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PRAISE FOR IRON IN THE BLOOD


“One of America’s great writers tackles one of America’s great rivalries; a combination as perfect as Denny Chimes and Toomer’s Corner. Auburn–Alabama is more than a football game. It’s a cultural phenomenon, equal parts colorful and historic, fascinating and fun. If you love it—all of it—you’ll love this book.”


—Dan Wetzel, New York Times Bestselling Author and ESPN National Columnist


“College football isn’t religion in the Deep South, but if it were a faith anywhere, it would be on the banks of Black Warrior River in Tuscaloosa, Alabama and on The Plains of Auburn, Alabama. And when these two schools meet every autumn right after Thanksgiving, life stops in the Yellowhammer State and the prayers for victory begin in this rivalry that is unlike any other in the history of sports. I’ve lived in Alabama for two decades, written cover stories and books about Alabama and Auburn, but no one has done a better job of capturing the essence, the melodrama, and flat-out craziness of the Iron Bowl than Jay Busbee in Iron in the Blood. Deeply reported, lyrical, moving, poignant, and at times side-splitting funny, Busbee has delivered the authoritative book on the only rivalry in the world that people plan weddings around, delay funerals for, and once upon time, killed some sacred trees over. A masterful account.”


—Lars Anderson, New York Times Bestselling Author, Chasing The Bear and The Storm and The Tide


“From Bear and Bo to Shug and Saban to the rise of Cam Newton and the fall of the Confederacy, Busbee looks under every scrap of iron in the yard to discover the roots of college football’s most ridiculously passionate rivalry.”


—Ryan McGee, New York Times Bestselling Author and ESPN College Football Reporter


“Iron in the Blood is a wonderful tribute to one of college football’s most storied rivalries. Jay Busbee brings the passion, history, and electric atmosphere that define the annual clash to the page in a way that kept me from putting it down. A must-read for anybody who loves college football and its history.”


—Tom Fornelli, CBS Sports College Football Reporter


“The definitive history of the definitive rivalry in college football. Jay Busbee has brought the rich history, tradition, and passion of Alabama–Auburn to life in this book—from the early days to their biggest moments, their larger than life coaches, rivalry-defining plays, and everything in between. If you love college football, read this book!”


—Andrea Adelson, ESPN College Football Reporter


“Iron in the Blood takes us into one of the most hate-filled rivalries in college football. Jay gives us readers a fascinating, detailed look into the longtime football war between Auburn and Alabama. With so many colorful coaches, rabid fans, and involved politicians, Jay brings to light why the Iron Bowl is so much more than just a series of games.”


—Ross Dellenger, Yahoo Sports College Football Reporter
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For Stephen, Andrew, Brian, and Stacey


Have courage and stay happy, y’all.









“Nothing matters more than beating that cow college on the other side of the state.”


Bear Bryant, head coach, University of Alabama, 1958–1982


“Wait until you whip their ass. You ain’t seen nothing yet. It will be a different world.”


Pat Dye, head coach, Auburn University, 1981–1992










Introduction



THE MOST IMPORTANT TURF IN ALABAMA


There’s a small square of turf in the north corner of Auburn’s Jordan-Hare Stadium that’s some of the most hallowed ground in recent college football history. That stretch of grass has raised hopes and shattered dreams, inspired celebrations and broken hearts. Europe has cathedrals; America has college football stadiums. And that little swatch of green in a tiny town in eastern Alabama is one of the most sanctified spots of them all.


In November 2013, Auburn’s Chris Davis stood about 109 yards away from that particular stretch of grass, in the opposite end zone, his feet right on the E in TIGERS. The sun had gone down an hour before, and with it Auburn’s apparent hopes for a national championship. There was one second remaining on the clock, one second standing between Auburn and oblivion.


Alabama—dreaded, feared, loathed Alabama—was lining up for a long field goal to break a 28–28 tie. Kicking is always dicey business in college football. Kicking has probably caused more heart attacks in the South than smoking and fried foods combined. Kicking is salvation or damnation, no middle ground.


With that 0:01 showing on Jordan-Hare’s dated scoreboard, foot met leather. The ball flew into the Alabama night, and it was clear from the moment of impact that this kick wouldn’t fly far enough. This was the Alabama–Auburn rivalry in microcosm: Alabama unable to escape the gravitational pull of Auburn; Auburn hanging on by its fingernails until a miracle occurred. As the ball traced an arc that would fall short of the crossbar, Auburn fans sighed with relief and Alabama fans grumbled; the game would go to overtime and they’d settle it there.


Only . . . the ball was still in the air. And Davis was still back there, waiting for it to fall. He caught the short field goal attempt, his heels nearly out of bounds . . . and he ran from that end zone straight into college football history and Auburn legend. Kick Six, they called it then, and they will forever.


Ten years later almost to the day, Alabama’s Jalen Milroe looked out on that same corner of the end zone. Milroe, a cannon-armed quarterback from Katy, Texas, faced even more dire circumstances than Auburn had. Alabama, a national championship dark horse, was losing 24–20 with just over 40 seconds remaining in the game. Down to his last snap, 31 yards from the end zone, Milroe had only one option: heave it north and pray.


He threw it deep—nearly half the length of the football field—and there, waiting in the end zone, almost exactly where Davis had crossed the goal line, stood Alabama receiver Isaiah Bond. The play was known internally as Gravedigger—because it would bury the opponent—and on this night, it worked to perfection for Alabama. Bond caught the ball, struck a James Bond–style pose—Bond, get it?—and Alabama won a most improbable Iron Bowl.


When you’re making a list of college football’s greatest plays, Kick Six ranks right there at the top. And although no one knew it at the time, Gravedigger would turn college football upside down, locking marquee programs out of the College Football Playoff and leading—directly or indirectly—to hundreds of major and minor coaching changes, and the total upheaval of several blue-chip programs.


Two plays. Endless ripples throughout college football. All from one corner of one end zone.


[image: ]


This is a book about two programs that took very different paths to arrive at the same destination, programs that are both nurturing mother and stern father to their fans—fans who, especially in the case of Alabama, may not have come anywhere near attending either school. It’s a century-plus-long tale of loyalty and love, faith and perseverance.


“It’s in the DNA,” ESPN journalist Ryan McGee says. “With these Alabama and Auburn people, the granddad went there. The grandma went there. Their great-uncle played football there. Their cousin was on the softball team. The difference is that it is a literal strand of your DNA. It’s not just, your family has had Red Sox tickets since 1945.”


“If you’re an Auburn fan, you probably have some sort of tie to Auburn. You either went to school here, or you have family that went to school here, or you live close by,” says Auburn Observer writer Justin Ferguson. “Whereas if you’re an Alabama fan and you don’t have a tie to the school, you’re probably also a Dallas Cowboys fan and a New England Patriots fan.”


