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  Introduction

  Inquisitive Aaron Glenn, Pro Bowler for the Houston Texans and true-maroon Texas Aggie, raised his eyebrows a bit and wondered, “So, how’d you come up with the list for this book?” I felt a bit like Texas quarterback Peter Gardere, whose errant pass Glenn once returned 95 yards for a touchdown (ch. 20, if you’re wondering).

  Good question, Aaron, glad you asked. First, for the original edition of this book, the fine folks at Sports Publishing L.L.C. requested a first-person narration as part of each chapter. A natural first chapter, then, seemed the team captain of the 1939 national champions, Mr. John Kimbrough (who, sadly, passed away in 2006). From the “Haskell Hurricane” on, I chronologically developed a list, through plain ol’ no-brainers (John David Crow, Johnny Holland, Dat Nguyen, and the like) and by picking the brains of every Aggie punched into my cell phone (lots). A hugely unscientific poll on texags.com produced about 150 responses in a day’s time, as well, offering much impassioned reasoning on which to chew.

  One thing I quickly realized: Many worthy candidates, even some two-time All-Americans, wouldn’t make the list of 25 chapters. The book, you see, is as much about defining moments in Texas A&M football history as it is a straight biography. When Dave Elmendorf, for instance, presented a game ball to the first African American to ever start for the Aggies, Hugh McElroy, following the 1970 game at LSU, that compassionate act struck me like a Jacob Green sack.

  Hence, suddenly I had two chapters—Elmendorf and McElroy—from a woebegone 2-9 season. Doggone it, I stuck with ’em. On the flip side of such sentiment, only one player strictly from the 1960s, Edd Hargett, is on the list from that decade’s lone winning season for A&M (1967). The book also is heavy on players from the late 1980s and early 1990s—with six conference titles in that span the primary reason why.

  In any case, I had a blast writing this anecdotal, plentiful history of Aggies football, through the recollections of some of the best and most intriguing Texas A&M players in history. And, Aaron, you’re one of ’em.

  Brent Zwerneman


  CHAPTER 1

  JOHN

  KIMBROUGH

  Name: John Aleck Kimbrough

  Born: June 14, 1918

  Deceased: May 8, 2006

  Hometown: Haskell, Texas

  Final Occupation: Retired farmer

  Position: Running Back

  Height: 6’2”

  Playing Weight: 210 pounds

  Years lettered: 1938-40

  Accomplishments: Two-time All-American and two-time All-Conference (1939-40); placed second in the 1940 Heisman Trophy race to Michigan’s Tom Harmon; finished A&M career with 1,357 rushing yards and 21 touchdowns; member of the National Football Foundation and Texas Sports Halls of Fame; first-round draft pick of the Chicago Cardinals in 1941, played nine years professionally.

  Nicknames: Jarrin’ John, Big John, and the Haskell Hurricane

  The Game: Texas A&M vs. Tulane, Sugar Bowl, Jan. 1, 1940
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  John Kimbrough. Photo courtesy of Texas A&M Athletic Media Relations

  THE LIFE OF YOUNG JOHN KIMBROUGH

  The occasional sharp pitch of a cracking bone on the gridiron hardly stirred John Kimbrough’s innards. Shoot, it mostly reminded him of home, sweet home back in West Texas.

  “My father would slam an axe across the back of a possum’s neck and you’d just hear it crack,” Kimbrough said, recalling the good ol’ days of his youth in Haskell. “We’d scrape the possum down with a butcher knife, and my mother cooked it. Some folks said, ‘Oh, no, we’re not gonna eat that greasy thing,’ and others wrinkled their noses and said, ‘Why, it looks like a big ol’ rat!’ But, my mother, she’d cook it with sweet potatoes. And my father, he just loved it.”

  But the idea of playing football creased the nostrils of one William Augustus Kimbrough, Haskell’s first doctor, who moved there from Alabama in 1907. Chop a possum’s neck? No problem—that set grub on the table. Scamper around a trodden field handling an inflated piece of cowhide, beating one another into oblivion? William Augustus figured that a waste of manpower at best and plain barbaric at worst.

  But John Kimbrough’s father passed away when the boy was only in the seventh grade, and John—the youngest of seven children—began playing football with the hopes of earning a scholarship as his means to college. He did, and the fledgling legend of the “Haskell Hurricane” began to take hold.

  “The ones around here who don’t know of Big John Kimbrough,” says Joe Cortez, a gas attendant in Haskell, “are the ones who moved in yesterday.”

  Tulane offered the burly back a scholarship in 1937, which is ironic since Kimbrough eventually played the game of his life against the school. But in New Orleans, the Green Wave coaches tried turning “The Hurricane” into an offensive lineman—which certainly seemed a waste of a good nickname.

  “They told me I’d make a good tackle,” Kimbrough said, smiling at the seeming absurdity of it all. “Everybody wanted to make me a tackle.”

