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FOREWORD

Here we are, on the goal line with Max Fugler, Mike Anderson, and Ronnie Estay; flying downfield with Devery Henderson, Tommy Casanova and Billy Cannon; standing in the pocket with Bert Jones, Y.A. Tittle, and JaMarcus Russell. We're with Tommy Hodson the night the Tigers made the Earth shake, coming off the bench with Matt Mauck in an SEC title game, and following the blocking of Alan Faneca as we sprint with Herb Tyler to the end zone against No. 1-ranked Florida.

This living history of modern LSU football is one in which the reader goes on the field and into the huddle with the players—one in which the thoughts of central figures at the high points of their college careers and their reflections years later are as much a part of the individual stories as their memorable exploits.

I've known and coached some of these players, and it was thrilling to be back on the sidelines with them. I didn't know some of the others, but I feel I do now with a greater appreciation of their accomplishments, having lived through these games as seen by them years later—and through the writing of Marty Mulé.

Throughout my career, I've dealt with some of the finest sportswriters around—Pete Finney, Hap Glaudi, Dan Hardesty, and Bud Montet in Louisiana; and Til Ferdenzi, Allison Danzig, Tim Cohane and Red Smith in New York. Marty, a true disciple of Finney, is in their league. He has a wonderful and insightful knowledge of LSU athletics, with a writing style that conveys the feeling that “You were there” at many of the storied events of the past—not just a rote restatement of the facts but an exciting passion for the moment.

When he told me his project involved talking to the living players from LSU's most remembered games, my interest was piqued. When I read the finished work, I was delighted. Some of these games are classics that will forever live in LSU lore, as will many of these athletes.

To get the feelings of the actual players sets this book in a class by itself. You get to feel their exuberance, the thrill of victory, even the excruciating agony of a razor-thin defeat against an All-World team in which the Tigers rose mightily to the occasion.

There is no greater thrill than to be in the locker room with a team after a hard-fought game. Here, in this book, we are all there together: players, coaches, fans, and readers. It's a fun, satisfying, and meaningful experience.

Has anyone ever attended an LSU game without getting goosebumps as that Golden Band from Tigerland marches on the field playing its signature “Fan Fare”? The athletes on these pages raise goosebumps, too, just as does the spectacle and color of a Saturday night in Tiger Stadium—loud and very partisan.

The LSU passion for the Tigers goes far beyond the thrill of victory. As re-lived in these accounts of notable LSU games, the absolute frenzy generated in Tiger Stadium is without compare. This book gets to the “Heart of the Beast.” This huge and constant display of emotion is the reason so many coaches feel Tiger Stadium is the most difficult site of all for opponents to play. That comes through, too, as part of this work.

But the heart of it is the faithful recounting of the exploits, the exuberance, and the disappointment of some of LSU's legends. Their inner feelings and their fights through difficulties are inspiring, remarkable moments in the lives of remarkable men.

Game of My Life LSU Tigers has really struck an inner chord with some of LSU's finest.

Paul Dietzel
Coach of the Fightin’ Tigers, 1955-1961
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The Chinese Bandits, colorful ancestors of modern LSU football.



INTRODUCTION

LSU is the heart of Louisiana. John J. McKeithen, the late governor and No. 1 Tiger fan, was convinced of that.

“Even when things go bad in the Pelican State,” McKeithen said, in words recounted later on these pages, “something would happen at LSU that will lift the spirits of these sports-loving citizens.” It's a statement backed by LSU's across-the-board 43 national championships, the most of all Southeastern Conference schools.

It's also a statement backed by the latest example, the gritty performance of the Tigers in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina's devastation.

Each of these games is a drama in itself, and people like Billy Cannon, Jim Taylor, JaMarcus Russell, Dalton Hilliard, Bert Jones, Tommy Casanova, Charles Alexander, and Leonard Marshall are the definition of football heroes. Some, like Ken Kavanaugh, are heroes on the field and bigger heroes in life.