“There’s no denying who the two teams’ archrival is,” says ESPN national columnist Dan Wetzel. “Alabama’s archrival is Auburn, Auburn’s archrival is Alabama. Oklahoma will say, ‘Well, we care more about Texas than Oklahoma State,’ Michigan will say, ‘We care more about Ohio State than Michigan State.’ An out-of-state rival can be intense, but you’re not on top of each other all day long.”


This is a tale of two warring families—patricians and underdogs, an elite institution and an everyman one. This is a tale of two schools that embody the best—and, at times, the worst—of a beautiful state ravaged by its own basest instincts.


This is a story about national championships won and lost, icons who rose and fell, legends born and dynasties crumbled. It’s a story of one-name giants who walked the earth: Bear. Shug. Bo. Nick. It’s a forever war with battles as memorable as family members’ names: The Kick. Punt Bama Punt. The Run in the Mud. The Camback. But more than that, it’s a story of how these two universities shaped the history of their state, how they pushed Alabama ahead—and, at some points, held it back—in a century-plus of societal upheaval. Sports reflect society, and the ways in which these two programs reflect the Yellowhammer State are to their credit . . . mostly.


“In the state of Alabama, people are told over and over again how terrible they are at so many different things,” says John Talty, author of multiple books on Alabama and college football. “You’re toward the bottom three in obesity, bottom three in poverty, bottom three in education. The thing that they can really beat their chest about is football. You can’t talk trash to the state of Alabama or the people within it about football. I do think it gives the people in this state a tremendous source of pride and joy, knowing that football is Alabama’s number one product to the world. That really permeates so much of the culture and how people act day-to-day.”


Fundamentally, this is a story for the people who invest in this game and these institutions with holy reverence, the fans who head to T-Town or The Plains every fall Saturday, rolling down Interstate 85 or Highway 280 or Interstate 20 or Highway 82 or any of a hundred back roads that lead down from the mountains, through the Alabama pines, up from the Gulf. People live and die with the Tide and the Tigers, and that is in no way a literary conceit. They love these programs with their whole blessed hearts. Much like religion, in Alabama you get baptized into the crimson or orange fold at birth, and also much like religion, if you decide to break away from the family orthodoxy, you risk the wrath of generations of loved ones.


This is the story of the players on the field and the coaches on the sidelines, yes, but it’s also a story for the people in the stands, the fans who wait all their lives for a moment like Kick Six or Gravedigger, and then rise as one to cheer both their team and their own good luck to be there to witness that moment. And if you’re not one of those people, allow us to introduce you to this whole glorious, mad, crimson-and-white, blue-and-burnt-orange circus.


There are more important things than football in Alabama, but we’ll be damned if we can think of them right now. Here’s why.










Chapter 1



THE WEST POINT OF THE SOUTH


The campus burned.


Union soldiers arrived at the University of Alabama in April 1865 hell-bent on torching what had become a symbolic wellspring of the Confederacy, the capstone of the Yellowhammer State, and a training ground for Confederate soldiers. In the waning days of the Civil War, when the conflict’s outcome was clear and all that remained was a final tally of the dead, Union soldiers put the torch to the university.


Tuscaloosa sits roughly 60 miles west of Birmingham and far from most sites of Civil War conflict. For the most part, its role during the war was to provide support—specifically, manpower—to Confederate war efforts. When Alabama seceded from the Union, the university transitioned into a military institution—some even dubbed it “The West Point of the South”—and an array of generals, colonels, majors, and other Confederate officers spread forth from Tuscaloosa.


The city also hosted some of the Civil War’s first POWs, thanks to its location deep within the Confederacy. Union soldiers captured at Bull Run were shipped to Tuscaloosa and imprisoned in buildings on University Avenue about a mile west of campus. Confederate soldiers were hospitalized in buildings around the city. Cannon, cloth, and explosives were manufactured all over Tuscaloosa, even on the grounds of the university itself.


Like much of the South during the war, Tuscaloosa saw its fortunes rise quickly and crash even faster. The optimism of the early days of the war faded to grim realization that the Union army would soon crush the rebellion, and Tuscaloosa knew its geographic distance from the theaters of war would not save it from Union forces.


“If the enemy ever reach this place,” University of Alabama president Landon C. Garland wrote Governor John Gill Shorter in 1863, “they would not leave at this University one brick standing upon the other.”


Two years later, the Union proved him correct. Union General John T. Croxton left Birmingham on March 30, 1865, with 1,500 cavalrymen and orders to travel to Tuscaloosa “to destroy the bridge, factories, mills, university, and whatever else may be of benefit to the rebel cause.” Within a week, General Robert E. Lee would surrender to General Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox, but before then, there was still a rebellion to quell.


On the evening of April 3, Croxton’s troops looped around Tuscaloosa to approach from the north. Confederate forces attempted to sabotage the bridge across the Black Warrior River from Northport into Tuscaloosa, but the Union reconstructed the bridge and began marching into the city in the early hours of April 4.


The attack on Tuscaloosa came so swiftly that much of the city was caught by surprise—Union troops even interrupted a wedding in progress, arresting the groom, a Confederate officer. A small skirmish at the intersection of University Boulevard and Greensboro Avenue ended quickly when the Union troops overwhelmed the city’s last line of defense: the university’s young cadets.


“The cadets averaged fifteen or sixteen years of age and were equipped with muskets of poor quality,” historical records indicate, “while the Federal troops were using Spencer repeating carbines which were the best type of gun used in the war.” The overmatched cadets were ordered to retreat, and the Union now had Tuscaloosa at its mercy.


Union soldiers proceeded to torch the university and surrounding factories, sending plumes of black smoke curling high into the skies above Tuscaloosa. A small roundhouse near what is now Gorgas Library weathered the attack, as did two other academic and residential structures. The President’s Mansion and its surrounding buildings survived the fire too, thanks to—if legend is to be believed—the actions of Louisa Frances Garland, the university president’s wife. Spotting flames near the campus, Louisa Garland rushed from a nearby hospital where she had hidden, found Union soldiers lighting her parlor on fire, and demanded they extinguish the flames.


True or not, the message embedded in the story is clear: Bring your fire and your fury to Alabama. We’ll stomp it out. And one day, we’ll have our revenge.
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As long as it’s existed, Alabama has been a state at war with itself. In the early 19th century, Alabama Fever—a lust for land on which to grow cotton—lured both workers and capital from all over the South. That set up a familiar dynamic that would define the state for decades to come: the ongoing struggle between the land’s owners and its farmers.


“For the yeoman farmers, the driving concern was maintaining their personal independence, remaining free from control by anyone else,” wrote Edwin C. Bridges in Alabama: The Making of an American State. “The planters’ lifestyle and aspirations seem almost designed to provoke the yeoman farmers’ fears. Not only were the planters wealthier and better educated, they also did not depend on the labor of their own hands.” The conflict runs through the state’s DNA, and it would surface on the football field soon enough.


