on both sides of the ball in terms of finding some guys who could play and play quickly.

“That was an education for a lot of guys that spring, whether you were a sophomore, junior, or senior. I just kept my mouth shut and did what I could do and tried to hang on. I remember many times coming out of that stadium at 5:30, when [fullback] James Owens and I would try to hold each other up just trying to get across the street to Memorial Coliseum. That is how tough it was, but it set the precedent for that 1972 team.

“It was a team with a lot of character and, as a high school coach, I still try to teach those kind of things. Coach Jordan had always talked about dedication, determination, desire, and the rest of his seven ‘Ds’ of success, but that was a team that was expected to do nothing. It really had to find its identity.”

It was a team that changed from a passing attack to a three yards and cloud of dust approach with heavy reliance on defense. The kicking game, always a point of emphasis with Jordan, would also be an even higher priority in 1972.

“I remember Coach Jordan sitting up in the stadium at 5:15 in the evening. Coach Davis and Coach Lorendo would turn around and look at him and he would just say, ‘Keep going.’ It always ended on the goal line. That was the start of a special team with a lot of camaraderie, with a lot of people finding out a lot about themselves.”

The Tigers surprised virtually everybody by finishing 10-1. The only setback was a difficult-to-explain 35-7 loss to a good, but not great, LSU team in Baton Rouge on a night when everything seemed to go wrong. However, the Tigers recovered and handled the rest of the schedule with victories over Georgia Tech, FSU, Florida, Georgia, and Alabama before putting a 24-3 whipping on Colorado in the Gator Bowl.

That 1972 season featured a contest that is still recognized among fans more than three decades later as the “Punt Bama Punt” game. Auburn rallied from a 16-0 fourth-quarter deficit in the most unlikely fashion. On virtually identical plays, the same Auburn linebacker blocked punts by Alabama’s Greg Gantt. Both times the ball bounced into the arms of the same defensive back, who returned them for touchdowns as the Tigers pulled out a 17-16 victory over their previously unbeaten archrival.

With many of its best players back, the 1973 team, featuring Bernich as a junior, was expected to be a powerful one, too. “That team had high expectations, which I think were justified, but injuries at key positions decimated the team, particularly at running back and quarterback,” Bernich remembers. “Without a running offense, we stayed on the field a lot.

“We did get a big shutout win over Houston that year,” Bernich says. “I believe that was the first shutout of Bill Yeoman’s team in seven years.”

To close the season, the Tigers went into the Sun Bowl with a disappointing 6-5 record and lost 34-17. “I remember we were winning the bowl game at halftime, but we just fell apart in the second half,” Bernich says.

Auburn had better injury luck Bernich’s senior season. “We were a good team in ’74,” he says. “Going into the Florida game we were 7-0, and we lost that one. If you look and are a statistics guy, you know that we traditionally beat Florida. That game really, really hurt because that was our shot at a major bowl. With victories over Georgia and Alabama, we would have had a shot at a national championship. That game and the loss to Alabama were really, really tough my senior year. It was a very good football team with great leadership with guys like [future NFL defensive back] Mike Fuller. There were players all over that field and it was a very close-knit team. There were a lot of guys who had started or backed up on the 1972 team who were now seniors, so we understood what it was like to lead and we knew what needed to be done.”

The Tigers lost 25-14 at Florida in a game they had opportunities to win. They also dropped the regular-season finale 17-13 to Alabama. “Those two losses really dampened the season. Then we took it out on Texas in the Gator Bowl game and we beat them 27-3,” Bernich says. That team featured running backs Earl Campbell and Roosevelt Leak, who took a pounding from Bernich and the rest of the defense. “To this day, Leak is the biggest human being I have ever run into,” the linebacker says. “He was about 6-foot-4, 265 pounds. Campbell was big, too, about 6-foot-1, 230, but they didn’t do too much against us at all. It was really a gratifying team thing. Our coaches were very, very pleased.”