  Kimbrough refused to adjust to the shift and lost his scholarship to Tulane. He transferred to Texas A&M, where he joined the squad as an afterthought to what Coach Homer Norton figured to be an already fine class of ’37. In the 1938 SWC season opener against No. 1 Texas Christian University, the Horned Frogs were whipping the Aggies so badly that Norton threw in his last-string players. He didn’t want all of his No. 1s and No. 2s on the depth chart to get hurt against mighty TCU.

  That group of benchwarmers included an unknown lad from Haskell. But once John Kimbrough earned a few carries—no one else wanted the ball against a brutal Horned Frogs defense—and left a couple of TCU players writhing on the ground in his wake, a short man in a coat and tie stormed the field.

  The game’s intruder then grabbed the unfamiliar A&M player whom he thought was playing dirty. But the six-foot, two-inch Aggie grabbed back and lifted the diminutive man by his tie to Kimbrough’s eye level.

  “He was yanking on my jersey and calling me all kinds of names,” Kimbrough said of famed TCU coach Dutch Meyer. “I told him, ‘Look, Coach, you’re too little to jazz with me. You better get back over there on the sidelines where you belong.’ I’d already hurt a couple of his players.”

  Kimbrough started every game of his A&M calling from that movielike moment on, in a college career that even propelled the handsome running back into a couple of screenplays after graduation. Kimbrough, who later signed with 20th Century Fox to star in Lone Star Ranger and Sundown Jim, finished his A&M career with 1,357 yards and 21 touchdowns.

  “He’s a legend,” says Bucky Richardson, who quarterbacked the Aggies in the late 1980s and early 1990s. “And the thing you hear most about him is that he was tough as an old boot.”

  Kimbrough certainly was on that memorable day in New Orleans, an afternoon that A&M fans will always fondly remember about “Big John” Kimbrough, a man with nearly as many fine nicknames as touchdown runs.

  “John Kimbrough [was] ‘Mr. Football’ as far as Texas A&M is concerned,” says John David Crow, Texas A&M’s lone Heisman Trophy winner (in 1957). “He was a great player who played on a national championship team. He deserves to be the legend of Texas A&M football, because the ultimate goal of any player is to play on a national championship team.”

  THE SCENE

  Texas A&M College fans, coach Homer Norton figured with an “aw-shucks” grin, are never satisfied. Still, Norton had plenty of reason for smiling two days before New Year’s Day 1940, with his unbeaten team bound for the Sugar Bowl in New Orleans.

  But the recently embattled and once deathly sick Aggies football coach nearly choked on his celebratory steak in Biloxi, Miss., at the pointed inquiry about his 10-0 squad. How might anyone question the Texas A&M offense, he wondered aloud, especially since a mere two days separated the boys of Aggieland from a shot at earning their first national title?

  Especially after Norton had tried so hard the previous five seasons to match the novel flash (i.e., newfangled passing attacks) of several other Southwest Conference coaches before finally reverting to a few old-school methods—blocking, tackling and a power running game—he’d learned as a young coach at Centenary College.

  Why couldn’t anyone ask him about Texas A&M’s defense, which had allowed an incredible 76.3 yards per game? (Still an NCAA record, more than six decades later.) But, yet, here we go again about the offense, Norton thought, shaking his head and grinning.

  “We haven’t forgotten about the pass,” the coach finally said, after swallowing hard on a particularly large chunk of meat. “We simply haven’t had to throw the ball around. Our running game has been strong enough to win. We can pass and will when we have to.”

  But the 1939 Texas Aggies hardly had to, based on the bruising exploits of a certain 210-pound fullback from Haskell, Texas, dubbed “Jarrin’” John Kimbrough. The balding, weathered coach swallowed hard again upon hearing the name, this time for a happy reason.

  “It’s very seldom I praise any of my boys,” Norton said. “But when I tell you he’s the greatest player I ever coached, that’s not enough.”

  Texas A&M hadn’t finished first in the SWC in a dozen seasons until that mythical year in Aggies lore—1939—and the more well-heeled boosters had angled for Norton’s firing headed into that season, following five years of mediocrity (including a 4-4-1 record in 1938). Rumors late in 1939 had linked Norton, in the final year of his contract, with Stanford University, and before the season Kimbrough & Co. figured that year to be the A&M swan song for their likeable leader.

  “It wasn’t any secret,” Kimbrough said, “that they were trying to get rid of Coach Norton.”

  Ironically, the Aggies had little clue that an explosive season loomed ahead even after their starting quarterback, the irrepressible—but apparently quite flammable—Cotton Price, nearly blew himself up that summer of ’39.

  “He got burned bad,” Kimbrough said. “He was putting gas in his truck and it backfired, and he got burned here, here and on his face.”

  “Here and here” signified just about everywhere on Price’s body. Norton, 52, knew about how Price felt. A stinging, burning sensation in Norton’s throat had carried on for 30 about months. Physicians diagnosed it as a severe case of streptococcus—but his condition had suddenly improved leading up to Texas A&M’s season of all football seasons.

