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To my father, Don C. Wallace, Jr., who handed me the ball,


and to my son, Rory Donald Soon Chong Wallace,


who will now carry it.





PROLOGUE

On a hot afternoon in July 2001, I went back to high school. Long Beach Polytechnic is only a short drive from my parents’ house, and not nearly as much of a journey in terms of class and race as it was in 1970, when I graduated. But I still had my heart in my throat the whole way.

Traveling south on Atlantic Avenue from my old neighborhood, Bixby Knolls, the tidy, prosperous storefronts (Alsace Lorraine Bakery, Jongewaard’s Bake n’ Broil, Nino’s Ristorante) gave way to freeway-handy franchises (Denny’s, El Torito). Then, over the river of thundering 405 traffic and through the forest of oil rigs and pipes that divides Long Beach like a demilitarized zone, Atlantic Avenue itself turned gritty. Signs again told a tale: Ric’s Smoke Shop, Rosicrucian Lodge, Tacos Cucio de Jalisco, The Church of Summa This & Summa That, Fish Louisiana Best Seafood, Joe’s Liquor, African Art Gallery. As I approached the old school’s meanest streets, I was surprised to see brand-new duplex homes all in a row, Craftsman-style with open porches and corner pillars made out of river boulders and concrete: an old Long Beach style from the 1900s.

I nearly overshot the school, despite its being as big as an aircraft plant. Seventeenth Street—where I was once mugged by an eleven-year-old, where parked cars lost hubcaps and tape decks inside of an hour, and where the girls in the windows of the whorehouse across the street used to wave at us as we left football practicehad disappeared. The north side of the school had expanded, turning the blocks, formerly some of the city’s worst, into student and faculty parking, and a separate federally subsidized housing development called Poly Apartments. An access road, Jackrabbit Way, was bordered by a fence topped with gleaming concertina wire.

The school itself still looked familiar: beige concrete, four-story buildings, frosted-glass windows reinforced with chicken wire, a twenty-foot-high chain-link fence. The most noticeable change was the new single-door side entrance on Jackrabbit Way, which rendered ceremonial the old front gate on Atlantic, a majestic art deco arch with a thirty-foot-tall cartoon of a feisty jackrabbit and school motto: Enter to Learn, Go Forth to Serve.

And then, for the first time in thirty years, I am crossing the asphalt courtyard by the Snack Shack, scene of many maple bar breakfasts for me, and also two race riots.

Walking by a knot of students under a slant-roofed open shelter, I realize I’ve clenched myself tight: the old defensive posture, circa 1968. Having spotted a hundred boys in white T-shirts and blue shorts running wind sprints, I set off for what used to be the girls’ field, a two-block walk. As I arrive, two black men in their fifties swagger toward the field; both have squire’s bellies, wear sandals with white tube socks, and sport identical conical straw hats of the kind favored by the Vietcong in 1966. The sea of boys parts in awe of these two, who banter in a growly sort of way with the other bystanders and each other.

One man, with hooded eyes and an abbreviated Fu Manchu mustache, grabs a freshman and yanks him toward him. “You see the way to get separation on a defensive back?” he asks. Now it’s the other man’s turn. He swings the player, a boy half a foot taller and eighty pounds heavier than he is. “It’s not enough to be fast. If all you got is speed, go out for track.”

On a hunch, I introduce myself to the second man, whose saltand pepper mustache is less intimidating than the Fu Manchu. Herman Davis, class of ’64, has an institutional memory of the football program. When he hears I’m an alumnus, that’s enough; we’re off and talking about Gene Washington, Earl McCullough, Dee Andrews, the stolen CIF championship Herman’s senior year. I’m transported into the world of Long Beach Poly sports history: coaches Mulligan and Levy, Oscar Brown, Marvin Motley, John Rambo at the Olympics, Mack Calvin playing basketball, Billie Jean Moffitt (later King) winning the Wimbledon women’s doubles title at age seventeen.

The kids lining the wall look over curiously, shrug: more old Poly guys carrying on. They’re used to it.

We walk across the asphalt and go down the ramp to Burcham Field, the dried-up, dusty mat of grass that was so bad that even in my day the other Moore League teams refused to play on it. No varsity game has been held here in over thirty years. I stand, take in the scoreboard, still broken, the cars flashing past on Orange, now renamed Martin Luther King Boulevard.

We’re strolling through a gap in the fence, toward a field that didn’t exist in my day. Fu Manchu, coach Merle Cole II, nods when I mention the fact. “Tony Gwynn Field,” he says—named after the baseball All-Star, future Hall of Famer, and Poly grad. “Tony came here with his whole family, cousins, for the dedication.” Merle II gives me a hard look. “Where you say you live?” New York, I tell him. “When you graduate?” Nineteen seventy.

Herman makes a face: “Oh, that was the beginning of the bad years. You’re one of them.”

Merle II stares into the distance. “Poly people don’t leave. They come back.”

“Well, I’m back,” I say. Herman hails a tall young man in jeans and blue T-shirt, bulging biceps. “Chris Webb,” he says, “back from Montana! Come talk to this poor 1970 graduate, tell him what it was like to be on the first team to beat Mater Dei.”

Webb grabs Herman affectionately and says, “I was driving past and just had to stop by.”

Merle II turns to me. “See? Poly people always come back.”

Herman says to Webb, “Out of football? Haven’t you got a year of eligibility left?”

Webb shrugs, grins, takes off his dark glasses. “It’s my senior year. Got a lot of classes I want to take.”

Merle II turns to me. “See? Poly kids get their degrees. People are always saying we’re a football factory, but these kids, after they get through here, are prepared.”

We’re in a large group now, slapping hands and bumping fists. It comes to me that I knew Merle II, way back when. He was a small but tough defensive back, a senior on the varsity when I was a sophomore Bee. He still has the same irascible scowl and bark, the same hard look I tried to emulate back then. But, I realize, what makes his scowl memorable now is that it stands out: the faces of Poly have undergone a transformation. Everyone I have passed since entering the campus has had a look of openness, not one of rejection, affected indifference—or even threat.

I mention this to Herman, who nods. “We don’t get the renegades anymore. Now, Willie McGinest”—currently the New England Patriots’All-Pro defensive end—“he had that old attitude. First day of practice when I was introduced as linebacker coach, big Willie, he must’ve been 6[image: image]6[image: image], loomed over little old 5[image: image]10[image: image] me and said, ‘You can’t coach me.’ And I gave it right back to him: ‘But I am!’”

A parade of varsity players comes onto the field, moving slowly, like giant gazelles in flip-flops and loose shorts, many shirtless, shoes tucked into the gold shells of their helmets. There must be twenty-five kids here who weigh over 220 pounds—a couple, like the one with two-foot-long braids and black gloves, must be 300.