It was fun to hold Ole Miss, Auburn, and Notre Dame at the goal line again, exciting to feel the Earth under Tiger Stadium shaking again, and experience the ear-splitting noise as LSU beat—finally beat—a No. 1-ranked opponent.

There may never have been an interception for the Tigers so important as Marcus Spears’ against Oklahoma in the Sugar Bowl to nail down the national championship—unless, of course, it was Jerry Joseph's in the Cotton Bowl against Arkansas in perhaps the greatest LSU victory of all.

To relive these moments with the men who made them happen was a thrill. This wasn't my idea, but it was one that hooked me as soon as it was prosposed. This was not only an intriguing but an intoxicating project for someone who grew up hearing about the legends of LSU football, later watching and reading about those who followed, then spending a third of a century observing and reporting on yet other Tigers leaving their own indelible marks on the sports memory bank of Louisiana. The idea of taking a personal journey through what became essentially a history of modern LSU football—eight decades from the pre-World War II era with Kavanaugh's spectacular game against Holy Cross to Russell's exploits at Arizona State with the horrors of Katrina as a backdrop—was more than appealing. To produce Game of My Life: LSU required probing the thoughts of major figures before, during, and after that event that is so embedded in their minds. It also called for putting the circumstances of the individual—and his team—at the time, the game was played in focus. Then, as important as anything, finding where they each went from that highpoint to the rest of their respective lives.

Jerry Stovall went from being an All-American at LSU to an AllPro career with the St. Louis Cardinals, then coaching at his alma mater. He's now CEO of a Baton Rouge sports foundation. But as much as anything, finding that his main concern upon reaching the end zone on his memorable kickoff return against Georgia Tech was his ill father-in-law was, to say the least, surprising. So was learning that Mike Anderson called the wrong defensive alignment on the goal line against Auburn, leading to the do-or-die tackle that earned him permanent reverence at LSU. Or that JaMarcus Russell spotted something during his last-gasp heroics at Arizona State that his coaches didn't see until studying the film days later, something that allowed the Tigers to escape Arizona State with an improbable win—a victory in which Russell never had any doubt.

Thank you, Tigers, for sharing with me a glimpse of your personal athletic highlights from the Games of your Lives—and so much more.

MJM

March 15, 2006



CHAPTER 1

CHARLES
ALEXANDER

LSU 56 - Oregon 17
October 22, 1977 • Tiger Stadium

Charlie Alexander was bruised, tired, and a little bewildered when he heard his name called.

Late in a game where he'd already left his mark, Alexander was ordered back on the field where the gathering of reserves who had been playing since midway through the third quarter awaited.

On the game's last play, Alexander bolted two yards into the end zone for a touchdown.

His name was now etched in the LSU record book. No Tiger had ever before run for four touchdowns. In fact, no Tiger had ever before had as many carries, 31, or run for as many yards, 237, as Alexander did that night. More than a quarter-century would pass before another Tiger would.

“I didn't know why I was sent back,” Alexander said. “But I was happy to know I had done something that had never been done here before.”

But Rich Brooks wasn't happy. “I wish that he'd broken his leg,” the Ducks’ coach said sourly, believing LSU had run up the score on him.

Paul Manasseh, the Tigers’ sports information director, was to blame. McClendon sat Alexander down after he passed Terry Robiskie's one-year-old rushing record of 214 yards. Manasseh realized the junior had an opportunity to set the school record for touchdowns rushing, and called down to the field to inform McClendon, who immediately sent his tailback into the game.
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No. 4 was “Alexander the Great” to the Tigers.

“I did it because I have an obligation to my team,” McClendon said later. “I have an obligation to my team and to Charles. I apologized to Coach Brooks and our fans after we did it, but you just don't know when a chance like that will come along again.”

Not often—that school record has been equaled and surpassed just one time since.