Alabama in its earliest decades was a mass of contradictions, opposites living side by side with shared lives. Throughout its history, Alabama has made room for, in the words of former University of Alabama dean E. Culpepper Clark, “hillbillies and industrial workers, small farmers and big planters, a large Black population concentrated in its Black Belt (named for its rich alluvial soil) . . . rocket scientists and rednecks, aristocrats and populists, a politically influential KKK and a politically active NAACP, lintheads and longshoremen, bankers and shopkeepers.” A state of opposites, then, with little in common to bind them together . . . with one major exception.


The University of Alabama’s origins predate the state itself. The Alabama territory was admitted to the Union on December 14, 1819, but the US Congress had already directed the territory to set aside property for a designated “seminary of learning.” That “seminary”—the University of the State of Alabama—was officially created by the state’s General Assembly on December 18, 1820, even though it didn’t actually have a home.


Early on, Tuscaloosa was the capital of Alabama, and it won the right to host the university in 1827. Four years later, on April 18, 1831, the University of Alabama’s first four professors began educating its first 52 students.


Designed by Scottish architects, built by enslaved workers, constructed with sandstone and lumber from the university’s own holdings, the University of Alabama immediately sought to establish itself as the epicenter of higher learning and elite preparedness in the state. Tuition, including room and board, ran $80 a year.


Right from the start, though, the university’s high-minded aspirations posed a significant problem for a state still largely under the control of multiple Native American tribes. The university expected incoming students to read classical Greek and Latin, but the state of Alabama wasn’t prepared to educate its young students up to that level. The university lowered its standards for entry, and ended up enrolling a vast range of unqualified and unprepared students—for instance, only eight of the 105 students who enrolled in 1835 actually graduated.


The university struggled to develop its identity; plans to establish it as a seminary failed early on, and Garland reoriented the school as a military academy just prior to the Civil War. That helped fuel the school’s growth . . . and also made it a prime target for Union forces in the final days of the Civil War.


After Union forces burned most of the campus, the school was rebuilt and reopened in 1871, ditching the military school ethos. Over the next 30 years, with the aid of compensation from Congress for war losses, the university constructed many of the Classical Revival academic buildings that populate the campus today.


College football had established a foothold in northern colleges, but it wasn’t until 1892 that the sport made its way to the University of Alabama, courtesy of a student by the name of William G. Little. He’d played the sport at Phillips Exeter Academy, and arrived at Alabama “carrying his uniform and a great bag of enthusiasm for the game,” in the words of the Crimson White, Alabama’s student newspaper.


“Football is the game of the future in college life,” Little declared. “Players will be forced to live a most ascetic life, on a diet of rare beef and pork, to say nothing of rice pudding for dessert, for additional courage and fortitude, to stand the bumps and injuries.”


Little organized a team of fellow students, and the university’s Athletic Association hired a gentleman with the magnificent name of Eugene Beauharnais Beaumont Jr. to coach the team, apparently only because he hailed from the University of Pennsylvania in the hallowed Ivy League.


The University of Alabama’s football dynasty began by, appropriately enough, beating the hell out of an overmatched opponent. On Friday, November 11, 1892, the Cadets—the Crimson Tide nickname was still years in the future—stomped a group of Birmingham-area high schoolers, 56–0.


Led by “Big” Little, and wearing white sweaters with UA stitched on the front, red stockings, and absolutely no pads or helmets, the Cadets employed the so-called flying wedge to devastating effect. One of the “mass momentum” plays of college football’s earliest days, the flying wedge involved players charging down the field in a tight V shape, splitting the skin and splintering the unprotected bones of anyone unlucky enough to be in their path. (Mass momentum plays were literally deadly; in the first three years of the 1890s, 71 players died as a result of injuries suffered on the field, according to the New York Times. At the dawn of the 20th century, college football came within a hairsbreadth of being outlawed entirely.)


The team would go on to lose the next day to a tougher opponent, Birmingham Athletic Club, by a score of 5–4, when—according to news reports of the day—a BAC kicker drilled a 65-yard field goal. (This was via dropkick. The NCAA recognizes the longest placekicked field goal in college history at 69 yards, achieved by Abilene Christian’s Ove Johansson in 1976.)


Football caught on rapidly at Alabama—so rapidly that administrators briefly barred athletic teams from playing off campus, and even considered banning the sport entirely. Alabama students turned out in raucous, rowdy numbers to cheer on their men in crimson . . . and nowhere was Alabama’s pride and exuberance more in evidence than when they played a certain agricultural school on the other side of the state.










Chapter 2



BORN FIGHTING


The train rumbled southwest from Atlanta, carrying a crew of football-mad young men. They were students at Georgia Tech, yes, but they were also football players from the big city, and they were headed to some little backwater Alabama town to throw around the locals. This was 1896, a decade before they would become known as the Yellow Jackets, so they went by the name Blacksmiths.


Anticipation was high; even in its earliest days, college football had the ability to stir the blood of players and fans alike. Just three years before, the Blacksmiths had walloped their in-state rivals, the Georgia Bulldogs, resulting in a postgame rock fight that created one of the South’s most enduring college football rivalries. Today, though, they would be facing off against the students of the Agricultural and Mechanical College of Alabama.


As they approached the small town of Auburn, however, they realized that they weren’t stopping. They could hear the brakes of the train, but the landscape kept blowing by. What was going on?


Blame the students of Auburn’s tiny agricultural college. In exultation at their first on-campus game ever, they’d spent the night before slicking up the tracks with a mixture of wagon-axle grease, soap, and lard. They greased up 400 yards of track on either side of the Auburn train station, and when the train hit the greasy mess, it skidded for miles, almost to nearby Loachapoka. The Blacksmiths had to walk all the way back to Auburn, carrying their bags and gear with them in a grim small-hours walk.


The fact that Auburn beat Georgia Tech 45–0 in that game is an enduring Auburn legend. For decades afterward, pajama-clad students would commemorate the moment in a “Wreck Tech” march from the campus to the nearby train depot.


Also part of the Auburn legend: The school immediately lost its next game to Georgia, 12–6, giving the Bulldogs the title in the Southern Intercollegiate Athletic Association, the forerunner of the SEC. At Auburn, chaos rules, and nothing goes quite as you’d expect.
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It’s somehow fitting that Auburn University was born fighting. It’s also appropriate that one of Auburn’s creation stories is an incident of glorious, chaotic vandalism that would probably be classified as domestic terrorism today.


The school that would one day become Auburn began as an idea, an idea that both the town of Auburn, in eastern Alabama, and the town of Greensboro, in the western half of the state, wanted to claim for their own. In 1854, both towns appealed to the Alabama Conference of the Methodist Church, seeking to host a men’s college. Greensboro, located in Alabama’s fertile Black Belt, had the edge, and in January 1856, the state legislature established there a Methodist school it named Southern University. In the process, though, the legislature riled up the town of Auburn by, in effect, dismissing the entire region as poverty-stricken and irredeemable.