  The precious memories of that season brought Kimbrough to release his grip from the arms of a wheelchair, proudly displaying a national championship ring the university awarded the team some 59 years later at a 1998 reunion in College Station.

  “We’re still the only football team to ever win a national championship at Texas A&M,” Kimbrough said, smiling at the flamboyant bit of jewelry with his name inscribed on the side.

  “I’d sure like to see ’em win another one. But they’d better do it pretty quick. I’m getting old, and time runs out on you.”

  The writing is on the wall at Kyle Field about Texas A&M’s lone national football champions, and it’s certainly not lost in the fine print of all of those conference titles earned through the years. Raised maroon letters across Kyle’s middle deck practically yell, “National Champions 1939” amidst the smaller conference listings.

  “These guys won a national championship,” Texas A&M official Colin Killian reverently observed of the ’39 team at the ’98 reunion, “and then they went out and helped win a war.”

  And junior John Kimbrough, as handsome as Cary Grant and swift as the West Texas wind, led the charge on the gridiron that legendary season. Behind Kimbrough’s hard and yet nimble running and an unflappable defense, Texas A&M surprisingly swept to an undefeated regular-season record in 1939 and a top ranking. The Aggies shut out Oklahoma A&M, Centenary, Baylor, Arkansas, Rice and even arch-rival Texas (allowing only three first downs to the Longhorns) along the way.

  But in the Jan. 1, 1940, Sugar Bowl, fifth-ranked Tulane waited on its home turf, primed to pounce on that bunch of Texas farm and ranch boys who played football for that all-male agricultural and mechanical school in College Station.
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  On the same day Norton devoured a steak while defending his offense to reporters, German leader Adolf Hitler shrieked a New Year’s speech from Berlin. The bloodthirsty dictator declared that the Third Reich was “fighting for the construction of a new Europe” and that “Germany and Europe must be liberated from the oppression and the constant threats which today, as in the past, originate in England.”

  But Norton and the Aggies paid little mind to the German tyrant, at least in that holiday week—there was football still to play. And in a more inculpable era before America entered The War, one in which many folks just felt fortunate to have continued weathering the Great Depression, college football offered a pleasant escape—if only for a few hours.

  So the nation’s ears—the Sugar Bowl wasn’t televised, and besides, most folks didn’t own a TV—suddenly honed in on that bushel-load of country boys from Aggieland contending for a national title.

  “I give us,” Norton said two days before the Sugar Bowl, choosing his words carefully so as not to stir the Green Wave, “a 50-50 chance of winning.”

  And, privately, Norton put 99 percent of the responsibility of half a chance to win on the broad shoulders of John Kimbrough.

  THE SETTING

  The top-ranked Aggies had outscored their opponents 198 to 18 through 10 games in 1939, so a true Lone Star state bravado reigned when about 10,000 Texans stormed New Orleans, many decked in big hats and cowboy boots, in the few days before Jan. 1, 1940.

  The 210-piece Aggie Band even marched the streets of the Crescent City on New Year’s Eve, and the “Aggie War Hymn” and “The Spirit of Aggieland” delighted the revelers—even the Tulane fans, who lined the streets to catch a glimpse of the famed unit. In addition, 1,500 members of A&M’s Corps of Cadets wandered their way past the Atchafalaya Swamp to New Orleans.

  The city’s Association of Commerce estimated that 40,000 visitors spent an average of $20 per day while wandering Bourbon Street in the days surrounding the Sugar Bowl—a spending rate more than twice that of the typical Mardi Gras crowd of the time.

  The largest crowd to ever see a college football game in the South to that point packed Tulane’s on-campus stadium, called the Sugar Bowl, and the 73,000 fans certainly were in for a treat as 10-0 and No. 1 Texas A&M prepared to battle 8-0-1 and No. 5 Tulane.

  “Other than having my baby,” Tulane fan Edna Engert later said, “sitting in that packed stadium, listening to all of those people cheering, was the biggest thrill of my life.”

  Tulane had just increased the capacity of its stadium (later razed in 1974 to make room for student housing and a parking garage) by about 30,000. The Aggies hadn’t played in a postseason game since toppling Centre College in the 1922 Dixie Classic, a match that gave birth to A&M’s fabled 12th Man tradition. Then, a student, E. King Gill, hustled down from the stands and suited up for the Aggies, just in case he was needed because of injuries to the team members.

  A&M, too, had big problems leading up to the 1940 Sugar Bowl, starting with quarterback Cotton Price’s persistent charley horse (as if surviving all of those preseason burns wasn’t enough).

  “My quarterback spot is my biggest worry,” Norton said. “Price has had that bad charley horse for three weeks now. It’s better now, but if he gets hit hard, he’ll have to come out. And Marion Pugh, my second-stringer, has been in the hospital a week with a stomach disorder … so you can see what a danger spot this is for the Aggies.”