The oddity is that LSU, 4-2 afterward, did not play an exceptional game against Brooks’ 1-5 Ducks. LSU lost five fumbles, none initiated by contact. Oregon took a 7-0 lead before the Tigers got untracked and took a 21-7 lead by the half, then blew it open in the second half, when Alexander scored all his touchdowns on jaunts of 2, 20, 4, and 2 yards. All told, LSU amassed a school-record 503 yards rushing, which would be an attention-drawing effort against anybody, even against tall weeds.

Alexander, who had averaged 7.6 yards against the Ducks, was Brooks’ biggest problem, the Oregon coach said later.

“We couldn't stop him,” Brooks admitted. “We tried, but he's just a tremendous back. There might not be a better one around.”

* * *

St. Mark wrote: “One came running.”

That was the gospel at LSU in the mid-1970s, the memorable years of Alexander in the Tiger backfield.

He wasn't from Macedonia—he came out of Galveston, Texas—but at LSU, he was Alexander the Great, a runner who left nine SEC records and 27 LSU records in his wake.

Alexander ranks with the very best who ever carried a ball at LSU—Doc Fenton, Steve Van Buren, Jimmy Taylor, Billy Cannon, Jerry Stovall, Dalton Hilliard, Kevin Faulk.

“He looks good in a hotel lobby,” former Dallas Cowboys personnel director Gil Brandt sighed.

Yet, no one had to come from so far behind to make a dent on the charts. To say the 6-foot, 1-inch, 215-pound Alexander had an inauspicious start would be understating the obvious. In his first two varsity games, as the backup to Terry Robiskie, Alexander had a net gain of one yard in 16 carries against Nebraska and Texas A&M.

By comparison, Alexander's teammate Robiskie, at the same point in his Tiger career, had 77 rushing yards. Billy Cannon had 211, Art Cantrelle 103, Brad Davis 53. By the end of the ’75 season, however, Alexander had made inroads, slight though they may have seemed at the time. An 81-yard game against Tulane in the finale gave Alexander 301 yards on 108 carries as a freshman.

“Against Nebraska [a 10-7 loss] he carried the ball a total of eight times for a minus-two yards. McClendon recalled. “In the dressing room, I patted him on the back and said, ‘Charlie, things are going to get better.’ He just looked at me and didn't say a word. Then came that real fine bunch from Texas A&M [a 39-8 defeat], and he carried eight times for plus-three [yards]. So here's a total of 16 carries for one yard. I kept patting him on the back and saying, ‘Things are going to get better.’ Now we can laugh, look back, and say that things really did get better.”

That they did.

Alexander's first 100-yard-plus performance came against Vanderbilt (152) in the fifth game of his sophomore year. A 138-yard game against Ole Miss and 141 against Utah filled out the muscular Texan's seasonal stats to 876 yards on 155 carries as the Tigers began to depend more and more on their hammerin’ reserve tailback.

Flashes of immense potential began to show as Alexander spelled Robiskie. “If he ever learns to run under control,” observers said, “Alexander could develop into more than just a good back.” He blossomed just when LSU needed it most, spearheading the Tigers to their first bowl in three years, the Sun Bowl in El Paso.

To compound matters, the 1977 Tiger defense bore little resemblance to the brick walls upon which McClendon's reputation was built. Possession, buying time for the defense, became as much the responsibility of the offense as scoring.

“The Root Hogs,” the offensive line composed of men who were far more students than athletes (including tackle Robert Dugas, now an M.D.; tackle Chris Rich, also an M.D.; center Jay Whitley, a dentist; and novelist John Ed Bradley, who backed up Whitley), vowed to burrow as many traffic lanes for Alexander as possible. Alexander was clearly the linchpin of this team, and the Root Hogs were going to give him every opportunity to lead them to victory. A joke began around Broussard Hall—then the athletic dormitory—that Alexander wouldn't go into his room unless the door was opened by one of the Root Hogs.
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Statisticians had a hard time keeping up with Charles Alexander.

The battering ram onslaught left tattered and bruised defenses in its aftermath. Statisticians, however, may have had the most difficult task of 1977—keeping up with Charlie Alexander.