“This may be the best defense we’ve ever had,” Herman says. “No running back got over one hundred yards in fourteen games last year. In eight games, teams got less than one hundred yards in total offense. Tell you the truth, I was shocked when De La Salle took us up. That same defense is coming back.”

He asks me if I’ve had a chance to see the Spartans of De La Salle High School, and I tell him that I’m heading up north in a couple of days. “I know De La Salle took the challenge with Mater Dei and beat ’em three times,” Herman says, “but I never thought we’d see them in my lifetime.”

The players have begun working out, seemingly without a signal or even supervision from the coaches. Besides the lack of street-hardened affect, I notice the lack of regimentation; everything flows, with little of the tension that infused every minute of practice in the 1970s. No orders are barked, no coaches spew abuse at foul-ups, no players are at each other’s throat. Lines of large young men dance nimbly between rows of orange cones like the ballet elephants in the movie Fantasia, the players counting off in unison as the receivers make a string of catches without a miss.

Herman waves at the linemen as they go through their agility drills. “I mean, what is De La Salle going to do about this huge offensive line, 275 pounds average on the front?” He brings up last year’s California Southern Section championship game, which Loyola High lost to Poly in overtime. “In the first half, they contained us very well by putting eight men on the line and daring us to throw. Hershel would run on first down and get one or two yards, then on second down Loyola would switch to a 4-3, drop their defensive backs back, and our passes would be incomplete or get intercepted. I kept telling Jaso”—Jerry Jaso, Poly’s head coach—“at halftime, pass on first down, run on second. The offense didn’t get it going until the last two minutes.”

I point out that he’d said his 1964 team had only weighed 167 pounds on the line when it beat El Rancho, the eventual California Southern Section champion. He nods. “That was in the days when you maybe had one player who weighed 250, 260—and he was a freak. Now you have guys lining up to take their turn who weigh 280.”

By now there is a circle of players around Herman, listening intently. Herman returns to his story: “But we still had Loyola beat, until they pulled the fumble-rooski. Those Catholic schools have come to the conclusion that the only way to beat us is to trick us. You know what they say about us?” he challenges.

The kids, almost all of them black or Samoan or Hispanic, stare up at him, utterly attentive.

“The only way to beat Poly is to make them think.”

Several kids’ faces flinch at the slap Herman has just delivered. I’m surprised, too; Herman has just spoken the Poly curse, broken the taboo out loud. After the head coach my senior year did the same thing, we lost every Moore League game but one.

Offensive line coach Tim Moncure, also wearing a VC hat, joins the conversation: “Loyola’s coach ran that play at the perfect time, too. Waited until right after a TV time-out.”

Herman nods. “That is what I admire about them.” The kids’ jaws drop at the thought of admiring a Catholic school team. “They’re smart. They find a weakness in your game and they exploit it. All night long they showed us a two-tight-end formation and either ran out of it or threw a deep out. Then, third quarter, two tight ends, out pattern—and then the wide receiver turns it up. Quarterback drops the dime on him, and that leads to their first field goal.”

One of the players, a 6[image: image]7[image: image] black kid, interrupts quietly, “Are you saying they’re smarter than us?”

“They were patient. They didn’t go for it right away,” says Moncure. “They set it up.”

“The Catholic schools, see, they look for something that puts the focus on you and takes it off them,” Herman says. “They get you thinking, ‘Oh, we’re a public school, we make mistakes.’ And they do things, like the Monarch March, the whole Mater Dei team marching in front of your bench, to get you mad. Then when we’re focusing on getting even, they focus on getting one over on us.”

“But are they smarter? Is De La Salle smarter?” asks the kid. I get the sense that this is not the first time he’s challenged a coach.

Herman looks at the young giant. “That’s what they want you to think. Whether you are or not, Winston, is up to you.”

Herman notices how the sidelines are caught up in the discussion and frowns. “Let’s pay attention now.” He thrusts out his barrel chest, roars, “Everything is game!”






One

RUMORS

On December 7, 1991—nine years and 299 days before the first high-school national championship game—the Concord (California) De La Salle Spartans suffered what they still refer to as their own “day of infamy”: they lost a football game. With two minutes and nineteen seconds to play, Percy McGee snatched an interception and returned it for a touchdown, giving the Pirates of Pittsburg High School a 35-27 lead and putting them in reach of an upset over the Spartans, who hadn’t lost for thirty-five games.

The Pittsburg Pirates were the underdogs. Pittsburg is a gritty, blue-collar, racially mixed port town on the windswept outlet where the Sacramento Delta empties into Suisun Bay, a distant and distinctly unglamorous backwater of the San Francisco Bay. De La Salle—private, suburban, Christian Brothers-founded—was going for its fourth consecutive California North Coast Section championship and had future New York Giants star Amani Toomer among its standouts on the field.

More than any single player, though, De La Salle had Robert Ladouceur, then thirty-seven years old and completing his twelfth year as Spartan head coach. Before taking the job, only the second coaching position he’d ever held, Ladouceur had been a juvenile probation officer at age twenty-five, moonlighting as a high school football assistant. As De La Salle’s coach, he became a legend. Not right away, of course; but soon enough his reputation as a perfectionist started to precede his team onto the field. Seeing him on the sidelines—intense, unsmiling, deep-set eyes—opposing coaches and players found it easy to ascribe a sort of supernaturalism to Ladouceur to explain away their losses to what had been a doormat of a team.

And handing out losses was becoming automatic; Ladouceur’s Spartans showed a knack for putting together winning streaks. Five in a row, six in a row, an entire season. Then a twenty-four-game winning streak—interrupted by one loss—followed finally by a thirty-five-game run, which was on the line tonight.

But if De La Salle had a legend coaching that night, Pittsburg had a windfall of talent, including future Oakland Raiders lineman Regan Upshaw, who pounced on a De La Salle fumble in the last minute to secure the victory. For Terry Eidson, who had taken over as the De La Salle defensive coach just three games before the championship when an assistant abruptly left, the memory is indelible—if coded in football jargon. “They came out with a five wideout set and surprised us,” he says, self-recrimination straining his voice. To be a Spartan is to be prepared. “I vowed to myself to never get beat that way again.”

Upshaw went on to become, after college at the University of California at Berkeley, a first-round draft pick of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers. For the last three seasons as a Raider he has played on the same Oakland (now Network Associates) Coliseum turf where the Pirates had won. But for him, a pro lineman, nothing compares to that night: “Playing the game with all the buddies you grew up with,” he rhapsodized in a newspaper interview nine years later, “playing for the glory of football.”