  Danger spots or not, Texas A&M prevailed 14-13 over Tulane, as Kimbrough scored both touchdowns for the Aggies. The Haskell Hurricane carried the ball 25 times for 159 yards, which accounted for more than half of his team’s offense. And a still smiling Norton knew whom he could point to as having helped save his job—and earned Texas A&M its first (and to date, only) national title.

  “He’s the greatest football player in the world,” a triumphant Norton said of Kimbrough in the minutes following A&M’s win. “And you can put my name on that with a picture.”

  THE GAME OF MY LIFE

  By John Kimbrough

  With those 70,000-something people all hollering and screaming in that place, it seemed a little tough to concentrate at first. That’s about twice as many folks I’d ever seen in one place. Kyle Field only held about half as much at that time, so imagine how that glorious stadium must have looked to a bunch of wide-eyed kids from mostly small towns in Texas.

  But we also knew we had to just focus on the game. And what a game!

  We were pretty dinged up going into it. Cotton Price had those charley horses, and Marion Pugh was just plain sick to his stomach. But it’d have taken a freight train to keep either one of those fellows off the field.

  I’ve heard people describe my running style as bullish, but I guess that all depended on how fast or big that defender was. If I saw a big one I’d try to go around him; if I saw one that wasn’t so big, I might try and go through him.

  But if I did run somebody over, I’d try to help the fellow up. The funny thing is, he’d usually just say, “Thank you.” I didn’t believe in all of that riling up the opposition. You don’t throw wood on a fireplace—or gasoline on a fire—in those situations.

  Bob “Jitterbug” Kellogg, he was an outstanding boy for Tulane, and he almost led ’em to a win. He returned a punt 76 yards for a touchdown in the third quarter that tied the game at seven. He also stopped me on several occasions, and after one I grabbed him and said, “You’re the cleanest little tackler I’ve ever seen.”

  That’s the way I tried to play the game—respect your opposition. After the win in the Sugar Bowl I tried to stay humble and give credit where due.

  “Those 10 boys with me did the work,” I told a cluster of reporters in the locker room late that afternoon. And then I patted halfback Jim Thomason on the knee. “And this boy did it especially—he’s the best blocking back in the country.”
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  Running back John Kimbrough led the Aggies to their only national championship in 1939 and later served as a bomber pilot in World War II. Photo courtesy of Texas A&M Athletic Media Relations

  And on that afternoon and during that year, we were the best team in the country.

  To me, there wasn’t any doubt whom all of those folks were hollering for on that day: The Aggies. I know, we played the game in New Orleans—home of Tulane—but that’s the way I heard those folks hollering: for the Aggies. Maybe I just wanted to hear it that way.

  GAME RESULTS

  John Kimbrough’s two-yard touchdown run gave A&M a 7-0 lead in the first quarter of the Sugar Bowl, but the Aggies trailed 13-7 in the fourth quarter, when Kimbrough endeared himself to Aggies forever. On a decisive, 69-yard drive, Kimbrough recorded the key play, slashing and rumbling 22 yards through a slew of Tulane defenders to the Green Wave 26-yard line.

  “The thing that most of the fans and scribes went away marveling about was his agility and speed,” penned John Sidney Smith of the Bryan Daily Eagle. “They had expected a pile-driving line plunger, but they had no idea the 210-pound back could skirt Tulane’s widely heralded ends as he did.”

  Three plays after Kimbrough’s 22-yard dash and from the Green Wave 22-yard line, Cotton Price passed to Herbie Smith in the right flat, who quickly ran into a wall of Tulane defenders. Smith then lateraled to Kimbrough, who dashed across the goal for the final touchdown on the day.

  “Kimbrough stormed 18 yards on that last scoring run,” Charles DuFour of the New Orleans Tribune wrote, “brushing off Green tacklers like Gulliver flicking Lilliputians off his coat lapel.”

  Price then kicked the decisive extra point. Moments earlier, Kimbrough had complimented Jitterbug Kellogg on his tackling. Kellogg, however, didn’t respond.

  “Any guy who tackles Kimbrough,” Kellogg said afterward, “doesn’t feel like talking for five or 10 minutes.”

  Penned Arch Ward of the Chicago Tribune, “Somewhere there may be a greater college football player than John Kimbrough, but you never will be able to convince the 70,000 spectators who Monday saw him almost single-handedly defeat a gallant team from Tulane, 14-13.

  “And while Kimbrough dominated the Texans’ play throughout, you couldn’t escape the impression that you were watching one of football’s greatest teams. It had sparkle and drive and spirit and eagerness. It tackled. It at times developed devastating blocking that seemed to spring up magically. Texas A&M was so smart against passes that Tulane, whose forward passes dazzled Southeastern Conference opponents in late season, was unable to complete a single aerial.”

  The Aggies discovered the Associated Press had crowned them national champions on a train ride home the next day, after celebrating all night in the French Quarter. Funny thing, A&M’s season almost didn’t end in New Orleans, although with as much revelry on Bourbon Street took place among the fellows, it might have been a while before the Aggies could don their leather helmets with any bit of effectiveness.