He set school records for most rushing yards in a single game (237); touchdowns in a single game (4); carries in a single game (43); carries for a season (311); touchdowns in a season (17); yards rushing in a season (1,686); most yards averaged in a season (153.3).

The 1,686 yards came principally from tackle to tackle, in the pit, and was accomplished with only one run as long as 43 yards.

“That's the incredible thing about him,” said Vic Eumont, then a Tulane assistant. “I've seen backs I felt were better breakaway threats. But not many who can take the pounding Charlie Alexander takes 20, 30, 40 times a game and still come back ready to do it again.

“I don't think I was really all that impressed with him [in 1976] until we started seeing film on him. He runs high, so he really takes some shots. But he doesn't fumble, and he doesn't get hurt.”

The man who appreciated Alexander the most was, of course, the one who kept telling him things would get better, McClendon.

“Make sure to capitalize the ‘G’ on great,” Charlie Mac said, “because that's exactly what he was for us.”

* * *

Alexander went on to a pro career, where he played in Super Bowl XVI for the Cincinnati Bengals.

Now he works in Houston as a sales representative for oil field equipment—“Very hard,” he said—to get two daughters through college, one at Harvard Law School.

He doesn't remember many details of the Oregon game, except that it was his entrée to the record books.

“It was big at the time,” Alexander said, “but it really wasn't that big, if you know what I mean. Now, when I look back on it, with maturity and the perspective of years, I think, ‘Man, did I really do all that?”’

He sure did.



CHAPTER 2

MIKE
ANDERSON

LSU 17 - Auburn 9
October 24, 1970 • Auburn, Alabama

Mike Anderson stood anchored ankle-deep in the mud, half in and half out of the end zone and seemingly all alone as a blue-shirted locomotive steamed right at him.

“Oh, God,” he remembers thinking, “I'd better not screw this up.”

In a do-or-die situation with four minutes remaining, Anderson, thankfully, didn't. The LSU linebacker hit Auburn runner Wallace Clark shoulder-high and square in the chest, stopping him a foot away from the end zone—and a possible two-point conversion away from an unsatisfying tie instead of a very satisfying upset of a two-touchdown favorite.

Not natural or frequent rivals at the time, this was LSU's first game at Auburn in 62 seasons. Not since the great Tiger team of 1908, an undefeated point-a-minute juggernaut which beat Auburn 10-2, had LSU played on the Alabama plains—and this was going to be no easy task.

Auburn was unbeaten after five games, ranked No. 6, and averaging 35 points a game. Every time he handled the ball, run or pass, quarterback Pat Sullivan was averaging nine yards. Things wouldn't be any better for LSU on the other side of the ball either. Auburn had a formidable defense, the SEC's third best overall—tops against the pass.

What LSU had going for it was the SEC's best defense, knowledge the Tigers could hang with Auburn (they won 21-20 in a classic the year before in Baton Rouge)—and torrential rains.

“It was so bad,” Anderson recalled, “we literally were standing ankle-deep in water. We couldn't see the other side of the field. They had the Sullivan-to-[Terry] Beasley passing combination, but we had the nation's best run defense. The weather sure wasn't going to hurt us.”

All that was separating LSU from the kind of season it had in ’69, when the Tigers were awesome defensively, was a flukey loss in the opener against Texas A&M when a sophomore cornerback made a sophomore mistake in the fading minutes and went for an interception instead of the tackle. The receiver went for 79 yards and a touchdown with seconds to play to give the Aggies a 20-18 victory. Since then, however, LSU won four in a row, a stretch in which Anderson was twice named the SEC's lineman of the week.

In a memorable 1968 performance against Kentucky, in which Anderson, then a sophomore, made 15 tackles, five inside the Tiger 5 to help secure a 13-3 LSU victory, an observer told Tiger coach Charlie McClendon, “You know you have the best linebacker in the country.”

Charlie Mac answered simply, “I know.”