Just one month after creating Southern University, the legislature established East Alabama Male College in the town of Auburn. At that point, the town comprised a bank, a post office, a railroad stop, and a handful of churches; the college only added to its growth, from wide spot in the road to legitimate town.


East Alabama Male College opened its doors in 1859, with six professors teaching moral philosophy, natural science, mathematics, and ancient languages. Students admitted to the small Methodist college were required to know Latin and Greek and, once on campus, attend prayer services twice daily. State lawmakers prohibited the sale of alcoholic beverages within the town of Auburn and five miles outside its boundaries, with a first offense carrying a massive $100 fine and each subsequent offense adding three months in prison. This law has since been repealed.
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Within two years of the college’s opening, the young state of Alabama withdrew from the Union. College students and faculty members alike enlisted in the Confederate army, and the college served as a Confederate hospital. The town of Auburn remained untouched during the war until July 1864, when Major General Lovell H. Rousseau’s Union forces torched a few buildings and tore up some railroad tracks, but left the town and the college largely intact.


Shortly after the war ended, East Alabama Male College found itself the centerpiece of a fundamental philosophical battle between two opposing forces. For decades, Southern colleges had followed the lead of their Northeastern forebears—a heavy emphasis on classical literature and ancient languages, the better to develop educated elites to run the nation. Such was the case over in Tuscaloosa and, early on, in Auburn too.


After a resounding defeat in the Civil War, however, many educators in the postwar South believed the region had failed to develop students who were ready to compete, whether on the battlefield or in modern society. The region needed schools that could educate students in applied science, agriculture, and other immediately useful disciplines.


East Alabama Male College never recovered its footing after the war; a combination of financial troubles and logistical ones, like a leaking roof, outstripped the community’s ability to fund the school. In 1871, the college’s trustees donated the entire property to the state of Alabama, which used Civil War-era federal legislation to breathe new life into the school.


The Morrill Act, first proposed in the 1850s and named for a congressman from Vermont, granted federal money to states for the express purpose of creating colleges designed to teach agriculture, mechanics, and military tactics. In sharp contrast to the more elite-minded education of classical antiquity—which favored the children of the upper class—Morrill Act universities were intended to open up higher education to a broader base of Americans. (Southern states had opposed the Morrill Act prior to departing the Union, reasoning that it would hasten the end of their slavery-based agricultural economy. The Civil War handled that matter effectively enough.)


Alabama applied for a Morrill Act land grant, and received permission to use 240,000 acres of public land for a college . . . with an undetermined location. Again, the town of Auburn found itself in a fight with a western Alabama town for the right to host a college, but this time, the opponent was far more fearsome: Tuscaloosa, home of the University of Alabama.


Tuscaloosa’s argument was simple: bring all the state’s higher learning into one location. The future T-Town also didn’t relish the thought of a federally backed university elsewhere in the state, cutting into its established success and presence. But Tuscaloosa’s success was a beacon to Auburn, which wanted its own version of the estimated $100,000 a year that the University of Alabama pumped into the local economy.


Auburn won this battle—in one sense, its most important Iron Bowl victory ever—and on February 26, 1872, the Alabama legislature established the Agricultural and Mechanical College of Alabama on the campus of the old East Alabama Male College. With a heavy emphasis on agriculture, the college served a significant need in Alabama—without its traditional system of unpaid labor, the state’s agricultural framework was in disarray. The college helped train students in both the theory and practice of agriculture, even as an entire new labor force—sharecropping—replaced the old form of enslaved labor.


The college admitted only male students, classified them as cadets, and expected them to participate in military-style drills every weekday. Gambling and other tomfoolery were forbidden, and cadets were not permitted to use firearms, foul language, or alcohol. The school was serious about its rules: one student who was caught abandoning his duties for the sin of participating in a baseball game was confined to chapel for two Saturdays and forced to walk the “punishment post”—marching back and forth while carrying a chunk of wood that could weigh as much as 10 pounds.


More than two decades before their first matchup on the football field, Alabama and Auburn began hurling insults at each other. Isaac Taylor Tichenor, the first president of the Agricultural and Mechanical College, contended that the University of Alabama “prepared only a relative few for the learned professions,” wrote Dwayne Cox in The Village on the Plain, a history of Auburn. “An institution such as the Agricultural and Mechanical College at Auburn, which brought vocational training to the masses, deserved more state patronage than the elitist University of Alabama.”


Tichenor didn’t stop there. He contended that the University of Alabama, in Cox’s words, “produced politicians who could hold forth on theories of constitutional law, but it failed to prepare the region for modern warfare. He believed that the New South needed experts trained in applied science, . . . not polished socialites steeped in ancient lore.” This may be the first recorded instance of Auburn calling out Alabama, and it had the desired effect of riling up the blue bloods over in Tuscaloosa.


Soon enough, though, administrators at universities throughout Alabama had a more pressing problem to deal with: the incursion of a malicious influence, one that threatened discipline, drew the interest of the student body, and aroused ungentlemanly passion.


Its name: football.


Begun in the Northeast in the years after the Civil War, football soon made its way south. In Auburn, a history and Latin professor by the name of George Petrie fell in love with the game and introduced it to the Agricultural and Mechanical College campus. Naturally, it was an immediate hit, and also naturally, the college expressed concern about its pernicious influence.


“President [William LeRoy] Broun appreciated the manly qualities instilled by intercollegiate athletics, but he wanted to keep sports subordinate to the school’s educational mission,” Cox wrote. “In addition, football contests became occasions for overindulgence in alcoholic beverages.” As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be.


Petrie, a graduate of the University of Virginia, imported his alma mater’s blue and orange color scheme to The Plains, giving the school an identity it retains to this day. The Agricultural and Mechanical College played its first intercollegiate football game in 1892, in Atlanta’s Piedmont Park against the University of Georgia.


One year later, attention turned to that university over in Tuscaloosa.










IRON BOWL 1893: THE FIRST ONE



They rolled into town from both sides of the state, ready to drink, fight, and watch football. They sported crimson and white, or blue and orange, and oh, did they love their boys on the field. They cheered every score, and cursed the referees, and grew salty about the game’s conclusion, and left one hell of a mess behind, overwhelming hotel rooms and restaurants, their laughter and whoops of delirium carrying well into the night.


This was not the 21st century. This was the first-ever meeting between Auburn and Alabama in 1893, and it set the tone for the next century-plus to come.


The date: February 22, 1893. The place: Lakeview Park in Birmingham. The site: Base Ball Park, a restriped ballfield inside the park in Birmingham’s southern reaches. That afternoon—a Wednesday, oddly enough—marked the first football game between the University of Alabama and the Agricultural and Mechanical College of Alabama. (This book will refer to the latter institution as Auburn for simplicity’s sake, even though the school didn’t officially take that name until 1960. Likewise, we’re calling this rivalry game the Iron Bowl, although that moniker wouldn’t come around for several more decades.)