  Idealists tried matching the Aggies and the University of Southern California, winners of the Rose Bowl (and some argued, the nation’s true No. 1 team), in an extra game, with proceeds to benefit a Finland war relief fund. Even former President Herbert Hoover, overseeing America’s Finnish assistance (this was a little less than two years before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor), discussed the matter and found the idea “interesting.” But alas, the game never transpired.

  “I don’t remember much about any Finnish relief fund,” Kimbrough says, smiling. “But I do know that we’d just won the national championship.”

  WHAT BECAME OF JOHN KIMBROUGH?

  “In the sweat of your face you shall eat bread till you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”

  — Genesis 3:19

  John Kimbrough turned 85 on June 14, 2003. He lived in his beloved Haskell with his adorable wife of 62 years, Barbara. They built a house there shortly after World War II. John and Barbara had two children, also named John and Barbara, and two grandchildren. The couple had a splendid view of West Texas expanse out their back windows.

  Kimbrough greeted visitors with, “John Kimbrough, from Haskell.”

  In Haskell, 370 miles from College Station by remote highway, the dust settles on pickup trucks as thick as brown sugar icing. Ironically, the clear fork of the Brazos River runs just south of here. Those same waters gather steam and sail swiftly past Bryan-College Station in Brazos County, much as Kimbrough did opponents like TCU, Arkansas, SMU and Texas six decades ago.

  Kimbrough never cared much for the big city, although he met Barbara while in Houston.

  “I was graduating from high school and there was a luncheon for me up on the Rice Hotel roof,” Barbara said, smiling at the memory of her and John’s beginning. “We were on an elevator together.”

  Kimbrough had elevated the Aggies to the national title only months earlier, and the next season (1940) Kimbrough finished second in the Heisman Trophy race to Michigan’s Tom Harmon. At about the same time, the handsome Kimbrough became a poster boy for Chesterfield Cigarettes. He later served as a B-24 pilot in World War II in the Pacific and then as a pro football player before a heart attack slowed him at age 30.

  John and Barbara last visited Aggieland on Nov. 26, 1999, when the Aggies beat Texas 20-16 in an emotional contest only days after the collapse of the Bonfire stack that killed 12 Aggies. John’s ailing health—he had two heart attacks since the first 55 years ago—wouldn’t allow any more visits to College Station.

  “The good people of A&M were so nice to us,” Barbara said of their final visit to Aggieland. “We sat in a luxury box, and instead of eating hot dogs they served us filet mignon. John David Crow was sitting in the luxury box next door, so we gave him a few high-fives through the glass.”

  While his body rested in a wheelchair during his final years, the undying spirit that led Texas A&M to its lone football national championship in 1939 continued to glow in “Jarrin’” John Kimbrough’s blue eyes.

  John Kimbrough passed away on May 8, 2006, in Haskell, Texas, from pneumonia.


  CHAPTER 2

  YALE

  LARY

  Name: Robert Yale Lary

  Born: Nov. 24, 1930

  Hometown: Fort Worth, Texas

  Current Residence: Fort Worth, Texas

  Occupation: Retired from the NFL, and multiple private businesses

  Positions: Safety and punter

  Height: 5’11”

  Playing weight: 180 pounds

  Years lettered: 1949-51

  Accomplishments: The only Texas Aggie inducted into the NFL Hall of Fame; named All-Conference in 1951; hit .366 as a freshman outfielder on the A&M baseball team; school leader in career punt return average (18.1 yards); named as one of Sports Illustrated’s 50 Greatest Sports Figures from Texas in 1999; third-round pick in the 1952 NFL draft; played in nine Pro Bowls as a defensive back and punter with the Detroit Lions and ranks among the NFL’s all-time leaders in career punting average (44.2 yards); tallied 50 interceptions in the NFL and played for three league title teams (1952, 1953, and 1957).

  The Game: Texas at Texas A&M, Nov. 29, 1951
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  Yale Lary. Cushing Memorial Library

  THE LIFE OF YOUNG YALE LARY

  Ahouse doctor delivered Robert Yale Lary in 1930 at 1111 Northwest 16th Street on Fort Worth’s northwest side, and thus, a future NFL Hall of Famer—incredibly, the only one from Texas A&M—came to be.

  “My mother didn’t want to have me in a hospital,” Lary says. “She was afraid they’d get me mixed up with another baby.”

  The only child of Yale Buster (Y. B.) and Kathryn Lary, however, was easy to pick out on the playgrounds of his elementary school—as his amazing athleticism already was apparent by the time he was six years old.

  “We’d punt the ball a lot during recess, and after school we’d go punt in the street,” Lary says. “If you punted the ball over the telephone poles, that was three points. We were always playing some sort of sport.”

  And young Yale, thin but strong-legged, almost always won.

  During World War II, Yale and his friends often journeyed over to Farrington Field in Fort Worth to catch traveling football teams like the Randolph Field Ramblers in action. The Ramblers, from a famed San Antonio air base, once tied the University of Texas 7-7 in the 1944 Cotton Bowl.