THE GAME OF MY LIFE

BY KEN BERNICH

I didn’t really view football as me personally having a big game. I always viewed it as having satisfaction from a team perspective. I enjoyed it when we were all able to celebrate together. I do think that the 1972 Alabama game was interesting. That is the one that is obviously the most written about that I played in, but there are a lot of things that people don’t know about that game, like the adjustment by [Alabama coach] Bear Bryant to move the punter up. That only intensified their problems. Their punter, Greg Gantt, was a three-step kicker. He was kicking the ball not from 14 or 15 yards behind the line of scrimmage. It was more like 12.

There was a tremendous amount of energy before that game walking onto the field. You could tell there was a lot of electricity in the air. During the game, there were a lot of heated matchups going on. I remember, in particular, [All-SEC defensive tackle] Benny Sivley battling with their right guard, [All-American] John Hannah. Benny and Hannah used to wrestle together in high school. They were very good and they were just jawing at each other after the plays and even during the TV timeouts. Benny was just yelling at Hannah, “Quit your damn holding, John. Quit your damn holding!” Hannah would yell back, “I ain’t holding you!” That went on through the whole game, and John Hannah wasn’t the kind of guy you wanted to get mad. But that was the kind of day it was. There were a lot of things going on all over the field, a lot of talking, and normally we weren’t big talkers.

The sequence at the end of the game was really eerie. It was one of those destiny-type things. When they came back out with 1:22 left to try to get the lead after we went ahead 17-16, their quarterback was a Bogalusa boy [Terry Davis], who I knew. He was a very good option quarterback, so we Louisiana boys passed a few words.

After we won, we were obviously very excited. We were feeding off the crowd, which was just about in hysterics. We kind of knew we could pull it off. In our defensive huddle there was never any doubt we could win the game. I remember when Bill [Newton] got the call from Coach Davis for the punt block. He said, “I will get it.” On the second one, he said, “Somebody else is going to have to get it.” We had really prepared well on special teams going into that game and knew we had a chance to block their punts.

It was a strange game because we were on the ropes. They were very good. They had trouble moving the ball and we had trouble moving the ball. Going into the fourth quarter, we were still hanging in there trying to win with turnovers and the kicking game. We stayed the course and the defense kept playing and playing. It just went back and forth. We had a very resilient group of guys.

Despite what [Auburn All-SEC tailback] Terry Henley says, that game was won with defense. I am going to plug the defense because we don’t get enough credit. Off the field, we weren’t much to look at when we were chewing gum and walking, but on the field, we were bold and we were very well trained by Coach Davis and his staff. We knew we were the backbone of the team. We knew we were going to have to carry the load. We knew that the offense needed to be on a short field to score, so we would give them the short field. We did that by stopping them and giving them great field position with our kicking game.

We really, really worked on our kicking game that season. We had a lot of memorable, physical games that season, like that Alabama game, which will always be a special one.

A COMEBACK FOR THE AGES

The true grit shown by Bernich and the defense was a major reason Jordan called the 1972 team his favorite. Auburn fans loved Jordan, but that day in Legion Field many of them let him know that they were unhappy with the decision that started the comeback early in the fourth quarter.

Trailing 16-0, the offense appeared overmatched against Bryant’s 10-0 and second-ranked Tide. Once Auburn finally showed signs of snapping out of its offensive funk, Jordan’s decision to go for a field goal with just under 10 minutes to play was met by groans and even boos from fans who wanted the Tigers to go for a first down on fourth and eight from the Tide 24. However, Jordan sent Gardner Jett onto the field and he nailed a field goal to cut the gap to 16-3 with 9:50 to play.

The fears of fans looked to be confirmed as the Tide’s wishbone ground out three first downs after the kickoff before AU could force a punt. In preparations for the showdown with Alabama, blocking a punt was a high priority because the trained eyes of Davis had seen flaws in the protection schemes. Earlier in the game, the Tigers came very close to blocking a punt and had blocked a PAT after Bama’s first TD in the second quarter. That point would prove to be a huge factor.