While Upshaw’s memory is of glories past, De La Salle and Ladouceur have continued to gather new glories every year: since Upshaw and Pittsburg’s big night nine years ago, the Spartans have not lost another game. In late August, when the 2001 season opens, their streak will stand at 113 consecutive victories—and counting.



Ever since the December evening in 2000 when the Long Beach (California) Polytechnic High School Jackrabbits had won one of the most thrilling Southern Section championships anyone could remember, they had been sitting on top of the world; there was no other way to put it. It was more than just a game—it was a vindication, a celebration of community, and a kind of exorcism as well. One man in particular had good reason to be floating. Long Beach Poly coach Jerry Jaso had heard the doubters for an entire year following the outcome of the 1999 championship game, against perennial nemesis Mater Dei of Santa Ana.

The rivalry between the two teams mirrored the social divisions in California education. Poly represented a return to public school glory from the days preceding Proposition 13, which had devastated the state’s tax base in 1976 and led to plummeting test scores and the limitation, or in some cases, the elimination, of most extracurricular programs. Private parochial powers like Mater Dei benefited from Proposition 13, able to pick and choose their students, feeling no responsibility to the unprepared, the unparented, the unruly, the physically or mentally challenged, the migrant or the poor. Furthermore, as a private institution Mater Dei could also skim the cream of the crop of local athletes, and local was a pretty fluid term in the sprawling five-county Los Angeles Basin, home to almost 20 million.

By the late 1990s the Mater Dei Monarchs would crow over being the undisputed kings of Southern California football, voted number one in the U.S. twice in national year-end polls. The Poly Jackrabbits had vowed to topple Mater Dei, but for an entire decade had always fallen just short. Yet there can be lessons in losing, and even inspiration, too. Under coach Jerry Jaso, the Jackrabbits would finally learn that winning on the field means becoming a winner off it.

In the 1997 California Southern Section title game, Poly had surprised a favored Mater Dei. Then it was Mater Dei’s turn, stealing the 1998 final from Poly and what some are still calling the most talented high school team in history. In 1999, it was Mater Dei again, invoking that old Catholic school hoodoo and keeping the Jackrabbits off balance—and off the scoreboard. It came down to a last-minute drill; Poly scored a touchdown with zero seconds left on the clock and trailed by one point. There was no provision for overtime in the California Interscholastic Federation (CIF) rules, so everyone expected Jaso and the Jackrabbits to go for a two-point conversion and victory. Who plays for a tie, anyway? “A tie is like kissing your sister,” as Alabama coach Bear Bryant once said.

Coach Jaso sent the kicking team out: stunned silence and even some boos. The kick was good, but the cheers were muted; neither school could really celebrate. And Poly caught the flack afterward. People said that Jaso’s going for the tie had tarnished the championship; that he didn’t dare go for the win because Poly’s public school kids just weren’t disciplined enough—that is, white enough—to pull it off. Those Poly Jackrabbits were chokers.

But Jaso stuck by his decision; at least that’s what he said. He knew the Poly haters would find something to say no matter what, especially if he had gambled on the two-point conversion after the touchdown and then lost. At least Poly had come away with its second championship in three tries over three straight years, and they’d thwarted Mater Dei. Give it time, and that’s all anybody would remember: a historic run in the 161-team CIF Southern Section, whose Division I is the largest and strongest football division in California, and arguably in all of America.

But then came last December’s game—against Loyola High School of Los Angeles, another Catholic school, another old foe of Poly’s (as what Catholic school wasn’t?). For Poly the rivalry wasn’t individual so much as Inquisitional: if it wasn’t Mater Dei torturing the Jackrabbits, then it was Loyola. Or Bishop Amat, or Servite or Saint Paul.

And the game had indeed been torture for the green and gold of Long Beach. At halftime the underdog Cubs had made 15 yards and no first downs compared to 152 yards for Poly, yet the score was 0-0. A field goal put Loyola up 3-0 before Poly linebacker Marvin Simmons blocked a punt into the end zone, which junior Darnell Bing fell on for a 7-3 lead. With less than two minutes left in the game Loyola got the ball on their twenty. All Poly had to do was hold for four plays. Everybody in the stadium with any sense of history knew to expect a surprise, so there was no way the Poly defense was going to fall for any Catholic schoolyard tricks. Right?

Wrong. Here comes the fumble-rooski, a play so old the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse might have chuckled over it. The quarterback calls the signals, the center snaps the ball but holds on to it. Then he falls over, hiding the ball between his legs, while the rest of the Loyola team fakes a sweep right—except for this one player who dawdles, then trots over to the center, picks up the ball—which has technically been fumbled—and dashes left for 60 yards, down to the goal line.

The fumble-rooski hadn’t been tried in CIF football for fifteen years, which is probably why it works. Loyola scores to take a 10-7 lead with 1:12 left. The anguish on the Poly side is existential. Here it is again, the nightmare from last year’s championship—Poly has to try to put something together and score with time running out.

What does Jaso do? He pulls the starting quarterback, a senior, and puts in the junior, Brandon Brooks. The senior has the experience, he started last year, he’s 6[image: image]4[image: image]; Brandon is a shade over 5[image: image]9[image: image];. He’s played in tandem with the taller quarterback all season, but still, you don’t pull a senior with a minute twelve to go and the championship on the line. Not when Brandon came in at the end of the first half and, after taking the team down to the Loyola goal line, threw an interception.

Jaso has long had a feeling about Brandon. He’s looked past the 5[image: image]9[image: image]; body and sees, as he puts it, “a six-foot-six heart.” He knows this kid’s story: no biological father in the picture; Brandon’s mother dying when he was eight; how he’s moved from his grandfather’s house to his stepfather’s apartment depending on his ailing grandmother’s condition. He’s consoled Brandon after he’s made him ride the bench, letting a senior have his shot at starting. And Brandon has responded to the years of Jaso’s coaching about leadership and life as much as about football. “I’m better as a person, better as a leader, on and off the field, because of Coach Jaso,” he says. “I’ve maintained a 3.2 average because of Coach Jaso. Quarterback is a lonely position: on top one minute, next minute you’re down. I needed someone to believe in me.”

Into the game he goes. After Loyola kicks off, fifty-six seconds are left. On the first play, dropping back to pass, Brandon is sacked for a ten-yard loss. Forty-eight seconds. He throws a quick dart for a thirteen-yard gain, hitting the receiver, Mike Willis, just as he goes out of bounds to stop the clock. On the next play, Brandon tries to hit Willis again; a Loyola player tips the ball, but Willis grabs it anyway and runs for thirty yards. Brandon quickly lines the team up on the new line of scrimmage and spikes the ball to stop the clock. Next Brandon hits Joshua Hawkins across the middle: first and goal from the ten. Poly has four chances left. The first pass is too long. The second goes to 6[image: image]7[image: image]; Marcedes Lewis, leaping over a 5[image: image]9[image: image]; cornerback.