* * *

Standing tall on the goal line was nothing new for Anderson. That's where he was in 1968 when defending Southwest Conference champion Texas A&M—with the nation's longest winning streak at eight—opened the season at LSU. The 13-12 game came down to the last minutes with a tackle just short of the goal line by teammates Carlos Rabb and Gerry Kent, stripping the back from the ball, which rolled out of the end zone for a touchback and allowed LSU to run out the clock. He was also shoulder to shoulder with George Bevan in 1969 when Bevan blocked a late PAT attempt by Auburn to save a 21-20 LSU victory.

“Oh, yeah,” Anderson said. “I'd been in a lot of those kinds of situations before.”
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Mike Anderson was the anchor of the LSU defense.

And seen them, too. As a 10-year-old, Mike was at the 1959 LSUOle Miss game when Billy Cannon blazed 89 yards across the field with his famed punt return, then helped save the day with a tackle at the LSU-1 with 18 seconds to go.

“I was kind of an LSU nut,” Anderson said. “My dad had season tickets, and I remember sitting with him on the east side end upper-deck and being able to watch Cannon run all the way down those sidelines.”

The stopping of Ole Miss took place on the other side of the stadium, but the emotion of that last tackle sent shivers up and down the spine of the youngster, who had already made up his mind there would nothing finer in life than to grow up and play for the Tigers.

After a sterling prep career at Baton Rouge's Lee High, Anderson's services were in high demand. However, he said, “I didn't even make any [recruiting] trips.”

Mike had been friends with Steve Dietzel, son of the former LSU coach, so when the senior Dietzel, then head coach at South Carolina, called to see if there was any interest, Anderson was not surprised—or even tempted. More startling was answering the phone and hearing the deep and charming growl of Alabama's Bear Bryant.

Anderson still wasn't interested.

He knew where he belonged—on the Tiger defense, guarding the end zone.

* * *

This was one of the most bizarre games LSU ever played. On the first play, Auburn mishandled the slippery ball, and LSU tackle Ronnie Estay recovered. It didn't take long for quarterback Buddy Lee to send a soaked spiral to Andy Hamilton in the end zone.

LSU was in front to stay, but the fun was just beginning.

In the second quarter, backup quarterback Bert Jones guided the Tigers 85 yards for another touchdown, this one by halfback Art Cantrelle. Every point in a game like this is important, and the Tigers ended up getting two on the PAT on a fortuitous play that the Keystone Kops could have executed. The snapped wet ball slipped past holder Paul Lyons, so kicker Mark Lumpkin picked it up, ran to one side, then—as he was about to be tackled—heaved it left-handed (though he is right-handed) towards the end zone. The ball was batted around before Lyons finally pulled it in and lunged over for the two points.

The Tigers got another two points in the final period when Estay, Buddy Millican, and John Sage cornered Sullivan in the Plainsmen's end zone.

The four points LSU garnered on those two plays meant in the final minutes Auburn, held to three field goals, was trying to salvage a tie, not going for the victory that could catapult it higher in the rankings.

Auburn wasn't going down easily. After a late drive, Sullivan had the Plainsmen at the LSU 8 with a first down.

“The funny thing,” Anderson said, “is all of a sudden the sun came out. It was shining just as bright as could be as we made that stand.”

On two of the next three plays, Anderson made the tackle. Auburn, however, was at the LSU 3 for its last shot. In what looked like a cat-and-mouse game between the offense and defense, a huge hole appeared on the right side of the defensive line. Sullivan called an audible and sent Clark barreling through.

“I called the wrong defense,” Anderson, still horrified at the memory, said with a shake of the head. “I thought their offensive line had spread too much, so I stacked [tackle] John Sage in the gap, and I got behind him. When the play was called, John just happened to take the guard and tackle with him, and their end blocked out ours [Art Davis] and just left a giant hole.

“I knew I'd screwed up, and it was all up to me.”

Clark went straight through the gap, where Anderson met him at the 1, stopping him cold.