With time running out, the Tigers needed a big play and got it. With Roger Mitchell on one flank and David Langner on the other, both defensive backs raced toward the punter. Gantt’s protector saw Mitchell coming and made the block, but that opened a path for Bill Newton, who was untouched and arrived to block the punt just ahead of Bernich. Langner grabbed the football on a hop and raced in for the score with 5:30 to play as the orange and blue half of the stadium went crazy.

Trailing 16-10 after Jett’s PAT, Auburn’s defense rose to the occasion and forced another punt. Everybody in the crowd of 72,386 knew that the Tigers were coming after Gantt with every ounce of energy they had left. Amazingly, lightning struck twice. Newton, the former walk-on, broke through untouched and blocked the punt. The ball again bounced into the awaiting arms of Langner, who raced in for the winning touchdown with 1:34 left.

With a one-point lead and a nasty Auburn defense on the field, this game was history. The Tigers got the ball back when Langner picked off a desperation pass thrown by Davis, and the celebration lasted all night.

LOVE FOR FOOTBALL AND AUBURN

Bernich played in an era that featured numerous talented players, but there is no doubt he was one of the most respected and most liked by the fans with his hard-nose, physical hustling style. Even the most casual Tiger fan knew about Bernich’s toughness. Bernich notes he never really thought about being a favorite. “I was a gregarious guy,” he says. “I liked to have a good time and was not a mean-spirited person. I was very close to my teammates. I just always wanted to be a team guy.”

Bernich says his style was developed prior to college. “I think that goes back to high school. I was asked to play both ways and never came out of the game. At times I was triple-teamed and I just kept going at it. I didn’t let that bother me. That was sort of born where I grew up playing high school ball. When I got to Auburn I was competing against a lot of very good players who made me better. The physical aspect of the game is something that always appealed to me. If we were going to play that type of game, I felt like I needed to be in there. I understood that you gave no quarter.”

Although it has been a long time since he played for the Tigers, Bernich feels a bond with his alma mater. “The thing that stands out are the friendships and the camaraderie of the guys I played ball with,” he says. “Auburn people have been fantastic.”

Unless somebody asks, he doesn’t mention his days as an All-American. “It is kind of a private thing,” he says. “I don’t go around talking about the fact that I played football at Auburn, but when I get back with my old teammates it is very special. There are fond, fond memories of playing football and getting a great education while doing it.”

Although Bernich loves college football, he found out that he wasn’t fond of playing the game professionally. After twice leading the Tigers in tackles, he was named captain of his team at the Senior Bowl, where he displayed his potential as an NFL prospect.

“The pro game is a very different game,” he says. “I had a bad ankle my senior year, which turned out to be a chronic problem. I wasn’t very healthy. I also had a turf toe injury that really didn’t heal until about a year later. I was drafted by the Chargers [in the fourth round] and was traded to the Jets. I finished up with the Jets. They wanted me to come back to camp, but I said, ‘No, things aren’t going well here. I am going back to Auburn to get my degree.’ That was it for me because it wasn’t a good experience.”

An education major, he finished his degree and then worked as a graduate assistant coach at Auburn before returning to New Orleans to coach high school football in 1980. He has been at it for more than three decades, mostly in the Florida Panhandle area. “I love it and it never grows old,” he says. “The good thing about high school is that it is a very hands-on affair. You aren’t dealing with a polished athlete like you do at the collegiate and pro levels. There is an awful lot of teaching, which is what I like to do. You are also doing a lot of teaching off the field in terms of molding a young man’s values.

“Coaching kids ages 15 through 18 in today’s society, what we do as high school coaches is an integral part of their development,” Bernich says. “The changes in education can get to be a little bothersome. In public education, you have got to do an even better job in the classroom than you do on the field. Not to say that you sacrifice one for the other, but the classroom part of it is very important.”

Bernich says he still enjoys college football. “The SEC is a very special conference. I have a lot of appreciation for the guys we played against, because the league was just so competitive. You go through your life and you meet these guys from time to time and you have profound respect for them. The fans love the games so much it makes those Saturday afternoons real, real special.”