Touchdown!

No, the ref calls: Marcedes had gone out of bounds. The third misses, too.

Fourth down. Here it is, pretty much an exact replay of last year’s final play. Four seconds are left and a field goal will tie the game.

But one thing is different this year: overtime. Because of the outcry following last year’s tie game, the CIF has changed its rules to allow for an overtime period. Now that a field goal for a tie won’t look like such a cop-out, Poly should just kick it, right?

Not so fast. Jaso has a problem. His kicker, Javier Torres, hasn’t attempted a field goal all year. Can the coach turn over the fate of this game, the legacy of this team, to a walk-on soccer player?

Everybody is second-guessing Jaso—something of a pastime in Long Beach. Nobody can stand the suspense. What if he misses? Go for broke, go for the touchdown. Get it over with.

In comes Javier. He kicks the field goal.

In overtime, the teams get to start on the opponent’s 25-yard line; Loyola wins the coin toss, goes first, and after three tries can’t get anywhere against the monstrous Poly defense, led by linebacker Ray Tago, Darnell Bing, and 6[image: image]6[image: image];, 290-pound junior defensive tackle Manuel Wright. Loyola kicks a field goal. It’s Poly’s turn, and Brandon gets the call again. The coaches select the play “right open pass waggle,” and Brandon elects to skip the safe short pass to the fullback and instead throws down a deep seam to Mike Willis, open again.

Now Poly is on the 11-yard line and Brandon remembers what Jaso told him last year: “You’re the quarterback. It’s your call, your team. If we get there, I promise you we’ll win the championship for you.” They’ve been using their star junior halfback, Hershel Dennis, as a decoy in the passing attack. Now Brandon makes the call: 50-BYU, straight out of the pass-happy Brigham Young University playbook. It’s designed to spread the wide receivers out and isolate the halfback on a linebacker.

Brandon drops back, pumps, then throws short to Hershel, who dances in for the touchdown, the 16-13 victory, and the exorcism. The stands erupt in celebration; the party afterward in the parking lot of Edison Field—home of the Major League Baseball Anaheim Angels—is wild. A whole corner of the lot echoes with the Poly sound track, Snoop Doggy Dogg and Nate Dogg and Warren G, the kings of the Long Beach sound. Lowrider Jackrabbits are making their cars dance; classic Jackrabbits in their minivans and RVs are handing out popcorn; and everywhere you look are all the many nations of Jackrabbit students—African-American, Cambodian, white, Hispanic, Thai, South Asian, and the Pacific Islanders, Samoans and Hawaiians and Tongans—draping candy leis on the players until their heads are almost disappearing.

That was December 9, 2000, a night to remember. Over Christmas break the national end-of-season polls came out: USA Today ranked Poly number two in the country, Fox Sports Fab 50 put Poly second, and the Dick Butkus Football Network ranked Poly number one in America.

National champions!

“It sure feels better than it did a year ago,” Jaso said to local reporters.

The warm and fuzzy feeling lasted a month. Around New Year’s Day, rumors came down about a possible new preseason opponent for the upcoming season: De La Salle, up in the Bay Area, town of Concord. Everybody had heard of De La Salle, of course; the Spartans were the other number one national championship team in the polls. Nobody knew much else about them, except for the obvious: another Catholic school. Here we go again.

But not just yet. For the moment, Long Beach Poly is sitting on top of the world.






Two

OUT WHERE THE WEST BEGINS

Meanwhile, the next generation of Spartan standard-bearers isn’t spending much time basking in the reflected glory of The Streak—they’re burdened by it. Oh, the coaches all say it doesn’t matter if it’s broken; coach Lad has even said he doesn’t care. Anyway, it’s not the coaches the players worry about so much as the others who take this seriously: the 350 or so former varsity players going back to 1991, about 400 more going back to 1979, all of them out there, demanding that these kids take this seriously, too. Some of the older guys get a little weird about it. You’ve seen them hanging around the games, and you’ve heard about them, about the players who started this cult, the Scrappers & Lancers … You’ve heard rumors: about the business of painting faces, dressing in rags, rituals that bordered on the bizarre. Doing other stuff that was genuinely sick, like picking out a player who was maybe getting a big head or had dogged it in practice and the whole mob grabbing him right out of the shower buck naked and carrying him to the couch in the coaches’ office and rolling him in Saran Wrap and giving him a thumping … Oh, the coaches put a stop to it, all right. Years ago. But you know those old Scrappers & Lancers are still out there. And do you really think you want to spend the rest of your life never knowing when somebody at a supermarket or a restaurant or an office is going to stop and freeze you with a stare and—you know what’s coming next—say, in a slightly too loud tone of voice, “Hey, aren’t you from the team that lost?” Psychologically wrapping you in Saran Wrap.

Imagine showing up at school the day after. How it would feel at graduation. As for attending any reunions … well, what do you think?

That’s why, if you are a De La Salle football player, the three weeks of Christmas break will be the only time off you take all year. The Streak is present every single hour, as the prologue and, most alarmingly, as the potential epilogue, to your school days.



De La Salle High School opened in 1965 to serve Concord and the surrounding region, a cluster of small towns cut off from the San Francisco Bay Area by the Oakland Hills—hamlets such as Antioch, Danville, Lafayette, Martinez, Pittsburg, Vallejo, and Walnut Creek. It is a wedge of rolling hills and yellow plains that faces the vast wetlands and river channels of the Sacramento Delta to the east, giving it a semirural ambience. To the south is 3,849-foot Mount Diablo, overlooking the practice field of De La Salle, a magnificent reminder of what poet Gerard Manley Hopkins called “God’s Grandeur.”

Concord was a Spanish land-grant rancho, Todos Santos, whose titleholders, the Salvio Pachechos, were one of the few Mexican families to hold on to their land after the 1849 gold rush. Like most of the neighboring towns, Todos Santos served as a jumping-off and provisioning point for the Forty-Niners.

This really was a corner of the Old West. Mexican vaqueros rode after cattle; John Muir rested up among the orchards of Martinez from his mountain treks; and a teacher at the local school in the 1870s, J. H. Bowles, later became better known as stagecoach holdup man Black Bart.