Fans began to arrive at Lakeview Park around 2:00 p.m., traveling in everything from private cars to taxicabs to horse-drawn carriages. Steam-engine trains from both Tuscaloosa and Auburn added more cars in order to bring hundreds more fans for the mass pilgrimage to Base Ball Park. The mood in the air was jubilant—everyone there to see “the manly sport of foot ball [sic],” as the Daily News—later to become the Birmingham News—put it in a substantial Page 3 story right next to a notice about the impending inauguration of President Grover Cleveland.


“Men and women who heretofore have jeered at such exhibitions of brawn and muscle were eager to see the contest,” some unnamed poet at the News continued. “Little children just beginning to toddle about were anxious to see the big boys fight.”


The crowd—estimated at as many as 5,000 fans—overwhelmed the poor ticket taker, who nonetheless tabulated gate receipts of $1,200 to $1,500. Once inside, men and boys rushed to the sidelines, standing at the roped-off edges of the field. (The News helpfully but unnecessarily points out that these men were “unaccompanied by ladies.”) Brilliantly decorated carriages lined the east side of the field, marking the spot of what was effectively the first tailgate in Auburn–Alabama history.


Members of the local Birmingham Police Department attempted to keep the crowds in order, putting up rope lines to maintain some semblance of order. It proved as difficult then as it is now to get football fans in the state of Alabama to calm down.


What’s fascinating about the first Auburn–Alabama matchup is just how familiar it seems, how many of the elements still present today were baked into the game’s DNA from the very first day. An Auburn or Alabama fan from the 21st century, transported back to Lakeview Park, would have no trouble picking out their team.


The players from “Tuskaloosa,” as it was then spelled, wore red stockings and white sweaters with a large U and A stitched onto their chests. This was before the term Crimson Tide existed, but the crimson of their uniforms—and of the fans’ flags—was evident everywhere. Meanwhile, the boys from Auburn wore white pants, blue stockings, and blue sweaters with an orange A sewn onto the front.


Naturally, even in this first iteration of the game, there were disputes. Alabama considered the February 22 game to be the end of its first season playing football. On the other hand, Auburn considered this game the start of their 1893 season. The “football in the fall” tradition was still years in the future.


Alabama took the field first, just before 3 p.m., and every crimson-wearing fan rose and cheered their arrival. Auburn followed, and their fans shouted every bit as loudly. The fever pitch overwhelmed many in attendance, including the News writer, who gushed that the players’ “handsome faces, broad shoulders, strong little limbs, and powerful arms were the admiration of the young and old of each sex.” Two Yale football veterans, J. W. Taylor and E. L. Simons, served as officials for the game, sporting very un-referee-like derby hats and walking sticks. (They apparently did their job well, receiving no complaints or threats from the crowd, a rarity then as now.)


From the start of the game, which began shortly before 3:30 p.m., it was an out-and-out dogfight. There was little punting and, for that matter, little defense. The game bore some resemblance to the football of today, but there were some significant differences too. Touchdowns were worth four points, and a kick after the touchdown was worth two. Field goals were worth five points. Players wore no safety equipment, and everyone played both offense and defense unless they were injured. Not only that, but the players ranged in age from a 16-year-old to a college professor.


“As the boys would pile up on one another,” the News wrote, “the ladies would get alarmed, fearing that they would have their bones broken, but their gentlemen friends would kindly assure the timid sympathetic women that the athletic youths could be dropped from the top of the grand stand [sic] to the ground without sustaining any injury.” This was manifestly untrue, but on-the-fly mythmaking is an essential element of college football.


The biggest play of the first half came when Auburn captain Tom Daniels ripped off a 65-yard gain to set up a touchdown; delirious Auburn fans stormed the field to celebrate with him. (In the first recruiting controversy of the Alabama–Auburn rivalry, Daniels enrolled at Auburn for just one semester after playing for four years at what was then called Trinity College, now Duke University.)


The teams traded touchdowns, and at halftime, the score stood at 14–12. Both teams used a series of wedge plays—the flying wedge, the turtleback wedge, the revolving wedge—to varying degrees of success. (The passing game, like much of what is familiar to modern fans, did not yet exist.) One notable picture from the game taken by John Horgan Jr. depicts the flying wedge in action. The crowds along the sidelines are clearly visible, as is the mass of players in the center of the field.


The game included plenty of scoring, an actual controversy—whether Alabama had truly scored on its final possession—and, when the final whistle blew, a 32–22 victory for Auburn. It was a defiant, definitive blow struck by the blue-collar lads and ladies of Auburn—the school began admitting women in 1892—and a poke in the eye of the well-bred elitists of Alabama. Neither side would forget how that moment felt, and the feeling would run through the blood of their children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren.


After the game, the victorious Auburn lads gathered around a carriage where a young socialite by the name of Delma Wilson presented a cup to the winning team and captain Daniels. In her moment in the spotlight, Miss Wilson rose to her feet and proclaimed, “Gallant and victorious captain, in the name of the city of Birmingham, I present this cup. Drink from it and remember the victory hat. You have won this day. May you and your team live to see many more victories.”


“We feel proud of the honor,” Daniels replied, “and assure you it is a great pleasure to receive this cup from the city of Birmingham and through your hands.”


Cheers rippled across the park, and both teams—and their fans—barreled into Birmingham to keep the party going. The Alabama team commandeered most of the 100 rooms of the Caldwell Hotel, a magnificent six-story French Renaissance edifice in downtown Birmingham bedecked with crimson and white for the occasion.


That evening, Alabama fans drowned their sorrows in a special menu featuring “Consommé a la Tuscaloosa” and “Potage a l’Auburn” as a first course, with “University Salad,” “Baked Kikoph Lamb,” “Right Guard Cornbread with Left Tackle Buttermilk,” “Left Flank of Beef,” “Braized Quarter Back of Tennessee Lamb,” and other courses, with a dessert of “One-team-out-in-the-cold Sherbet.”


Meanwhile, the victorious Auburn squad and their fans claimed the Florence Hotel, a brick-and-wrought-iron castle not far from the Caldwell. No record exists of their menu, but the joy of beating an in-state rival surely tasted better than any beef or lamb. (The Caldwell burned almost to the ground less than two years later, while the Florence was demolished in 1916 and is now the site of an IMAX theater.)


The first-ever gridiron battle between the two rivals was an absolute, unqualified success. The Birmingham News breathlessly called it “the day on which the greatest foot ball [sic] game was ever played in Alabama.” Correction: the greatest game so far.


Something had come to life on a tiny field in Birmingham on February 22, 1893, and no one present that day in Lakeview Park could have possibly imagined how far it would reach, and how powerful it would become.