CHAPTER 2

JACKIE BURKETT

A LOVE OF SPORTS

In the 1950s, Auburn had many strong teams and numerous standout players. One of the best of the best was a rangy, multisport athlete from the Florida Panhandle named Jackie Burkett. A high-energy personality both on and off the field, he was the type of player who would have been a star in any era. His excellent size, tremendous speed, and athleticism combined with a love of sports would lead him to a successful pro football career after his collegiate days and the opportunity to become part of NFL history.

“I came from an era if you had any athletic ability you just played everything,” Burkett says of his childhood. “I played basketball, baseball, I ran track. I broke my leg when I was a sophomore in high school in a pickup football game we had before school. We would get to school an hour early so we could play. Sometimes when we would go into class we were so beat up I am surprised the teachers would let us in the room. We were dirty and sweaty after playing tackle football out on the field. I really liked it.”

As a 6-foot-2, 165-pound junior, Burkett enrolled at Choctawhatchee High School, where he met a dynamic coach who would start him on the path to collegiate stardom. “I was a junior when I moved to Fort Walton Beach,” he says. “I came down from Andalusia, Alabama. I had played some football up there, but not much. I was a halfback my junior year and I played defense. Then my senior year we got a new coach, a guy named Al ‘The Hat’ Wyatt. The reason he wore a hat is that he was going bald and he didn’t want anybody to see it. He was a great guy who turned our program around. We had a pretty mediocre team my junior season. I think we were about 4-6. When he came in he moved me to quarterback. He had seen me play in a pickup basketball game over at the school and said he wanted me as his quarterback, so that is what I played my senior year.

“We went undefeated except for one game we lost 14-13,” Burkett remembers. “I hate to say this, but if there was ever a crooked game—if there has ever been a bad bunch of referees—that was it. All of the coaches, even the newspaper, said something about it being terrible. I think I scored four touchdowns that night and they were all called back. We had a great team. We ended up tied for the lead for our conference. A1 Wyatt made a name for himself. Everybody liked him. He happened to be an Auburn graduate and he mentioned Auburn to me.

“After the season I was recruited by several schools. Alabama recruited me. Florida State was just getting started with its football program. It was 1955. For some reason the Panhandle area was not heavily recruited in that period. [The University of Florida in] Gainesville was a pretty good ways away, farther from Fort Walton Beach than Auburn was, and Gainesville was actually farther away than Alabama was. Bubba Nesbitt, who was the head recruiter for Alabama at the time, had come down to visit me. I basically told him I would sign with them even though Ears Whitworth was the coach and their program was not in great shape.

“A1 Wyatt suggested that maybe I should visit Auburn before I signed. I said, ‘Okay, if you will arrange it, I will be glad to go up there and spend the weekend.’ The team was training at the time for its game in the Gator Bowl versus Baylor. I went up and stayed with M.L. Brackett and Joe Childress in their dormitory. They didn’t do anything special for me. I ate with them in the chow hall. I think they brought me back home on Sunday and by then I had decided that was the place I wanted to go. I talked to the guys and they all seemed like good people. It was just a great place and a great school, with a lot of spirit and a program that was going in the right direction. I called up Bubba Nesbitt and told him I was sorry that I wasn’t going to sign with Alabama. He got very upset, but I am sure that wasn’t the first time it happened to him.”

THREE-SPORT MAN AT AUBURN

Burkett arrived on the Auburn campus for preseason practices in the summer of 1955 with a recruiting class that would play a major role in one of the most successful eras in Auburn football history.

“I was fortunate to go up there at the time with a lot of other real good athletes like Tommy Lorino, Jerry Wilson, Mike Simmons, Ken Paduch, Lloyd Nix, Leo Sexton, Kenny Burrett, Zeke Smith—a bunch of good guys who came in that year,” Burkett says. “We had a lot of people in training camp. We probably had around 70 freshmen. We had enough for several teams. I was able to win out the center position. At that time, two other guys were centers, but Zeke Smith moved to guard, and Ken Paduch moved to tackle. Both of them played a lot of ball for us.”
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Jackie Burkett was an All-American at Auburn.
Draughon Library Archives

It didn’t take Burkett long to add size after he arrived at Auburn. “I went from the time I got up in the morning until I went to bed,” he says of his days in high school. “My daddy died when I was a junior in high school so I had a job in addition to playing four sports and trying to keep my grades up. I probably didn’t keep good hours. I am sure I didn’t get enough sleep and I didn’t eat right. When I got to Auburn they made me go to bed at a certain time and they fed me well. I went from 180 to 215 pounds in one year. By the time the spring was over that first year I weighed 215. That is basically where I stayed. I may have got up to 220 by the time I finished school, but I never got up to 225, which is what they had me listed at in the program.”