In January of 2001, the next-generation De La Salle team had history on its mind, too. Matt Gutierrez, the star 6[image: image]4[image: image], 205-pound quarterback who would be a senior in the fall, savors football and likes to think of himself as playing in a tradition. Without prompting he can cite the characters and crucial scenes of several football books: When Pride Still Mattered, about coach Vince Lombardi of the Green Bay Packers; Junction Boys, about Alabama’s coach Bear Bryant; and Friday Night Lights, the classic of Texas high school football. The coaches admiringly call him a “throwback.”

The moniker suits Matt just fine, but there’s more to it than football. He also likes to see something of himself in an ancestor from Juárez, Mexico. Just after the turn of the century, according to family lore, says Matt, this ancestor “rode with Pancho Villa. At some point Villa made him keeper of the keys to a mine’s dynamite store. The army showed up and demanded the keys. He refused to hand ’em over. They lined him up in front of a firing squad and asked him again. Still no. And that’s how he died—in front of a firing squad.” Matt grins at the thought of this brave and obstinate revolutionary; you get the feeling that he believes the two of them might have seen things eye to eye.

Matt has been the starting quarterback ever since he was a fifteen-year-old sophomore, quite an accomplishment considering that the De La Salle veer offense is complex and requires a decisive leader. “Matt is everything you want in a student-athlete,” says Bob Ladouceur. “What Matt says has more clout with the rest of the boys than anything we say as coaches.”

But no quarterback—no offensive player—gets too far without the five down linemen blocking in front of him, and Matt is no exception. He is, however, blessed to have two pillars already in place before the season begins: Derek Landri and Andy Briner.

For someone who seems to have been carved by a chain saw out of an oak tree, Derek is calm and self-effacing. He doesn’t say much, and when he does speak, it’s in an undertone—probably for the best, given that Derek doesn’t suffer fools kindly. Intense workouts helped him grow from a 6[image: image]1”, 226-pound sophomore to a 6[image: image]3”, 260-pound junior, and he’ll add another twenty pounds for this season. He says with a shrug, “If you don’t work in the off-season, you’re wasting seven months.”

Derek is from Huntington Beach, “Surf City” in Southern California, where Poly coach Jerry Jaso now lives. When Derek’s parents divorced a few years ago, he came with his mother up north. He admits the move was hard, and not only because it cramped his longboarding style. “If only Concord had a beach,” he sighs. Landing in nearby Clayton, a horsey town adjacent to Concord that hangs on to an upscale Old West heritage, he soon found an outlet in the area’s fringe of wilderness, becoming an avid bass fisherman, camper, and duck hunter. School and football took a little sorting out. “If I’d stayed down south, I would probably have ended up at Mater Dei,” which had just signed a four-year contract, home and away, to play De La Salle, “so I decided I didn’t want to go to De La Salle. I thought it would be cool to beat The Streak. But my mom wanted me to come here—we’re Catholic.”

If Derek has his way, his next decision won’t be difficult at all. Although he has been “offered,” in the parlance of college football recruiting, a full scholarship at every PAC 10 school, as well as at perennial national champion challengers Nebraska and Miami, Derek is set on going to Notre Dame. The Fighting Irish have the sort of tradition he admires, it’s a Catholic school, and the challenge of resuscitating the currently troubled program appeals to him. “Plus we have the same fight song,” he adds. “That’s one less adjustment I’ll have to make.” His dreams go beyond college. “A pro career is one of my goals. I’ve always wanted to be a professional athlete.” For Derek Landri, this year’s goals are laid like flagstones to one end. Winning, yes; perfection, yes; but for him, personally, this is his turn to be the man on whom the Spartans can always depend; he wants to dominate so that opposing teams quiver at the mere thought of setting foot on the same field as De La Salle.

Derek’s size is atypical for a Spartan. Andy Briner is closer to the kind of player De La Salle seems to find and develop, year in and year out: the “tweener.” When the 2000 season began, junior Andy stood 5[image: image]9[image: image]quite short to play the line on a big-time varsity program. Major colleges were excited to “offer” Derek, even as a junior; about Andy they seemed disinterested. Maybe they were afraid of what they’d see—someone who could make plays, outperform bigger players, but a kid who just wasn’t physically the right type for a Division I-A scholarship.

Andy had come to Concord as a sophomore to rejoin his family after spending a year living with an uncle in Spokane, Washington. “My parents and I decided I should go straighten myself out,” he says, refusing to elaborate. Concord has its rural touches, but Spokane is a true cowtown, where rodeo is as big as football. Andy admits he didn’t exactly fit the mold. “I kept my style, I didn’t go cowboy,” he says, a Bay Area boy at heart. “It’s more accepting of new ideas down here. Up there, it’s real redneck in Spokane.” He wears an ear stud to go with his bristly blond spike cut, and behind his brilliant flash of a grin his blue eyes are wary, measuring. He’d played organized football for the first time in Spokane, making the varsity team as a freshman and playing both ways, offense and defense. He starred at fullback, scoring sixteen touchdowns in eight games, winning his team’s offensive player of the year award.

Arriving at De La Salle as a sophomore, Andy found out he wouldn’t be playing varsity. “I joined too late, in terms of conditioning, weight lifting, and the mind-set. In Spokane there was no conditioning program. Here, it’s Spartan life. When school starts, you work out at six-thirty, go to school, practice, eat, do your homework, and sleep.” Even so, as a junior varsity player Andy was dominating: thirty-three sacks in a season, eight in one game.

Andy would have to fit in, both as a Spartan and a transfer. During his junior year on varsity, he was moved to end on defense, even though it would further lower his profile in the eyes of college recruiters; defensive ends just don’t come at 5[image: image]9”. The trade-off, the upside, was becoming a starter. The downside was getting chewed up and worn down from going up against larger kids on every single play.

The third game of Andy’s junior season pitted De La Salle against Mater Dei, who were still smarting from their season-ending 1999 championship game tie with Poly. If the Monarchs had won, this showdown with De La Salle would likely have been the first ever national championship game. Mater Dei ground down the smaller and outmanned Spartans in the fourth quarter. During a last-minute drive that showed every sign of ending The Streak, Andy and the Spartans put on a desperate defensive stand. On the next-to-last play, De La Salle’s star defensive tackle, 6[image: image]5”, 305-pound senior Rob Meadows, accidentally drove his knee into Andy’s helmet. Andy got a concussion; Meadows blew out an anterior cruciate ligament in his knee. But they stopped the Monarch drive, and the ensuing field goal attempt missed. The following game, De La Salle’s top offensive guard, senior Rob Sandie, tore the medial cruciate ligament in his knee—and Andy was asked to learn Sandie’s position in a week. A guard is like a fullback without the glory of carrying the ball: starting from inside the line, he is often called for blocking assignments requiring quick movement, fakery, and especially “pulling”—leaving his spot on the line and sprinting out to one side or the other to deliver a block on a defensive end or linebacker, springing the runner into the open field.