“I really lucked up to stop him,” Anderson said. “If he had been a little more shifty, maybe he would have gotten past me—but he wanted to run me over. I didn't let him.”

“Nothing less than a perfect tackle by Anderson would have kept Auburn from scoring,” McClendon said. “Auburn had blocked perfectly. Mike cheated over to middle linebacker. The hole was there, but Anderson met him head on. He stopped Clark as cold as you'll ever see a man stopped.
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On goal-line stands, linebacker Mike Anderson stood tall.

“Our boys went over there to win,” McClendon added. “They were determined, but nobody was ever more determined than Anderson when he hit Clark on that fourth-down play. I don't think I'll ever forget that.”

* * *

In a season of big plays, Anderson's stands out. He finished the afternoon with six solo tackles, assisted on six more, and batted down a pass—factors that helped him at season's end when Anderson was a consensus All-American.

LSU went on to win the 1970 SEC championship and played in the Orange Bowl, losing 17-12 to Nebraska after the Cornhuskers turned a fourth-quarter fumble recovery into the winning touchdown.

That turned out to be Anderson's last game. Expected for a while to be a No. 1 draft choice, his three knee surgeries at LSU jeopardized any hope of a pro career. Appearing on the Bob Hope All-American Show, the comedian introduced Anderson by saying, “Mike has had so many knee operations he had one at halftime.”

Anderson wasn't drafted until the ninth round, by Pittsburgh. After he was cut there, he tried out at several camps, but his knees wouldn't carry him.

“I couldn't cut anymore,” he said. “My life's ambition was to play pro football,” he said ruefully, “but I can't complain. My knees really were shot.”

* * *

His name is still recognized throughout south Louisiana and Mississippi.

“The difference is,” Anderson said, “is that older fans remember me as a football player. Younger people hear my name and think of a restaurant.”

Anderson operates five seafood eateries, which rank among the most popular in the area. The change of life from football to restaurateur took a while.

“I tried a little of everything,” Anderson said. “I tried farming, health clubs, specialty advertising.”

In 1975 Anderson was selling concrete. While traveling one day on Baton Rouge's Highland Road, near the south gates of LSU, he spotted an old grocery store. Anderson had been mulling over the possibility of opening a seafood market. He stopped in the store, the owner was in, and he asked if he might consider renting to Anderson. He would.

“So I opened,” Anderson said with a laugh. “I had no idea what I was doing. I was selling raw seafood, boiling some, and making about four kinds of po-boys. At first we didn't even have a knife to cut the bread, that's how much I knew. I even had my poor dad in there, trying to boil crabs, with no ventilation in the room.”

Anderson's dad and his banker, who was a close friend, both tried to talk Mike into giving up the business. “I told them I'm kind of out of options. Just hang with me a little longer and maybe we can do something.”

It took a little longer. One day before an LSU game, he made about 200 po-boys and tried to get the word out, figuring maybe people would pick them up before kickoff.

“We did zero business,”Anderson said. After the game that night he sat near the road as traffic left Tiger Stadium and, to any car with the windows down, he threw the wrapped po-boys in.

Eventually people from Collegetown, an area of apartments and convenience stores, started coming in. Business started to grow … and grow … and grow. …

“We started expanding, both the menus and the restaurant,” Anderson said. In explaining what a shoestring operation it first was, he said he liked to experiment with the food. One of his best-selling dishes today is a crabmeat étouffée.

Mike was in the kitchen one day, working with a combination of crabmeat and speckled trout, and overcooked the dish.

“Me and the staff all tried it, and everybody liked it a lot,” Anderson said. They decided to add it to their menu, but no one could think of a name for the dish. At that moment, Norman, the air-conditioning repairman came walking through the kitchen.

Today one of the most popular dishes at Mike Anderson's Seafood Restaurants is “The Norman.”