1893 IRON BOWL


Final Score: Auburn 32, Alabama 22










Chapter 3



SEPARATE WAYS


From the earliest days of Alabama football, one mantra became clear: Beat Auburn. All other sins can be excused, but not losing to that agricultural school. E. B. Beaumont, Alabama’s first coach, learned that hard lesson quickly; he was dismissed after just one season leading the Cadets and posting a record of 2–2. In eulogizing the Beaumont “era,” Alabama’s college yearbook, the Corolla, was brutal: “We were unfortunate in securing a coach. After keeping him for a short time, we found that his knowledge of the game was very limited. We therefore got rid of him.”


Despite the school’s enthusiasm for the sport, Alabama’s actual football players weren’t exactly covering themselves in glory. Dubbed “The Thin Red Line,” Alabama struggled in almost every game; in 1895, Auburn waxed them 48–0. After that game, Hill Ferguson, a player and future university trustee, sighed, “Nobody seemed to have enough interest to take a picture of the team.”
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The early Auburn–Alabama matchups were loosely organized. From the start, when the two schools couldn’t even agree to which season the game belonged, there was strife.


Early on, Auburn held a decided edge, winning six of the first seven matchups between 1893 and 1902. In one four-game stretch, Auburn outscored Alabama 141–5. Auburn cycled through a series of head coaches—including John Heisman, for whom the trophy is named—in the first decade of the program’s existence before settling on Mike Donahue. A Yale-educated Irishman, Donahue was a wee gentleman—standing 5 foot 4, he was not yet 30 when he took over coaching duties at Auburn. Fuzzy Woodruff, the esteemed Southern sportswriter, called Donahue “a mouse-like little man with little to say, save when aroused, on which he was capable of utterances of great fire and fervor.” Some of that spittle and fury was directed at Alabama, particularly in regard to the 1907 Iron Bowl.


That game ended in a 6–6 tie, but it also ended—for four decades—the schools’ budding rivalry. Popular mythology sprang up that the two schools fought so much during the game, both on the field and in the stands, that officials terminated the whole affair, but the truth was a lot more mundane. Auburn and Alabama couldn’t agree on a per diem for players, or on where the referees would hail from, or even when to schedule the game during the season. (Except for that initial 1893 Iron Bowl held in February, and two in 1902 and 1903 held in October, the game has kicked off at the end of November or the start of December every year it’s been played.)


In 1907, 17 players from each team received $2 apiece—around $70 in current dollars—for food and lodging. Early in 1908, Auburn asked Alabama to increase the per diem to $3.50 for 22 players per team. Alabama countered with an offer of $3 per day for 20 players. That proved to be the breaking point, although the ongoing hostility between the two schools was certainly a significant factor. The seemingly minor issues nonetheless proved insurmountable, and both sides decided to walk away from the fight until 1948.


Each school flourished on its own. Auburn found significant success under Donahue, who guided the team to undefeated seasons in 1913 and 1914. A key component of those teams: halfback Kirk Newell, who inspired flights of literary fancy like this fawning passage in the Glomerata, Auburn’s official yearbook: “At all times heady and ready to take advantage of any slip by the opposing team, his directing of the attack was all that could be desired, and it would be useless to comment further on his skill in carrying the ball, so unanimous is the opinion that he was the best in the South.” Newell would go on to serve in World War I, and was severely injured when a grenade exploded near him.


Fielding stars with evocative names like Fatty Warren, Baby Taylor, and Moon Ducote, Auburn traded blows with the toughest programs of the era, including Heisman-coached Georgia Tech. Retroactive analyses have awarded Auburn national championships for their 1910 and 1913 seasons, although—unlike its rival across the state—the school does not formally claim these post hoc titles as championships.


It was in this era that fate—which so often seems to punch Auburn in the face—swung a heavy fist in the direction of The Plains. In 1920, incoming Auburn president Spright Dowell declared football an unnecessary distraction for the university’s students, and vowed to weaken “the unnatural and exaggerated position which [football] occupies in the eyes of the students and the public.”


In an attempt to reduce football to the standing of an intramural activity, Dowell wrestled control of the sport away from the Auburn Athletic Association, a consortium of coaches, alumni, and boosters. He required coaches to teach classes, denied university funding for the football program, allowed intramural teams to play on the football team’s field, constricted the recruiting pipeline, and—horrors!—forced the team to use only provably amateur and scandal-free student-athletes. (For as long as there’s been college football, boosters have provided athletes with under-the-table payments, no-show jobs, and “scholarships” that required no actual classwork. It’s the cost of doing business.)


Dowell’s anti-football stance put him firmly on the opposite side of the field from more progressive-minded Southern college presidents, including the leaders of Vanderbilt, Georgia, Georgia Tech, Florida, and Arkansas. Most notably, President George H. Denny at Alabama took the exact opposite tack of Dowell, emphasizing football as both the university’s brand and identity long before such concepts even had names. The results would pay dividends for Alabama for decades to come.


The administrative meddling disgusted Donahue enough that he left Auburn after the 1922 season with a record of 106–35–5, a winning percentage better than Shug Jordan, Pat Dye, Tommy Tuberville, or Terry Bowden. His name now graces the street beside Jordan-Hare Stadium where Auburn’s players enter the stadium via the famed “Tiger Walk” today.


As for Dowell? He sowed the seeds of his own professional demise by kicking out player after player for academic struggles or misbehavior. The final straw came when he took decisive action against star quarterback Frank Tuxworth for the crime of sneaking into the women’s dormitory following a night of revelry. Irate at a “most unwholesome fraternization between the sexes,” Dowell booted Tuxworth off the team and briefly expelled him from the university. With Tuxworth went the last of Dowell’s goodwill. “To Hell With Spright Dowell” signs popped up all over campus—a stunning-for-the-time defiance of authority—and soon afterward, Dowell was fired by Alabama Governor Bibb Graves.


“Dowell’s supporters tended to be more pious, to dislike intercollegiate football or at least want to curb the excesses associated with it, and to value the traditional mores of the agrarian South,” wrote professor Andrew Doyle. “His opponents were mostly urban businessmen who valued football as both commercial entertainment and as a symbol of modernity and inclusion in the national cultural mainstream.”


Dowell certainly believed he had Auburn’s best interests at heart by deemphasizing football in favor of the school’s educational mission, but he deeply misjudged how the former could immeasurably enhance the latter. He unquestionably transformed Auburn into a more efficient, more well-funded institution of higher learning. But he also presided over the university in an era when the football team plummeted from competitive in the 1910s to winless in 1927 . . . a year that, not coincidentally, marked his final days in office. At Auburn, keeping the university functioning was nice; keeping the football team winning was essential.


At the same time Auburn was floundering, Alabama established itself as a national football power, getting out to a head start that Auburn has never closed. After Dowell departed, it would be years before Auburn would win more than three games in a season, and decades before the football program regained a mindset of sustained dominance. And oh, would there be a whole lot of losing in between.
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The early years of the 20th century were brutal days in college football, in large part because there was almost no protection for the players and no regard for safety. Consider this observation in 1913 from Tennessee’s Bull Bayer, watching Alabama’s first All-American, Bully Van de Graaff, in action:


“His ear had a real nasty cut, and it was dangling from his head, bleeding badly,” Bayer said. “He grabbed his own ear and tried to yank it from his head. His teammates stopped him, and the managers bandaged him. Man, was that guy a tough one. He wanted to tear off his own ear so he could keep playing.”