Undersized, a tweener, and a junior, Andy would now be playing on nearly every down, offense as well as defense. He could abandon any idea of running the ball and scoring touchdowns—the hero stuff. However, playing at defensive end next to tackle Derek Landri, Andy continued to show his knack for getting to the other team’s quarterback. He ended up leading the Spartans in sacks. But he also fell sick with bronchitis in the second half of the season. Unable to rest, taking anti-inflammatories and using three inhalers, he lost twelve pounds before Sandie returned to spell him toward year’s end.

By January, the season over, Andy was getting healthy again, looking forward to starting next September at full strength. The coaches promised him a season at linebacker, a position where he might actually attract recruiter interest—if he grows a couple of inches, that is.—






Three

“WHAT A PLACE FOR CHILDREN!”

Long Beach was an idea before it was a place. In 1888, when newly built railroads opened Southern California’s vast maritime desert to real estate speculation, it had nothing but a beach to offer. But it was quite a beach, and so a resort was born. Since the railroad ran east to the heartland, summering Midwesterners were targeted by developers. The result: a “prohibitionist, camp-meeting town, dotted with modest hotels and rental tents for vacationers.”

By the 1890s, Midwesterners who were buying lots all over Los Angeles found Long Beach to be an easy pick. In a 1907 Long Beach High yearbook (Polytechnic was added later), a full-page advertisement for the city appeared:



THE GREAT SUMMER AND WINTER RESORT




$100,000 PLEASURE PIER




SURF AND PLUNGE BATHING




THE LONGEST BEACH ON THE PACIFIC C OAST

“The climate is perfect, unless you prefer the equator or the poles; the same all the year, warm by day, cool by night, dry and with a delicious sea breeze blowing in from the blue sea every afternoon.”

“What a place for children!—and what schools for them!—and $75,000 voted for additional school construction. Southern California is the paradise of children and Long Beach is the nucleus of that paradise.”



As real estate advertisements go, this one was fairly accurate—the breeze really does come in most afternoons—but what catches the eye is the emphasis on schools. Today it is a given that education is a major factor in luring new residents to neighborhoods. In the early 1900s, this was an innovative strategy pitched to America’s self-improving, upwardly mobile psyche. For the first time, every American adolescent was expected to graduate from high school, a major shift in national consciousness from the 1890s, when less than 5 percent continued on after sixth grade. Long Beach, founded as a summer Chautauqua Town, a place to hear daily lectures and take a bracing salty plunge, billed itself as a new kind of city, one based on educational and recreational opportunities.

The high school that opened its doors in 1896 is still following through on that inspiration, but the city has long moved on to an entirely different—and much more vexing—identity. According to the 2000 U.S. Census, Long Beach is now the most diverse city in the United States. And at the center of the most diverse district in this most diverse city is perhaps the most diverse high school, Long Beach Polytechnic.

In a little over a century the city’s population has grown from a handful to over four hundred thousand while adding layer upon layer of race, ethnicity, and subculture upon the initial base of Midwesterners. Once known as “the capital of Iowa,” Long Beach is now the capital of rap music; where Poly’s most famous students of the era before World War II were composer and bandleader Spike Jones and actor Marion Morrison (known better by his stage name, John Wayne), today the names to conjure with are Snoop Doggy Dogg and Cameron Diaz. One thing that has remained constant throughout the city’s tumultuous history: football.

Football has been a Long Beach tradition for decades. As a 1908 Poly yearbook puts it: “The program is part of Long Beach High now, football has come to stay. For three successive years we have tried to make football an interest and now we have succeeded. There can be no doubt that from now on, football will be the game of the High School. Three cheers for the team that broke the Hoodoo!”

By 1914 Long Beach High was a powerhouse, often playing small-college teams and winning its first state championship in 1919. In the Western North America championship of 1920 (Canada also fielded teams), the Jackrabbits beat a team from Phoenix, Arizona, by the gaudy score of 102—0, in front of twelve thousand fans. Graduate Morley Drury went on to become the University of Southern California’s first star, “The Noblest Trojan of Them All.”

Unlike Concord, which enjoyed the quiet of a rural backwater and remains country at its fringes, Long Beach was quickly ushered into the modern age by a series of accidents of geology. First, of course, was the long beach itself; then the quirk that aeons ago twisted the course of the Los Angeles River so that it emptied into the ocean and formed a natural harbor in this sleepy resort village twenty miles south of swaggering L.A. Soon a race was on to develop Southern California’s first major seaport, which the two cities resolved, after many years of rivalry, by joining forces. Oil speculation came next, all over the L.A. Basin, then, fatefully, in Long Beach with a shaft sunk into the city’s lone parcel of real estate higher than a royal palm tree: Signal Hill, elevation 391 feet. Drilling into an anticline layer from the Pliocene era at the intersection of Hill and Temple Streets, the crew hit a tremendous gusher in 1921. The Signal Hill field was so concentrated, with an average production per acre of five hundred thousand barrels, that anyone owning even a sliver of property had an excellent chance of becoming wealthy. Indeed, it has gone into the books as the world’s richest oil patch.

Concord has lofty Mount Diablo, serene and unspoiled. Long Beach got lowly Signal Hill, which sprouted tens of thousands of oil derricks and drew thousands of Texas and Oklahoma oil drillers and their families. Shipping tonnage increased 500 percent just two years after the oil strike. Then the U.S. navy established a base, in 1927. Population soared. Even a setback, the 1933 earthquake that caused the deaths of 115 people and damaged or destroyed over thirty-five thousand dwellings, businesses, and schools, proved a boon. The city had to rebuild itself in the midst of the Depression—and Poly’s Jackrabbits had to attend class in sixty-three army tents in a field of jackrabbits—but the resulting construction boom helped the city weather hard times.

This was a city that could take a punch, and a good thing, too. With the outbreak of World War II, the navy and its shipyard drew over fifty thousand new residents, the Douglas Aircraft Company (later McDonnell Douglas; more recently merged with Boeing) lured many thousands more; and the area became a transshipment point for war matériel and a torrent of soldiers, sailors, airmen, and support personnel. For a couple of million American servicemen, Long Beach became synonymous with a last night out on the town before crossing the Pacific, possibly never to return. Willingly or not, the Downtown and Central Districts went on a five-year bender—dishing up prostitution, gambling, honky-tonks, and jazz clubs. By accident of its central location, Poly found itself in the middle of the red-light district; this didn’t seem to hurt its considerable reputation as a showbiz high school, a reputation that has never waned.