CHAPTER 3

JOHN
EDBRADLEY

Southern Cal 17 - LSU 12
September 29, 1979 • Tiger Stadium

John Ed Bradley left everything he had on the field against Southern Cal—or at least a lot of what he had to give.

“Before the game,” he recalled, “I weighed in at 243 pounds. Afterward I stepped on the scale, and I was 221. That's 22 pounds, all of them melted into the grass of Tiger Stadium.”

Along with the hearts of every other Tiger—that's how monumental, how rousing, their effort really was.

This was that heartbreaking night when, for 59 minutes and 28 seconds of searing emotional football, LSU held the team of its worst nightmares at bay.

That game was such an inspiration that, in LSU lore, it now holds the same kind of mythic quality as the Alamo does for Texans.

This is how much it meant: 22 years after it was played, and on his deathbed, in a raspy voice, Charlie McClendon asked Bradley if he ever thought back to the ’79 USC game.

“I remember it all the time,” Bradley, captain of that Tiger team, said. “I don't always want to remember it, because we lost, Coach, but I remember it.”

Bradley wrote of that last visit with Charlie Mac in a Sports Illustrated story entitled: “The Best Years of His Life”.

Three days before Charlie Mac took leave of this world, even before he asked the question, he was remembering, too. That's how valiant was the effort of his Tigers.

* * *

There may never have been a game when any LSU team played as much to its potential—maybe even beyond—than that evening the when the out-manned Tigers held USC to a near-standstill.

No. 1-ranked Southern California was perhaps the best team in terms of sheer talent ever to set cleats in Tiger Stadium. Two Heisman Trophy winners (Charles White in ’79 and Marcus Allen in ’81), the Lombardi Award winner in Brad Budde, future Hall of Famers Ronnie Lott in the secondary and Anthony Munoz on the line, 12 All-Americans, 12 first-round draft choices and 31 athletes who would spend at least one season in the NFL suited up that day for the Trojans.

That, folks, was one serious football team. And what was LSU going to throw at the mighty Trojans? A not particularly big, not especially fast SEC team—one just decent by SEC standards—but a motivated one. This was the last band of Tigers under McClendon, undone by the school's interfering Board of Supervisors, which seemed to think LSU should be unbeaten—every season. In any case, his team wanted to give Charlie Mac a season, a game, something to remember for his 18 mostly sterling years.

It wasn't likely to be against Southern Cal, which already was being called College Football's Team of the Half Century in some quarters.

“They were what we call now ‘The Next Generation’ of athlete,” Bradley said. “Except this was then. USC was the first team with that kind of athletes across the board, big but with speed—fast but with size.”
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Center John Ed Bradley was captain of the ’79 Tigers.

The Trojans were indeed big, with the average starting offensive lineman coming in at 6 feet, 5 inches, 255 pounds, which meant USC's line was NFL size and would have averaged 12 pounds more than the defensive line of the ’79 New Orleans Saints. That, of course, is not to mention 27 pounds a man more than LSU's defensive line and linebackers.

To put that USC team in individual terms: on some plays LSU's Benji Thibodeaux, at 6 feet, 2 inches, 242 pounds, would have to take on both Budde and Van Horn—all 505 pounds of them.

“It's not just that they weigh so much,” assessed Charlie McClendon at the time. “It's also that they're so tall. They're like a basketball team. When they run that sweep, finding White will be like finding a sports car behind a lot of buses.”

The Trojans were 3-0 and a 12-point favorite against the 2-0 Tigers, who didn't know how good or how average they were, having beaten Colorado and Rice, two average teams at best. But things didn't look good, according to one NFL observer who noted LSU had no legitimate superstars to compare with the gifted behemoths of Troy. “LSU has only two players who, as they say, can make things happen: wide receiver Carlos Carson and cornerback Chris Williams,” was his assessment.

McClendon had another serious concern, though he kept his comments confined to his team. “I told my team all week even a five-yard penalty could be the difference—and I told them we were playing the holdingest team in football.”