  “We didn’t have any money to get in to the games at Farrington, so we’d climb up this tree just past the fence near the end zone and watch,” Lary says. “One time this guy kicked an extra point and it sailed over that wall, and we grabbed that ol’ yellow ball—I’ll never forget it—and that’s the ball we kicked with in the streets.

  “We wore that nose out hitting it on the pavement.”

  Yale—family legend has it his grandparents liked the college’s name, and thus named his father as such—starred in two sports at North Side High: baseball and basketball.

  “I attended A&M on a football scholarship, but I always loved baseball,” Lary says. “That was my first love, really. Football was a lot of dern hard work. At A&M we worked out there on a practice field right beside the shower and dressing room, and the coaches would just run you up and down that field until you fell. One time this ol’ guard from Houston, he just quit right in the middle of sprints.

  “The coaches had yelled, ‘You’re not through!’ to the team after a tough session, and he said, ‘I am,’ and just walked off the field. The windows on the dressing room were open and he was just in the shower a-singin’, and we could hear him in there, just singing a song because he was so happy he was through with football.”

  Yale couldn’t be happier in Aggieland, however, as a former Aggie football star—and war hero—had influenced him to attend Texas A&M.

  “Marion Pugh had also attended North Side High, and we lived about four blocks from the Pugh Grocery Store,” Lary says. “As a little boy, I’d ride my bicycle down there to get groceries, and Marion would always kid with me and mess around with me about one day going to A&M.

  “In 1939 I was eight years old, and that’s when John Kimbrough and Marion and that bunch won the national championship. I’d already started keeping a scrapbook of their exploits—an old spiral notebook deal that I’d cut and paste together with white glue. Marion, he was an exceptional player, and then he went on to fight in World War II.”

  Texas coach Blair Cherry, who’d coached Lary’s father at North Side High in the 1920s, met with Y. B. and Yale in the parking lot of North Side one day during Yale’s senior year.

  “Son, I’d like to have you play at the university,” said Cherry, who later became the first Texas coach to take the Longhorns to three different Jan. 1 bowls. “You’re kind of slow, though, so I’d like you to play linebacker.”

  Lary still grins at the memory.

  “Hell, I didn’t weigh but 165 pounds,” he says. “I told him, ‘Well, Mr. Cherry, I ’ppreciate it.’ We said ‘adios,’ and that was the last time I saw him. There wasn’t any way I was gonna go down to Austin and play linebacker.”

  When he visited College Station, Lary fell in love with the place—especially those fine uniforms that new Aggies coach Harry Stiteler’s staff showed him upon his recruitment.

  “Back then everybody was still wearing the leather helmets and hightop shoes and khaki pants,” Lary says. “But I went into the A&M equipment room and one of the coaches said, ‘Look here, boy, look at these plastic helmets like Doc Blanchard and Glenn Davis [the 1945 and ’46 Heisman Trophy winners, respectively] are wearing at Army. And look at these fine, silky-smooth pants. And these lowtops, boy, these are classy.’

  “That, combined with the whole Marion Pugh connection, helped get me to A&M. So, my freshman year, of course, they give me those old hightop shoes, leather helmets and khaki pants.

  “I finally got to wear that fine equipment my sophomore year.”

  THE SCENE

  The University of Texas might have figured things wouldn’t go its way on this day when Texas A&M’s collie mascot, Reveille, barked furiously at the Longhorns’ steer mascot, Bevo, during halftime festivities of the 1951 Thanksgiving showdown between the state’s two biggest rivals.

  “The dog raised merry Ned with him … and drew a big hand from the large crowd,” one Kyle Field observer noted.

  Even Reveille, so named in 1931 because the first collie mascot barked at the sound of the trumpet call, seemed fed up that the Aggies hadn’t defeated Texas in a dozen years, or since the 1939 Aggies won the national championship. Things had gotten so disheartening around Aggieland that the Bryan Daily Eagle cited A&M as “the most jinxed team in the United States.”

  “In recent years it appears that all an opposing team has to do is holler ‘jinx’ and the Cadet eleven roll over and play dead,” an article read on the day that A&M (4-3-2 record) and UT (7-2) met at Kyle Field.

  Texas had even won the five previous meetings on A&M’s hallowed grounds of Kyle, including a 42-14 whipping in 1949. Many Aggies blamed such gridiron shortcomings on the “lean” post-World War II years for the Cadets, as the war had drained much of the school’s muscle and talent.

  But tales of A&M jinxes and rolling over and such—even from the locals—couldn’t fire up one Yale Lary, a versatile A&M senior from Fort Worth, any more than rivals had the year prior. That’s when someone had messed with his baby—a black-on-black 1949 Chevrolet convertible—the night before the 1950 A&M-UT game in Austin.