Like all freshmen in that era, Burkett wasn’t eligible for varsity competition until his sophomore season, and he was expected to contribute immediately that fall. “I played fullback my sophomore year,” he remembers. “I got hurt right away in training camp. I hurt my knee. I don’t know if it was in the plan or not, but they redshirted me my second year on the team. They redshirted me, Zeke, Teddy Foret, Ken Paduch—a bunch of guys. Just a couple of guys played as sophomores. As it turned out, it was a very fortunate thing for me because it gave me three more years of eligibility. We had a good team in 1956. I remember one game we lost was to Florida—the last time we lost to them in a long time. They beat us down in Gainesville, and Zeke and I both ended up almost having to go in that ball game, which would have ruined our redshirt year. Frank Reeves, the starting center, got hurt. Then they sent in the backup and he got hurt, too, a couple of plays later. They were going to send me or Zeke in, but they thought better of it and decided to move one of the guards over to play center because the score was 14-0 and the game was probably lost anyway.”

The 1956 squad finished 7-3 and won its last four games. The Tigers entered 1957 with momentum and a strong group of redshirt sophomores ready to make a splash, including Burkett at middle linebacker and center. It didn’t take long for that to happen. Coach Shug Jordan’s team played a strong game on opening day, defeating eighth-ranked Tennessee 7-0 in Knoxville. The victory versus the Vols pushed the Tigers into the top 10 in the next poll at No. 7. After a 3-0 win at Georgia Tech in game four, the Tigers moved up to fifth. In game six they knocked off 19th-ranked Florida 13-0 before preparing to face a tough Mississippi State team that was ranked 17th and ready to give the Tigers one of their toughest tests.

THE GAME OF MY LIFE

BY JACKIE BURKETT

My most memorable game is probably one that wouldn’t be brought up by a lot of people as a special game for Auburn football. It was a game against Mississippi State the year we were national champions. We were behind 7-0 at halftime. Shug made a good speech in there and we all talked and everything. It was like, “Hey, we have a lot on the line here. We are undefeated up to this point.”

It was the seventh game of the season. I remember Coach Jordan’s speech was about telling us that these guys weren’t as good as we were. Let’s go out there and kick their asses in the second half. It didn’t take us long to get ahead of them in the third quarter.

We took the second-half kickoff and came out and just knocked them off the ball. We scored a touchdown to tie the game at 7-7. The first time they got the ball in the third quarter, we stopped them right away and forced them to punt. I didn’t block the punt, but I got through the line so fast that I jumped up in the air and I was way up over the punter. I can still remember the picture of it. The punter saw where I was and he pulled the football down and tried to run. John Whatley tackled him in the end zone for a safety. That put us ahead 9-7. Then, later in the game we scored another touchdown that made the score 15-7, which is how the game ended.

I believe that game was the turning point of our national championship season. After that we said, “By golly, we can win every game.” Mississippi State had a good team that year. They had Billy Stacy, who was an All-SEC quarterback, and I believe he made an All-America team. He ended up playing in the pros for a number of years as a defensive back. He was a good player and they had a good ball club, but we just manhandled them after the first half.

I would say that was my most memorable game at Auburn. I had a lot of good plays that day. It just seemed like it was one of those games that I was always in the right place at the right time. It was really exciting to me because it was also one of those games in which it looked like we were going to have a real problem winning, but we just took it to them and proved we were the best.