One of the most significant factors in the broadening appeal of football came when public high schools—as opposed to only private prep schools—began playing the sport. That allowed a wider range of fans across the country to become invested in the game, which led naturally to regional fandom. “When football diffuses down to the local level and local boys are playing football at every county high school across the state, and their sons go on to play for Alabama and Auburn, that builds the bonds of attachment between the plain folk,” says Doyle. “Maybe they’re poor, maybe they’re somewhere north of the poverty level, but they really didn’t have that much interest in the rich boys’ games until their boys started playing.”


The fever for football spread across the country, but the nation remained divided along regional lines. Northern, Midwestern, and West Coast teams played each other, but the South stayed isolated, disregarded in football as it was in every other facet of American life. The region wasn’t invited to the football party it could see happening in the rest of the country, and that only fed the burning resentment that still coursed through the Southern character from the Civil War era.


Like many schools, Alabama didn’t field a team in 1918 because of World War I. But once students returned to campus and American life returned to normal, President Denny initiated a significant expansion of the university’s offerings—and that included a major boost to the football program. Within a few years, new Alabama head coach Xen Scott built the foundation for what would become a truly fearsome squad.


Scott led the Tide to its first great victory: a 9–7 win in 1922 over Penn before 20,000 fans at famed Franklin Field in Philadelphia. Knocking off one of the Ivy League’s big guns on its home field, in what the Brooklyn Daily Eagle called “the hardest fought battle seen on the famous Quaker gridiron in seven years,” burnished the pride and ego of the “savage Southerners” from Alabama.


In what would become a refrain for the coming years, the New York Times noted that Penn “had looked upon today’s game as just a little more than a practice contest. That is where Penn made its big mistake. Alabama fought all the way and presented a well-balanced team.” (For a sense of perspective, Alabama historian Kirk McNair says the victory was the equivalent of Penn rolling into Tuscaloosa and defeating Alabama today.)


Scott wouldn’t get to enjoy the fruits of his labor; cancer forced him into retirement after the 1922 season, and he died at age 41 just two years later. Wallace Wade took over, transforming Alabama into a national power that would earn six Rose Bowl visits, win five national championships before World War II, and produce a bona fide Hollywood movie star. Under Wade, Alabama football would carry forth the banner for an entire region.


And it all began with one trip west.










Chapter 4



THE GAME THAT CHANGED SOUTHERN FOOTBALL


The locker room was silent. Outside, the first sun of the new year shone on the San Gabriel Mountains, heralding promise and hope. In here, though, in this tiny locker room deep inside the Rose Bowl in Pasadena, California, pain and desolation hung in the air.


These boys, these men, they’d come all this way, traveled 2,000 miles of railway, the farthest from home most had ever been. They carried with them the hopes and dreams not just of their families, not just of their university, but of their whole region. They were the University of Alabama, they were a long way from home, and they were getting their crimson tails handed to them.


No one in the entire country outside the state of Alabama believed the Tide belonged in the 1926 Rose Bowl, and through the first half, the team had proven them right. Alabama trailed the mighty University of Washington 12–0, and in the gloom it felt like 120–0.


Then Wallace Wade, the legendary Alabama coach, came in and looked around at his despondent crew. The disgust in his voice was evident.


“And they told me that boys from the South would fight.”


That was all he said, and all he needed to say.
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By 1926, the South had been playing football for several decades, but it wasn’t enough to impress the gridiron A-listers elsewhere in the United States. College football’s ruling cartel and blue-blood programs looked down on the South as a misbegotten, unruly child, and Southerners’ feeble attempts to play football weren’t any more worthy of respect than their attempts to make war or create industry.


Even in the 1920s, the Civil War remained within the living memory of thousands of Southerners, and the sting of that loss still rankled the pride of much of the white population. The region as a whole craved self-respect and self-esteem, and football provided an easy boost to their collective ego.


“There’s this deeply embedded cultural sentiment that the Civil War wasn’t lost because of the toughness of the soldiers,” says author Lars Anderson. “There’s this belief in the South that it would take two Union soldiers to take down one Confederate.” That mentality carried over neatly to the football field.


Wade’s 1925 squad posted a 9–0 record and allowed only a single touchdown. There were no playoffs in those days, no bowls or other postseason opportunities—nothing except the Rose Bowl, the Granddaddy of Them All, played in Pasadena every New Year’s Day, then as now.


The game pitted regular-season champions from both coasts against one another. At that point, there were few more fearsome programs than Washington. Then known as the Purple Tornado, the Huskies dominated their competition in the Pacific Coast Conference—the predecessor of the Pac-12—and once posted nine undefeated seasons in a row, from 1908 to 1916. In the 1926 game, Washington would face whatever sacrificial lamb the East could serve up.


Despite its own unblemished record, Alabama suffered under the same biases that enveloped the rest of the South in those days—too poor, too dumb, too weak to compete with the mighty Northern schools. Schools from the South still carried the stain of the Civil War, and other institutions were all too happy to dismiss them out of hand over long-standing, still-simmering regional animosities. The Rose Bowl committee invited four other teams ahead of Alabama—Dartmouth, Michigan, Colgate, and Princeton—but all declined, attempting to sidestep yet another “college-football-is-too-professional” controversy that had welled up during the season.


Weeks before the game, the Rose Bowl committee received a telegram from the office of Alabama Governor William Brandon that read, “If you are interested in a real opponent for your West Coast football team, then give Alabama serious consideration.” The telegram had been the idea of Champ Pickens, the first true Alabama booster, a manager of the 1896 team, and the originator of the Million Dollar Band’s nickname.


With no options, the committee gritted its teeth and reached out to the fourth-ranked Tide. Even then, the Rose Bowl committee held its nose at the idea of inviting a horde of Southern scalawags to the party. “I’ve never heard of Alabama as a football team,” one committee member sniffed, “and I can’t take a chance on mixing a lemon with a rose.”


“In those days, Alabama, or the Southern teams, weren’t noted for great football potential,” Alabama halfback and future cowboy movie star Johnny Mack Brown would say in 1969. “But it seems like they thought perhaps we were lazy, full of hookworms or something of that sort.”
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Southern teams that had trekked north often found the going rough. Princeton beat Virginia 116–0—yes, by three figures—in 1890. But Georgia Tech had managed to win a national title in 1917. Centre College from Kentucky took down Harvard in 1921. Alabama had beaten Penn, yes, but the general feeling was that these were quirks and upsets, and Southerners needed to know their place and stay in it.