* * *

Raucous fans vented steam, rocking Tiger Stadium long before the kickoff. They'd been waiting for a shot at ambushing USC ever since the game was announced several years before.

When the Trojans came on the field, the sound of the disapproving partisans was jarring. When the first glint of the flood lights on the gold helmets standing in the home team chute was spotted, the screams and yells started building. When the beloved Tigers finally rushed on the field, the decibels were at shattering levels. From then to game's end, the quietest moment in the stadium was a low roar.

“The noise level is always a factor at Tiger Stadium,” Bradley, the center, said, “but that night it exceeded anything I'd ever heard. The sound was like a physical force. Everything was just a howl. Of course, it was problem for USC, but it was for us, too. We didn't call signals in that game. Everyone just watched me and plays were simply run on my snap.”

Bradley had other responsibilities as well. Not only did he have to handle nose guard Ty Sperling, but USC used the gifted Lott in many ways, almost as a linebacker at times, and often on blitzes. In those instances, he would become Bradley's responsibility.

“I knew I would have to play better than I ever did just to hold my own,” Bradley said.

He did, and every man on the LSU team did.

* * *

Despite the fact that the Trojans jumped in front early with a field goal, the Tigers almost immediately stirred the adrenalin of the crowd. They not only showed no signs of playing the sacrificial lamb, but actually inched in front.

“Once we took their first punch,” Bradley said, “we were okay. We felt we could play with them.”

On a 3rd-and-13, quarterback Steve Ensminger speared a galloping Tracy Porter for 15 yards, down to the USC 36. Jude Hernandez then busted through the middle for 24 yards on a perfect trap call, as Lott, playing rover, charged into the backfield on a blitz.

Two calls later, Ensminger hit a wide-open LeRoid Jones (in the lineup because LSU's first two tailbacks, Hokie Gajan and Hernandez, were injured early), who was playing slot-left, in the middle of the end zone. The conversion was botched.

But, after Charles White fumbled a few minutes later, LSU increased its lead to 9-3 on a 32-yard field goal by Don Barthels.

That the Tigers were not only in the hunt but actually in the lead as the halftime whistle blew was a testament to their disciplined enthusiasm—and the denizens of Tiger Stadium were whipped into an emotional frenzy.

And the Tigers kept coming. Second-team quarterback David Woodley drove LSU to the USC-2, but eventually had to settle for another Barthels field goal.

The place was in bedlam.

Someone should have sensed what was coming, though, because the Tigers were leaving too many precious points on the goal line, getting three-point field goals instead of six-point touchdowns.

On top of that, a golden opportunity slipped through LSU's fingers when Paul McDonald, under a heavy rush on third-and-five from the USC 30, threw a pass in the flat. Cornerback Chris Williams was there, waiting, with clear sailing to the end zone.

“I had it all the way,” Williams said later. “Coach Mac always tells us to never take our eye off the ball. This time I did. The ball went right through my hands. If I catch it, I could have walked in.”

Shortly afterward, the revitalized Trojans got the ball at their 43 and drove to a touchdown in six plays.

Still, LSU—ahead 12-10—got another shot to put the game away when Allen fumbled at the USC 22 and Tiger nose guard George Atiyeh recovered.

The opportunity was a disaster. On a dipsy-doodle incompletion, LSU was assessed a 15-yard penalty for offensive interference. Woodley lost two yards, the Tigers were called for delay of game, before Woodley lost six more. LSU ended up punting from its own 44—34 yards further from the Trojan goal than when it got the ball.

The sequence was crucial. Essentially, with its last shot at getting out of Tiger Stadium with a victory, USC started a do-or-die drive.

* * *

Three plays later, on [third-and-9] from the USC 36 with three minutes to go, came the unkindest cut of all. McDonald called a pass play, but his line jumped before the snap. As Thibodeaux and Demetri Williams zeroed in on McDonald, he intentionally threw the ball away to avoid the very real possibility of a sack. A penalty flag fluttered to the Tiger Stadium turf, and it seemed that everything was over except the shouting.
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