I won’t say the coaches were really upset at us at halftime, but they were concerned because we were letting Mississippi State get a lead on us and we weren’t playing very good football. We came out in the second half and drove right down the field against them and then we got the safety. We scored nine points on them before they even got off the ground. That was the game I really remember from my college days. Of course, that 40-0 victory over Alabama to finish the season wasn’t too bad, either. I had a touchdown run in that game. After that we knew we had a chance at the national championship, because we were second going into that game behind Ohio State and then the AP voted us No. 1. That whole year was sort of a magical season for us. We had a lot of luck that year and then we had no luck the next couple of years. I guess it all evens out.

REFLECTING ON AUBURN AND THE PROS

Burkett says his time as an Auburn student was special. He showed just how much the school, his teammates, and coaching staff meant to him when he turned down an offer from the NFL’s Baltimore Colts to go pro after his redshirt junior season. With his wife, Jacqueline, by his side, he finished his engineering degree and moved on to a 10-year career in the NFL.

“Jackie and I met in high school,” the Auburn star notes. “We got married when I was in college and she had just graduated from high school. She got one of those PHT degrees, pushing hubby through, making sure I graduated so I could earn a good living. It worked out really well. She spent the last two years up at Auburn with me. We had a good time. We raised three sons. They are all not very wealthy, but they are healthy.”

Burkett notes that the training he received at Auburn helped him both as a pro football player and after he put away the pads for good. “I was very fortunate to be able to play at Auburn. I was very fortunate to be voted captain my senior year. I have always considered it one of the real honors I have had—when you have been voted captain after being with your teammates for four years, practicing with them, and going through the hardships we had. That is real special. I will never forget any of those guys who did that.”

Burkett played more than just football at Auburn. He was an excellent basketball player and competed for coach Joel Eaves’ freshman team in what was a very strong era for the sport at Auburn. “I loved basketball,” he says. “I even enjoyed practice, but at that time it interfered with spring training, which was winter quarter. I played basketball as a freshman, but after [the football coaches] saw I was going to be a football player, they didn’t want me to play basketball any more. So I had to quit that. I did play baseball. I played three years of baseball. We won the SEC one year and I really enjoyed my baseball career. We had three different coaches. Erskine Russell was the coach one year, Joe Connally was the coach one year, and Dick McGowen was the coach one year.”

Burkett’s basketball teammates still remember him as an excellent player, and Burkett was good enough in baseball to be drafted by the Boston Red Sox while at Auburn. He remembers a Red Sox scout visiting him in Fort Walton Beach, where he was working a summer job as a lifeguard. “A guy stayed down here for several days trying to get me to go with him to Boston and visit up there,” Burkett remembers. “He said that Ted Williams wanted to talk to me, although I am sure Ted Williams didn’t know who the heck I was. But he tried to make it sound like that. Although they wanted me to sign, I didn’t feel confident in my ability to make anything in baseball, but I felt like I had something going in football. I turned them down and I am glad I did because I never could hit a good curveball. I could hit a fastball and I could hit a curveball if a pitcher let me know it was coming.”

The NFL’s Colts also drafted Burkett after the 1958 season, when he was voted the top linebacker and center in the SEC by the league’s coaches while earning the first of back-to-back All-America awards. “Zeke [Smith] and I both got drafted by Baltimore after our junior years since we both got redshirted, but we didn’t really consider signing with the pros because we felt like Auburn had invested in us and was good to us,” Burkett says. “We didn’t consider it. I told Baltimore it was great that they drafted me, but they would have to be willing to wait to sign me. We thought we had a great team and we could come back and win a national championship our senior year. It didn’t happen. We had some missing links and the team didn’t gel exactly right. We had a good team and we beat some people badly. We had a good defense, but for some reason we couldn’t score when we needed to and we couldn’t move the ball when we needed to, particularly in that first game against Tennessee.”

The Tigers finished 7-3 Burkett’s senior season. “We didn’t have a lot of luck that year,” he says. “We didn’t have as good a team as we did in 1957, but we could have won all of our games in 1959. We lost three ballgames by a total of 14 points.