The biases ran deep. Will Rogers, the most famous humorist of the day, slagged Alabama’s hometown as “Tusca-loser.” A Los Angeles columnist dubbed Alabama’s players “Swamp Students.” One sportswriter predicted Washington would win by 51 points. Another colorfully speculated that the Purple Tornado would “blow the Crimson Tide back across the continent as a pale pink stream.”


There was ample reason to love Washington. Led by All-American running back George “Wildcat” Wilson, the Purple Tornado had manhandled its foes all season, shutting out 6 of 10, allowing no more than 14 points to any opponent. Washington had won its first three games by a combined score of 223–0. So when Washington came into the championship game a 2–1 favorite, no one was particularly surprised. The team didn’t even bother to show up in Pasadena until the day before the game—“the Huskies play better when they have not been exposed to the enervating Southern breezes for any length of time,” according to Washington officials.


But the rest of the nation wasn’t reckoning with the formidable power of white Southern memory. Pickens organized a telegram campaign beseeching the Tide to carry on the honor of their region. Tuscaloosa civic leaders had no problem loading the entire emotional weight of the Civil War on the backs of the Alabama team, and implored the Tide to avenge the South’s loss in the War of Northern Aggression.


“What the un-Dixie part of the planet didn’t realize was that football, like practically everything else in the South, had taken on the imprint of the Civil War: Us versus them,” writes Diane Roberts in Tribal: College Football and the Secret Heart of America. “The war was 60 years ago; 20th-century America had moved on; the South had not. Veterans of the Army of Northern Virginia or the Magnolia Rifles, their butternut caps tattered, still marched on Confederate Memorial Day and the United Daughters of the Confederacy dedicated monuments in every county seat from the Blue Ridge to the bayous.”


Wade knew all this, and used it to his advantage. “Southern football is not recognized or respected,” he said in his pregame speech. “Boys, here’s your chance to change that forever.”


The Tide botched their first chance. Washington ran up 12 unanswered points in the first half, containing Alabama on both sides of the ball. The boys who represented Alabama’s finest hopes plodded into the locker room, heads down.


“We were dejected country boys,” Alabama punter Grant Gillis would later recall to the Birmingham News. “We had our lip out. Wade came in after everybody was sitting down. He said, ‘And they told me that boys from the South would fight.’ And he walked out. That’s all he said.”


Roused by a love of their homeland and a sense of wounded pride, Alabama scored three touchdowns in seven minutes, the go-ahead score a 30-yard pass from Allison “Pooley” Hubert to Johnny Mack Brown.


“The third period will go down as the greatest chapter Alabama has ever written in the Book of Football,” Birmingham News reporter Zipp Newman wrote in the typically florid style of the day. “A beaten team came back via the road of determination and cold grid tactics. Alabama threw the Huskies into hysterics. They were helpless to stop the outburst of the Tide that hurled giants like splinters into the air.”


Washington would cut the score to 20–19, but Alabama held strong. Washington head coach Enoch Bagshaw was so incensed, he left the field without shaking Wade’s hand. The crowd of 45,000—less than half the Rose Bowl’s current capacity—cheered the underdog Tide.


“That 45,000 was close to capacity then,” Brown said in 1962, “because the Rose Bowl wasn’t really a bowl; it was more of a horseshoe. One end wasn’t closed. Alabama closed it for them.”
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The Birmingham News called the shocking win “a tidal wave brought on by a vicious tornado,” mixing meteorological metaphors in its joy. The Tide celebrated all the way back to Alabama, stopping to enjoy the adulation of delirious crowds all over the South. Red and white flags accompanied the Tide all the way back home to Tuscaloosa—“Tusca-loser” no more.


“It was the first time [Southerners] were like, ‘We’re better than you. You guys can make fun of us for everything, but there’s one thing we can do better, and that’s play football,’” Lars Anderson says. (Important caveat: this was decades before Alabama, Washington, or any other major college football team would integrate.)


“Football is, at its core, a sport for rough, hard-nosed, strong, stubborn people, and Southerners fit that bill better than anybody,” says journalist Tommy Tomlinson. “The game they were playing back in the ’20s, everybody just ran the ball all the time and beat up on each other. That sort of blood sport was made for Southern boys.”


Wallace Wade got himself a statue out of the championship, the first coach to earn one at Alabama. But perhaps the greatest individual benefit from the game accrued to Johnny Mack Brown, who parlayed his Rose Bowl heroism into what would become a four-decade-long, 160-plus-movie Hollywood film career.


It’s too much to say that the 1926 Rose Bowl helped the South move forward and leave behind the scars of the Civil War. It’s not too much to say that the 1926 Rose Bowl helped the South in the eyes of the rest of the country, elevating their reputation from hillbillies and lowlifes to . . . well, troublemakers with the potential to cause real damage, at the very least.
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Southern newspapers had little issue with conflating the Rose Bowl victory with a Civil War do-over. The Atlanta Georgian called Alabama’s win over Washington “the greatest victory for the South since the first Battle of Bull Run.”


Even other Southern institutions of higher learning got in on the act. “Alabama was our representative in fighting for us against the world,” said Vanderbilt coach Dan McGugin. “I fought, bled, died and was resurrected with the Crimson Tide.”


It’s worth considering what might have happened had Alabama lost the Rose Bowl. “Suppose Alabama had lost badly in 1926,” said Auburn historian Wayne Flynt in the documentary Roses of Crimson. “Suppose they had been defeated by 40 points. Would football have then become the sort of important, defining experience for Southerners that it is going to become over the next five decades? And my answer to that is, no it would not have. Because the South would have just been proved yet again to be inferior in some other dimension of life, and what would have happened is, the South would have found something else in which to excel. It would have invested this kind of emotional energy and physical commitment into something else.”


The university’s triumph helped Alabama fans back home start to stand a little straighter. There was no question that many viewed Alabama’s win as a form of redemption for the South’s loss in the Civil War. Alabama’s victory was, in the words of Flynt in his book Alabama in the Twentieth Century, “a decisive rebuttal to negative northern publicity that depicted Southerners as overly pious Bible Belters, hookworm-sapped weaklings, lazy slaggards, or incest-prone defectives.”


“It was really the first time the South had gained national superiority in something since, basically, the Civil War,” says author Keith Dunnavant. “It was a bellwether moment in terms of overcoming the cloak of inferiority. And it was in front of the entire country, too. The Rose Bowl was one of the signature events already in sports.”


The very next year, when Alabama was on its way to face Stanford in the Rose Bowl, Governor Brandon made sure that everyone on the team knew exactly whom they were playing for. “Alabama’s glory is in your hands,” Brandon told them. “May each member of your team turn his face to the sun-kissed hills of Alabama and fight like hell as did your sires in bygone days.”


Brandon did not rally the troops: Alabama and Stanford tied 7–7. But the South had established a beachhead in Pasadena, and 14 of the next 21 Rose Bowls included Southern schools. Southern football was here to stay.
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