  Mary Jane Boothe, a Texas student and Lary’s girlfriend (and later his wife), had driven the car back to Austin from College Station after attending a banquet with Yale, in the few days before the Aggies-Longhorns game. During the night prior to the contest, vandals spraypainted Lary’s black beauty orange—inside and out—knowing that it belonged to Mary Jane’s boyfriend.

  So Mary Jane, along with several of her Scottish Rite dorm mates, furiously scrubbed the car clean. Fortunately, the culprits had used a waterbased paint. She waited until after the game—a 17-0 A&M loss—to tell her boyfriend about the vandalism.

  “I didn’t want him to worry about it,” she says, smiling now at the memory. “I was worried enough. But he was a good sport about it—he was able to not let things like that consume him.”

  The defacing, however, served as a piercing motivation for Yale Lary—a full year later.

  “I was paying $60 a month on that car, and that was a lot then,” he says, shaking his head. “While most of Texas’s students were nice, it always seemed like we were running into something like that in Austin. As Aggies, we were the underdogs and Texas figured it was the hotshot college. There were quite a few Aggies who dated girls at Texas—and when they’d go to pick up their dates some of the Texas students would gang up on these guys who wore their senior boots, and they’d pull their boots off and mess ’em up.

  “Real high-class stuff, I tell you. But things like that also gave us incentive.”

  [image: image]

  Elsewhere around the country at about the same time A&M and Texas were donning their new plastic helmets in an annual renewal of strong incentives and extreme dislike, a debate stirred surrounding television broadcasting rights of college athletics—a new phenomenon that needed addressing.

  “If they [colleges favoring unlimited TV broadcasting] really want to do an honest job in collegiate athletics, then let’s take the dollar out of sports,” said one proponent of restricting broadcasting because of unbalanced financial gains among schools. “Let’s play the games for charity. TV receipts make bowl games receipts look like peanuts. So let’s donate the TV receipts to taking care of foreign scholarships or displaced persons.”

  As farfetched as that idea seemed—then and now—President Harry Truman found even more disbelief in the notion that some members of the press might have penned fake ceasefire stories about the ongoing Korean War—“out of hot competition for news.”

  An Associated Press story out of Seoul, Korea, the day before the Thanksgiving game had reported that orders—possibly from the White House—had stopped ground fighting in Korea. That simply wasn’t true, a mad Truman voiced from Key West, Fla., on the same day that A&M and Texas clashed for the 58th time.

  As America grew more heavily involved in another war halfway across the world, collegians nationwide cast a wary eye toward the conflict while going about their business on the homeland.

  “The Korean War was certainly on our minds,” says Lary, who later served as a first lieutenant in the U.S. Army for two years, although the conflict had ended before he was called to combat. “It was very important that you passed your grades and very important that you stayed in the Corps of Cadets, because if you didn’t, you’d be drafted.”

  But at least for a Thanksgiving day, the Aggies and Longhorns and all of their fans set aside their wartime concerns and duked it out at Kyle Field. Literally. The annual grudge match ended in a near brawl, with both teams’ players hoisted off of Kyle on the shoulders of Corps of Cadets members.

  THE SETTING

  Old Aggie Louie Hamilton, considered one of the great dropkickers in Southwest Conference history, settled into his seat at Kyle Field on Thanksgiving Day 1951 and spun a few tales of what it was like to play for Texas A&M from 1906-09.

  “Today’s athletes don’t get enough practice,” Hamilton preached before the ’51 UT-A&M game. “We had to practice at least two hours a day and then run five miles back to the showers.”

  Hamilton, who once scored all 12 of A&M’s points in a 28-12 loss to Texas in 1908, even lamented the loss of what he called the “onside kick” as part an offense’s arsenal.

  “Ol’ end ‘Doggie’ Ward would race down and grab the ball, giving us a nice gain,” Hamilton said, hearkening to the good ol’ days. “We used the ‘onside kick’ more than the forward pass.”

  But the hard-to-please Hamilton was in for a real treat on this day in 1951, more than four decades after he’d last suited up for the Aggies. And even Hamilton (and his tales of a more rugged yesteryear) could appreciate the all-out toughness of Yale Lary, who substituted for injured teammate Bob Smith (an All-American in 1950) on the first play of the game against UT and played every down from there out.

  A&M figured to have an excellent team in 1951, as it finally recovered from the drain on its students and athletes from World War II—but things hadn’t gone as planned under first-year coach Ray George. After opening the season with four wins over UCLA, Texas Tech, Oklahoma and Trinity, the Aggies had failed to win a Southwest Conference game (Texas Tech didn’t join the conference for another five years), although A&M had managed two league ties, against Baylor and SMU.

  But there was plenty of reason for optimism headed into the annual Texas clash, because the UT offense featured the same Split T that the Aggies had handled against the Red Raiders and Sooners. Plus, A&M’s players (and Reveille) seemed at a boiling point about not having defeated their rival since 1939.

  A&M had played Texas to a 14-14 tie in 1948, when Lary and his fellow freshmen weren’t eligible to play (the NCAA scrapped that rule in 1972). So Lary was one of 18 A&M seniors angling for one last shot at the Longhorns in the final game of their college careers.