“The 1958 team was probably our most talented,” Burkett says of a squad that finished fourth nationally with a 9-0-1 record. The only game the Tigers didn’t win was at Georgia Tech. “I really believe that was our best team,” he says. “Georgia Tech cost us the national championship on a fluke play. We beat them up and down the field that day in Atlanta. It rained up there all day long. We had like 300-and-something yards of total offense and they had around 100, but they ended up tying us at 7-7. It was just a shame because we would have won back-to-back national championships.” Even though he was a linebacker and center, Burkett was probably the fastest on the team and a player the pro scouts coveted. He was the Colts’ first-round pick, the 12th player taken overall, and he signed with the NFL club for what today would likely seem a ridiculously low amount of money.

“Guys ask me all the time if I feel bad that I played in an era before football players made the big money, but I always say, ‘Hell, no,’ I was doing what I wanted to do and I was making three times what other guys coming out of college were making in engineering jobs,” Burkett says. “I would have signed for probably $6,000 or something. Instead, I signed for $12,000 and got a bonus, plus I was able to work in the off-season. I made another $5,000 working during the off-season. I was making more money than I needed at the time. Don’t feel sorry for me because the guys are making big money now. I don’t harbor any grudges.”

Burkett, who played through the 1970 season, says his biggest contract was for $30,000 while playing for the New Orleans Saints his final year. “I probably made more money my last year in Dallas with the playoff bonuses,” he notes.

Burkett played linebacker for the Colts through the 1966 season and was outstanding. He went to the Saints in the 1967 expansion draft. He played there for one season before being traded to the Dallas Cowboys, where he played two years for coach Tom Landry’s team before finishing in New Orleans. In addition to playing outside linebacker, he was a deep snapper. Two of his most memorable moments as a pro came in that capacity his final season with the Saints.

“My whole game against the Lions, my last year in football, was sort of a magical thing,” Burkett points out. “I had a great game and Tom Dempsey kicked that field goal. I had a bunch of tackles, plus I had two interceptions, and we won the game on a world-record field goal. It was 63 yards and I snapped the ball. I got a game ball that day along with Dempsey. I tell people the one I have could be the ball that was used for the record field goal, because it got back in the ballgame. The field goal didn’t go into the stands. It just barely went over the goal posts.”

Burkett also remembers his final game in 1970 against the Chicago Bears and legendary tough-guy linebacker Dick Butkus. “Going into the game, we always watched film of the other team,” Burkett notes. “Every week we would do that. Butkus was on the punt return team and he would line up right over the center, but he wouldn’t get down in a three-point stance. He could get there in a two-point stance. Butkus was a big guy with big arms. When the center would raise his head up, he would forearm the guy right across the facemask. He did it time and time again. It was like a forearm, which he could legally throw, and he was trying to hit the guy in the jaw with his elbow, which wasn’t supposed to be legal. I saw all of that stuff going on, and going into that game, I was seriously thinking about having a sore hand or something and not being able to snap for punts.

“I said to myself, ‘Nah, I can’t live with myself knowing I did that, although nobody else would know.’ I just decided to take my punishment. I figured this was my last game ever. I said it would be just like me to get my jaw broken or my neck broken by Butkus, who was a big, mean son of a bitch. We got the ball and, like what usually happens, we had a three and out. I got over the ball and fully expected to see Butkus, but instead there was a guy lined up in a three-point stance, and it was No. 74. It was some rookie. I snapped the ball, ran down the field, and everybody was happy.”

BUSY AFTER PRO FOOTBALL

During his first stint with the Saints in 1967, Burkett and two teammates ran a business they called Saints Pest Control. With Burkett as president, they quickly signed up enough customers to get started after forming the company. “I guess we were playing on the Saints being everybody’s heroes down there, even though we didn’t win many ball games,” says Burkett. “I figured out why everybody loved us so much. Of the 16 games that year we beat the point spread something like 13 times, so the people of New Orleans loved us.” However, while the pest control business had lots of customers, it wasn’t a big moneymaker. “People signed up with us to do their houses, which back then was five dollars a month,” Burkett notes. “I didn’t really like that business. We ended up with more than 1,000 customers and they were all paying five dollars a month, so it wasn’t a good business.”