The social and cultural effects were enormous and sometimes painful to a town whose self-image was grounded in Protestant high-mindedness and prohibition. But the public education system coped heroically with waves of migrants, building new schools that evolved into bastions of the white aviation- and petroleum-engineering middle class. Poly inherited the lowerclass children of roustabouts and shipyard workers, as a consequence of the school’s location in the shadow of Signal Hill. To the poor, the black, the Hispanic, and the Asian, this oil-based wasteland formed a veritable Hadrian’s Wall, quite literally dangerous to cross because of its uncharted tangle of pipes, holes, lakes of crude, and work gangs of rough, often racist oilmen, including card-carrying Ku Klux Klansmen.

Somehow, despite this unvarnished reminder of de facto segregation, the many races and classes and ethnicities all congregated peaceably at Poly High, along with the children of the founding fathers of the city, who came because Poly was still the Long Beach high school. Under the resourceful leadership of a single principal, David Burcham, who steered the school from 1904 to 1941, Poly thrived academically and athletically. A story has it that when Burcham was offered the position of superintendent of Long Beach schools, he replied, “Why would I want to take a step down?” From the late fifties to 1966 was to many Poly’s apotheosis and is still called the Golden Era, a time of athletic championships of all kinds, stellar graduates going to top colleges, and close familiarity with the entertainment world.

After 1965, the social earthquakes began. In that year the Watts riots ripped the region apart. Long Beach had started out mostly white, with Spanish and Mexican roots; it had also been home to the largest number of Japanese-Americans in the continental United States, at least until their internment in1942. During the war and afterward, the city attracted African-Americans, resettled Pacific Islanders uprooted by the military advance toward Japan, and the Japanese-Americans after they were released from confinement.

But the rising economic tide that had kept life peaceable was now ebbing. Deindustrialization took away the jobs, with minorities losing theirs first; housing covenants restricted black and Asian ownership; increased crime led to tighter policing, and ultimately overreaction, in the minority neighborhoods. The educational system, once the main unifying force in Long Beach, teetered from exhaustion.

The shock waves from Watts, just a few miles up Atlantic Avenue from Poly High, set off local disturbances, both black and white. Stores burned by the score, suburban streets were patrolled by armed white militias. Swiftly, angrily, the social fabric frayed. Residents of largely white communities on the border between Watts and Long Beach, including Compton and South Central, sold in a panic. This “white flight” became a theme in Long Beach, and the question of who would go to Poly, the only high school out of five with a black and minority population, obsessed everyone from the old elite to the anxious white lower class to the vulnerable and put-upon black community. By 1969 the school was in the heart of a ghetto; violent riots in 1970 and 1972 shattered the campus. Federal authorities who arrived in the aftermath of the riots publicly weighed taking over Poly—and the Long Beach Unified School District (LBUSD). A proud city was left reeling. As the local band War would sing in 1970, in their psychedelic soul lament written in a Long Beach warehouse, “The world is a ghetto.”

The following decade was even worse. The end of the Vietnam War brought an influx of refugees, including a large proportion of the 125,000 who arrived in that year, 1975. In succeeding years, an additional 470,000 Vietnamese would find their way to the United States, many of them using Long Beach as a launching pad for resettlement after an initial two-to-five-year period of initiation and partial assimilation. With them came thousands of Hmong, a tribe barely a generation removed from a Stone Age way of life. The Khmer Rouge’s killing spree in Cambodia launched another wave of immigration: fifty thousand Cambodians congregated in Long Beach, remaking the Poly district as their own.

The cumulative result was an immigrant population rich in cultural diversity but rife with health issues, economically destitute, suffering from post-traumatic disorders and culture shock, and stranded in an inner city whose other, longer-established minorities were worried about losing their share of scarce jobs, government assistance, and services. The immigrant children adapted in ways their parents could hardly understand, many forming gangs for comradeship, protection, and income—primarily through violent extortion and home invasion.

Meanwhile, the city’s Hispanic population, swelled by refugees from Central America’s wars and right-wing killings, spawned disaffected youth gangs of its own. The arrival of crack cocaine set off a truly appalling decade. The old-fashioned black, white, and Hispanic gangs had fought with knives, handguns, and shotguns; these new gangs, raised to the standards of genocide, armed themselves with AK-47 assault rifles and Uzis and MAC 10 machine pistols.

By the early 1980s, gangbangers and bystanders alike were dying in droves. This being America, their exploits became grist for song. Directly across from Poly’s football field, in fact, was where a great number of early rappers got their start singing about the mean streets of Long Beach: VIP Records, the record-store-cum-recording-studio founded by Kelvin Anderson where Snoop Doggy Dogg, Dr. Dre, Nate Dogg, Warren G, and others cut their first hits. Long Beach and Poly High have a long-established and long-honored place in the rap world’s pantheon. So does Poly football: in many a Snoop Dogg music video the rapper wears a Poly football jersey; he also sponsors one of Poly’s eight Pop Warner teams.

If we stop here, this story of the “paradise of children” would seem to leave no irony unmined: the original high school of Long Beach had became a national symbol of democratic dystopia. But one further twist was yet to come—because, in the midst of so much going terribly wrong in Long Beach and at Poly High, in the early eighties something began to go terribly right. Indeed, Long Beach Poly would begin the 2001 season as the most honored high school in California—and for far more than just its football team. Its 2000 college acceptance record was one any school might envy: three students each to MIT, Cal Tech, and Yale; six to Stanford, fifty to UC Berkeley; and others to Harvard, Princeton, Dartmouth, and Swarthmore; its two hundred University of California acceptances were the most of any school. Poly was in the top twenty nationally for students qualifying to take A.P. exams and led the state in exams passed. In 2000 Poly was also voted the “best athletic high school of the century” in California: the 2001 school brochure for new students could point to seven state championships and twelve CIF-Southern Section titles in the past four years, in basketball, cross-country, football, soccer, track, and volleyball, for girls as well as boys.

The school from which parents and students once fled now selected from thousands of applicants, kids drawn there for the academics. In fact, in 1998 Long Beach Poly was cited by the Los Angeles Times as the best overall high school, public or private, in the state of California, based on college acceptances, athletic performance, and the distinction of its extracurricular activities. The Times article quoted parents of all races and economic backgrounds who were moving to Long Beach so their children could attend what was still, on the face of it, a ghetto school. And the Long Beach Unified School District had emerged as a national leader of public education, its innovations and processes emulated and acclaimed, right up to the U.S. Department of Education.



As much as quarterback Brandon Brooks is the heart of the Jackrabbits, Hershel Dennis is the soul. When he speaks on the practice field, which isn’t that often, he sounds like a coach, correcting mechanics, offering quiet and precise feedback one-on-one. He knows his attitude will affect how others act; he may have silent-screen matinee-idol looks—think Rudolph Valentino in The Sheik—but no swagger. When he scores a touchdown, as he did thirty-two times his junior year, there is no dance, no celebration, just a flip of the ball back to an official.