  “The boys realize that by winning this one they can make a success out of a disappointing season,” George said.

  The entire state, too, seemed very curious to see if the Aggies might make amends for years of losing to the Longhorns. The game officially sold out on June 21, and fans had booked all of the hotels and tourist courts ahead of time.

  On the night before the Thanksgiving game, a crowd of about 10,000 soaked in what many of the old-timers considered possibly the largest and most glorious Bonfire to that date. A weekend of bad weather had set Bonfire’s construction back, but workers toiled all Tuesday night by the aid of automobile headlights to finish the stack.

  Following Yell Practice on the drill field, many of the students and alumni moved the party to Sbisa Hall for a post-Bonfire dance, with music provided by the Aggieland Orchestra. Such an event was about as cultured as all-male Texas A&M got in the post-World War II years leading to the Dwight Eisenhower presidency.

  “My freshman year in 1948 there were about 8,500 students at A&M, and at least a couple of thousand of those were veterans who’d come back from World War II,” Lary says. “College Station was just a small community. You had the Northgate district and a drugstore and a pool hall above the drugstore, a post office and ol’ Loupot’s book store.

  “There weren’t hardly any girls around, so on the weekend we’d try and get out of town. We were 90 miles from everywhere, it seemed like, and we’d burn up that road to try and go see our girls.”

  But on Thanksgiving Day 1951, folks from all over burned up the roads heading into College Station and thus witnessed one of the more thrilling A&M victories over arch-rival Texas, 22-21, in the series’ fabled history.

  THE GAME OF MY LIFE

  By Yale Lary

  We just seemed to plug along all of my years at Texas A&M, although we possessed some good talent. Halfback Bob Smith had earned All-America honors in 1950 and even rushed for 297 yards (a school record) in a game against SMU. But our senior year had been a frustrating one, because we’d started so strong but faltered in league play.

  Ray George was in his first year as head coach and still trying to get ahold of the reins. We figured we could make amends for that year by beating Texas—that would be our bowl game—but things didn’t look too good when ol’ Smith got hurt on that first play. So I charged into the game, and at first I played the left half, and later the right half, in the T formation.

  The third quarter was big for us, and I scored on a 68-yard run and a 38-yard reception. On the 68-yarder, I lined up at right halfback and quarterback Dick Gardemal handed off the ball to me, and I sprinted between the left tackle and left end. Suddenly I saw a little hole there, so I cut sharply to the right—against the grain—and the field just opened up, pretty as could be.
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  Future NFL Hall of Famer Yale Lary filled in for star halfback Bob Smith en route to scoring two touchdowns in the Aggies’ 22-21 victory over Texas in 1951. Cushing Memorial Library

  The 38-yarder for a touchdown took place on an odd play, but I liked the results. I had switched back to left halfback, and Gardemal threw a little hook pass to receiver Darrow Hooper, but Texas’s Tom Stolhandske hit the ball, and it just kind of popped up and ricocheted right into my hands. I raced from about the 25-yard line for the touchdown.

  Texas still had a chance to beat us there at the end. June Davis was their field-goal kicker, and I was standing just underneath the crossbars of the goalpost, right there on the goal line. It really wasn’t that far of a kick—33 yards. He kicked it down the middle, but the ball fell short by about a foot, and we won 22-21.

  There was a lot of pushing and shoving going on at that point, and I distinctly remember that’s the only time I’ve ever been carried off of a field after a football game, thanks to the Corps of Cadets.

  GAME RESULTS

  While Yale Lary scored two touchdowns in the third quarter of A&M’s first victory over Texas in 12 years, A&M running back Glenn Lippman also gained 173 yards on 19 carries from the fullback slot. In the locker room a jubilant Aggies squad presented George, 1-0 against Texas, with the game ball.

  “I couldn’t ask for anything more,” a grinning George said repeatedly, before adding, “If we had played like that all season, we wouldn’t have lost a game. But I’m thankful that fourth quarter ran out.”

  First-year Longhorns coach Ed Price, 0-1 against A&M, said his team was “keyed too high” in battling its arch-rival.

  “We suffered from the jitters,” Price said. “Then we lost our poise, and that hurt.”

  Lots of folks lost their poise by the end of the game, broadcast nationally on radio by Humble Oil. Following Davis’s failed kick with two seconds remaining, A&M students rushed onto Kyle Field in celebration. But with seconds still on the clock, officials cleared the grass, and Dick Gardemal finally dropped to the ground on the A&M 20-yard line, killing the ball and running out the last of the time.

  “The final seconds were clouded as a fight developed between the opposing teams, but the Aggie cheering section settled it by grabbing both elevens and hoisting them to their shoulders,” one newspaper noted. “Then M. T. Harrington, A&M president, made the day complete by announcing a Monday holiday.”

  In his most memorable college game, Lary scored two decisive touchdowns and averaged 41 yards on five punts.
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