By the time he decided to say goodbye to football after the 1970 season, Burkett was out of the pest control business, but had another business going strong. He owned a sidewalk restaurant in the French Quarter near Jackson Square. “I announced my retirement and retired,” he says. “I was just tickled to death to be one of the few guys who was able to do that and say I was through. I had a retirement party after my last game. I had the mayor come to it. It was just a real, real thrill to be able to do that.

However, the Saints weren’t finished with Burkett. They tried to lure him back to the team during 1971 as a deep snapper. “Jerry Sturm, he was the center who was also the backup long snapper to me,” Burkett says. He became starting snapper after I retired and he snapped two balls over the punter’s head in the first three ball games. John Meachem, who was the owner of the Saints, came to see me at my restaurant and said, ‘Jackie, you have got to come back.’ I said, ‘If you give me five weeks to get in shape and pay me $30,000, I’ll come back.’ He said, ‘That’s crazy, come back next week.’ I said, ‘There ain’t no way. Those guys hit hard out there.’

“It was fun playing in the NFL,” Burkett adds. “I wouldn’t take anything for that experience. It was just wonderful. It opened doors for me in all of the things I have done since then. I was a sales manager for a pipe company for 17 years because of somebody I met through my restaurant, which was popular because I was a ballplayer.” That job led to his current position as an engineer for PBS&J. When he decided to run for public office back home in Fort Walton Beach, his notoriety as a former college and pro star probably helped him get elected as a county commissioner. He served for one term before deciding politics wasn’t his cup of tea. “I am glad I did it and had the experience, but I wouldn’t do it again for three times the money,” he says. He now spends his spare time with his wife or on the golf course, where, not surprisingly, the natural athlete excels.

Burkett still keeps up with Auburn football and is excited about the success his alma mater has had on the gridiron. The Tigers have produced many great players in the nearly 60 years since Burkett graduated from Auburn, but few have played the game as well as the two-way star from the 1950s.


CHAPTER 3

DAVID CAMPBELL

FROM TUBA TO TACKLE

For Auburn teams in the 1960s, it’s a good thing that the mother of future All-American David Campbell had a change of heart.

Growing up in the little town of Sumiton, about 30 miles north of Birmingham, Campbell played baseball and marched in the Dora High School band. “My dream was always baseball, and that was what I was best at,” Campbell remembers. “Of course, I was a big guy. In the eighth grade I was playing tuba in the band, but during the season I slipped off and went out for football against my mother’s wishes. My mom came to a game to see me play my tuba, but after she got there I had two older sisters and they said, ‘Mom, Dave is not in the band. He’s over there on the sidelines.’

“She saw me standing there, and I was playing on the varsity team as an eighth grader. I remember when they put me in the game that night, the band cheered for me because their ex-tuba player got into the game. My mom realized it was kind of a done deal, so she didn’t get mad at me.”

The band’s loss was Auburn’s gain, although it took some heavy lobbying to make that happen, especially for a prospect who turned out to be a college All-American.

“I happened to have a coach who was an ex-Auburn football player, a guy named Joe Baughn, who was a great player at Auburn himself,” Campbell says. “My senior year in high school he carried me to Auburn three or four times, and every time we would go he would take me in to talk to coach [Shug] Jordan. The last trip we made, he begged Coach Jordan to give me a scholarship. I think we were playing Mississippi State that day and he just kept begging and begging and begging. Finally Coach Jordan said, ‘We are going to give that boy a chance.’ I could feel my heart leaping in my chest because I was so excited to have a chance to play college football.”

Campbell was a four-year starter in high school and an all-county and honorable mention All-State pick, but college recruiters weren’t exactly lining up to sign him. “We didn’t get a lot of credit at Dora because we just didn’t have a good team my last two years of high school,” Campbell notes. “I played every position on the field, from quarterback to fullback to defensive tackle. You name it, I played it. It was kind of crazy, but I could run, and back then a big guy who could run a 4.7 or a 4.75 40 was very unusual. There weren’t many around.”
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