Hershel’s mother, Rose, is one of the Poly Moms: wearing the number 34 jersey at every game, selling raffle tickets to benefit the team, strands of red tickets hanging in long loops around her neck like a hibiscus lei. She is Samoan, born Rose Teofilo in American Samoa, raised in ’Ewa Beach on Oahu in Hawaii, along with twenty-one brothers and sisters. She left the islands in 1965 to attend Washington State University.

Hershel’s father is named Hershel, too, as was his father. “Call me Dino,” he says as he introduces the Teofilo-Dennis ohana—Hawaiian for “extended family.” Hershel has nine siblings: four brothers and a sister by his father and Rose, and four sisters by Rose and her second husband. All five brothers are named Hershel: the eldest, Hershel Pettiford, is thirty-nine; then, in order of age, there is Hershel Zaire, Hershel Dupree, Hershel Dino, and current Poly Jackrabbit Hershel “Patch” Henry.

Dino—Hershel’s dad—grew up in Charleston, South Carolina, and played football himself at North Carolina A&T College with his friend Jesse Jackson, with whom he also pledged the Omega Psi Phi fraternity. After moving to L.A. in 1969, he taught middle-school social studies, went into law enforcement; he has worked for the L.A. Superior Court, Probation Department, and currently as an assistant principal of juvenile halls, working with the County Board of Education.

With so many siblings about, it was decided that Hershel would live in the home of his sister “Little Rose,” and her husband, Jim, who raised him as their own child, a form of kinship parenting practiced all over Polynesia. “It was Jim who nicknamed Hershel ‘Patch,’” Dino says, “because at the hospital his hair stuck up like a Cabbage Patch doll. Jim was a real nice guy and I really respected him for taking care of Patch as a baby. Jim was white—there was no color barrier there. And Little Rose was like Patch’s second mother.”

When Jim died of cancer in 1995, Hershel went to live with Mama Rose while Little Rose was in mourning. During middle school in Long Beach he was leaning toward attending Banning or Carson High, schools located in adjacent communities with large Samoan populations. But Rose was good friends with Poly assistant coach Kirk Jones, the school record-holder for yards gained rushing, and he sold her on Poly. “She really wanted me to go to Poly for the academics,” says Hershel.

In addition to playing high school and college football, Dino spent several seasons with L.A.’s old semipro team, the Mustangs, and he made sure all his sons played, too. When Dino worked a weekend shift at the L.A. County juvenile hall, he would take the boys with him. “They’d go down to the hall and play football with the guys—the kids who were being detained,” Dino says. “Patch would be nine or ten years old, playing ball with older teenagers. I think it made him tougher.”

Hershel smiles at hearing this, but says the jailed boys—some of whom were in for violent crimes—never mistreated or hurt him. But the hall did leave an impression. “My brothers and I could see the environment, how those kids live,” Hershel recalls. “They’re taking orders all day, when to get up, when to eat, when to move. You could see how you didn’t want to be there, too.”

In the 2000 season, his junior year, Hershel joined the list of great Poly players, breaking Kirk Jones’s single-season rushing record. In January he was named a “Dream Team” selection and offensive player of the year by the Long Beach Independent Press-Telegram. In Long Beach, where sports traditions are nourished and honored with ceremonies both formal and informal, Hershel had, as a high school junior, all but assured himself of a lifetime of banquet invitations and meals on the house. And he still had his senior year ahead of him, not to mention college, and possibly a career “playing on Sunday,” as the folks at Poly tend to call the NFL.



Winston Justice’s family is from Barbados; his father, Gary, is an engineer at Sextant, an aircraft electronics company, and his mother, Winifred, works as an office manager at Mitsubishi. They are Jehovah’s Witnesses and live in Bixby Knolls, a once exclusively white neighborhood. As a youngster, Winston didn’t play football at all, growing so quickly, from 5[image: image]4[image: image] in seventh grade to a 6[image: image]1[image: image], 190-pound eighth-grader, that he exceeded the Pop Warner weight limits. He liked basketball more, anyway. When it was time to choose a high school, he was leaning toward Wilson or Jordan, but his dad was firm: “ ‘Your sister went to Poly, you’re going to Poly,’” Winston remembers him saying.

Winston wanted to go out for basketball as a freshman, but his father objected to the sport’s rapper image: “The Snoop Dogg world,” notes Winston. The elders at Kingdom Hall concurred, even though Poly has one of the top high school basketball programs in the country, a High School Hall of Fame coach in Ron Palmer, and a proud reputation untainted by the play-for-pay scandals that periodically rock nearby Compton and Dominguez. One night before tenth grade started, Winston, his mother, and his sister were watching TV and hatched a plan: Winston would go to basketball tryouts and practices on the sly. “My mom said it was a family decision, not a religious decision,” Winston recalls.

Even though Winston stood 6[image: image]5[image: image] as a tenth-grader, the year off had hurt his progress; he was cut from the junior varsity squad. “I thought to myself, maybe basketball isn’t your sport—try football,” Winston says. An unexpected advantage: his father decided he liked the sport, even though he knew nothing about it. “Dad and I always watched war movies together, and football was like a war movie, except nobody got killed.”

His first season was rocky: “I was getting knocked around in practice. I was easy meat. After the season I said, ‘You can’t let that happen again.’ I started lifting and training.” He came into his junior year 6[image: image]7”, 290 pounds. “But you can’t just be big. You have to be fast, and I run a 4.9,” he says, referring to the forty-yard dash, football’s standard measurement of speed.

Intelligent and analytical, Winston soaked up techniques from Poly line coach Tim Moncure. In his junior year he started the first game and never looked back. By the end of the season he had been offered scholarships from Florida, Florida State, Nebraska, Oklahoma, Texas A&M, UCLA and UC Berkeley, USC, and Washington. In football, a big, fast, smart offensive lineman is highly desirable because he protects your most important and fragile player, the quarterback. This is true in high school, truer in college, and especially true in the NFL, where having a Winston Justice to guard the back of your $30-million star is better than any insurance policy. For this reason, as well as for their tendency to have long and productive careers, offensive tackles are paid like CEOs. A $15-million, four-year contract isn’t unheard of for a first-round draft pick.



OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img01_1-4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/FRONTCOVER.jpg
ONE
GREAT
GAME

Two Teams, Two Dreams,
in the First-Ever National
Championship High School

Football Game

DON WALLACE

ATRIA BOOKS

nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn





