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MOMENTS OF IMPACT





Telling Exceptional Tales

Jack Trice Stadium, the Floyd of Rosedale trophy, Johnny Bright 
Field— each originates with an African American man seriously 
injured while playing Iowa college football. Iowa State Universi-
ty’s Jack Trice died in 1923 following a match with the University 
of Minnesota. Seventy- four years later, his alma mater dedicated 
its stadium in his name. In 1934 Minnesota players’ attacks against 
the University of Iowa’s Ozzie Simmons initiated Floyd of Rose-
dale, the bronze pig that has come to define the schools’ rivalry. 
The intent behind creating the trophy was not to remember Sim-
mons or the brutality he endured but rather to distance them 
from public attention. In 2006 Drake University officials memo-
rialized Johnny Bright, arguably the best athlete to ever repre-
sent the school. Before they dedicated the field in his honor, they 
sought an official apology from Oklahoma State University for a 
1951 incident in which an Aggie player shattered Bright’s jaw and 
ended his college career.

In each episode, the injuries came at the hands of white oppo-
nents. This is not surprising, for Trice, Simmons, and Bright played 
football during an era in which whites overwhelmingly manned 
sport, higher education, and, indeed, most American bastions of 
institutionalized power and privilege. The three men were, there-
fore, exceptional in several regards. They were racial exceptions 
on campus and on the gridiron. They were also exceptional ath-
letes, superlatively talented. This has led to consistent debate about 
whether race or prowess played the preeminent role in such adver-
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sarial motivations to violence. Most likely it was an ugly combina-
tion of the two. The regularity with which black gridders found 
themselves in the crosshairs of white opponents strongly sug-
gests that the assaults on Trice, Simmons, and Bright were unex-
ceptional. Yet although these three incidents occurred within a 
relatively short time span (1923– 51), in a state where the black pop-
ulation has never exceeded 2 percent, the popular media failed 
almost unilaterally to connect the three violent acts.1 Instead, most 
journalists represented them as discrete phenomena, as excep-
tional occurrences.

The final element of exceptionalism that characterizes the biog-
raphies of Trice, Simmons, and Bright is that they are all associ-
ated with some form of material culture: a stadium, a trophy, and 
a football field. The central questions in Moments of Impact con-
cern why, when, and how these memorials came about. These 
are questions about cultural memory— that is, the processes and 
politics associated with communities’ efforts to remember and to 
forget the past.2 Over time those efforts have become increasingly 
racialized. In other words, those who remember and explain have 
infused the three stories with racial character and, especially, have 
identified racism as motivation for the abusive incidents in ways 
that earlier narrators did not. This is not to suggest that one ver-
sion of history is more “correct” than another. Instead, consider-
ing the ways that these histories change reveals a particular type 
of cultural memory— racialized memory— a communal form of 
remembering imbued with racial meaning and, like all forms of 
cultural memory, one that is inevitably influenced by the socio- 
historical context in which it takes place.3

In different ways racialized memory manifests in Jack Trice 
Stadium, the Floyd of Rosedale trophy, and Johnny Bright Field, 
particularly within what legal scholar Roy L. Brooks character-
izes as the “age of apology.” 4 At the turn of the twenty- first cen-
tury, an unprecedented number of civic, educational, and political 
leaders began to express regret for their communities’ historical 
sins. A significant share of these apologies was for crimes com-
mitted against racial and ethnic minorities by a dominant (usu-
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ally white) power structure. This trend did not escape the world 
of sports.

In this era of reconciliation, restitution often comes in the form 
of commemoration. A number of these tributes include a tacit 
acknowledgment of past wrongs as well as an explicit celebration 
of hard- won triumphs during difficult times. They can also have 
congratulatory effects that praise American society and its vari-
ous institutions for “having come such a long way” since the days 
of Jim Crow. In the process commemorative efforts risk reducing 
racism to isolated incidents and suggest that talent, hard work, 
determination, perseverance, and an abiding social conscience 
are enough to overcome seemingly insurmountable odds. This 
neoliberal view tends to minimize the structural and ideological 
problems that continue to plague society, resigning racism to a 
relic of the past and distracting collective attention from the work 
that remains to be done.

Black Athletes in White College Sport, 1900– 1950

To begin with a brief overview of early twentieth- century black 
college athletes, mainly black college football players, at predom-
inantly white colleges and universities (PWCUs) admittedly starts 
this investigation down a certain path; it sets the racialization pro-
cess in motion. Locating the careers of Trice, Simmons, and Bright 
within a narrative of sporting and societal racism risks obscur-
ing more nuanced understandings of the injuries they sustained 
in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1950s. While none of the episodes is quite 
so definitive, this interpretation foregrounds race as a motivat-
ing factor. Historians not only analyze narratives about the past; 
they also create them. Even by organizing this chapter in a par-
ticular way, I am complicit in racializing the memories of Trice, 
Simmons, and Bright.

This narrative starts in the nineteenth century, when only a 
handful of black students went to college, and the vast major-
ity of them attended segregated institutions. From 1826 through 
the 1890s just thirty African American students graduated from 
PWCUs; by 1910 less than seven hundred had earned their degrees 
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from such schools.5 In addition to black codes, inadequate school-
ing, and other racist traditions, the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson verdict 
legalized racial apartheid in public spaces and contributed to the 
dearth of black students at majority- white schools. The infamous 
decision encouraged many states to establish racially separate and 
ostensibly equal schools, including historically black colleges and 
universities (HBCUs), rather than integrate their white institutions.

Around the time of World War I, racism, a lack of opportu-
nity, and the possibilities for employment and education brought 
about a “great migration” of blacks from the South to northern, 
industrial centers. This movement augmented the number of Afri-
can Americans at PWCUs, which rose from 1,400 students in 1924 
to 2,538 students in 1932. Still in 1933, 97 percent of the more than 
38,000 black collegians matriculated to segregated institutions.6

African Americans began to appear on predominantly white 
intercollegiate football teams in the 1890s.7 Early pioneers took 
to the gridirons at schools stretching from small New England 
colleges, through the Ivies of the East, into parts of the Midwest, 
and over to the Pacific Northwest and Southern California. These 
institutions typically maintained unofficial quota systems, allow-
ing only one or two African Americans per squad. Most north-
ern schools failed to field black athletes before the middle of the 
twentieth century, with “conspicuous” absences at some Catho-
lic universities, at Princeton, and at West Point and Annapolis.8

In 1915 two stars, Paul Robeson of Rutgers College (now Rut-
gers University) and Frederick Douglass “Fritz” Pollard of Brown, 
became, as Arthur Ashe assessed in Hard Road to Glory, the “legators 
of future generations of black [football] players at white schools.”9 
But they, like other black citizens, found themselves in difficult 
circumstances. The same year Robeson and Pollard made their 
gridiron debuts, for instance, white audiences flocked to Birth of 
a Nation (or The Clansman), a film that celebrated, among other 
things, the rise of the Ku Klux Klan during the era of Reconstruc-
tion and the “heroic” lynching of an African American character 
(played by a white actor in black face). “Particularly around 1915,” 
writes film scholar Michele Faith Wallace on the topic of lynch-
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ing, “huge, festive crowds, including women and young children, 
often turned out to witness these hangings, in which victims were 
sometimes tortured, slowly burned alive, or castrated, their body 
parts distributed among the crowds as keepsakes.”10 These atroc-
ities, like the popularity of Birth of a Nation, speak volumes about 
the racial tenor of the time.

That same year many Americans rejoiced as boxer Jack Johnson 
lost his boxing title in Cuba to Jess Willard, who was just one in a 
series of “great white hopes” intent on dethroning the first black 
heavyweight champion of the world. In 1913, five years after John-
son first won the title, a Chicago jury had convicted the boxer of 
violating the Mann Act (or the White Slave Traffic Act), a statute 
that “forbade the transportation of women in interstate or for-
eign commerce ‘for the purpose of prostitution or debauchery, 
or for any other immoral purpose.’”11 Widely recognized today 
as a “racially motivated criminal conviction,” it was a trumped-
 up charge, prompted both by Johnson’s athletic prowess and his 
unabashed romantic relationships with white women.12 Johnson 
lived in exile for seven years before returning to the United States 
and serving a year’s time in the Leavenworth, Kansas, peniten-
tiary. His persecution loomed as a formidable warning to those 
African Americans who failed to “know their place.”13

Like Johnson, African American men who made their way 
into majority- white sports during the epoch of Jim Crow rac-
ism (there is almost no evidence to suggest that African Ameri-
can women joined their white peers in analogous competition) 
had to show exceptional talents.14 Whereas white football play-
ers “may get on through fraternity politics,” wrote Ed Nace in a 
1930 piece for Opportunity magazine (published by the National 
Urban League), “a colored star must qualify through sheer abil-
ity.”15 Woody Strode, a luminary in the backfield for the University 
of California at Los Angeles (UCLA) in the late 1930s, reminisced 
that a “Negro had to be a good athlete. There was the old suppo-
sition if I was going to play on your team, then I had to be twice 
as good as anyone else.”16

Off the field African American student- athletes suffered what 
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sport historian David K. Wiggins calls the “twin terrors of aca-
demic neglect and social isolation.”17 Demonstrably beginning in 
the 1920s, a number of black sportsmen, unprepared for the rigors 
of academic life at PWCUs, found themselves funneled into college 
courses that kept them eligible for sport but did little to advance 
them toward a degree.18 White administrators and students— 
the very same people who cheered the black superstars’ talents 
on game day— denied African Americans access to fraternities, 
school parties and dances, and other communal activities.19 As his-
torian Donald Spivey puts it, black college athletes found them-
selves “simultaneously scorned and loved” at predominately white 
schools.20

Interracial dating was strictly taboo, and accompanied by few 
African American coeds, the athletes were often lonely and long-
ing for companionship. A handful of heartrending anecdotes give 
some insight into their exclusion from restaurants, movie the-
aters, businesses, and social functions in their respective college 
towns.21 Even as late as 1953, halfback J. C. Caroline of the Univer-
sity of Illinois found that he could not get his hair cut in Cham-
paign. “Ironically,” wrote the Pittsburgh Courier’s Wendell Smith, 
“in the window of that same barber shop was a picture of Caroline, 
blasting the opposing football team’s line in All- American style. 
He couldn’t crash the color- line in the barber shop, however.”22

Living conditions compounded this sense of alienation. Until the 
1950s and 1960s most northern colleges denied African American 
students on- campus housing, consigning them to live in board-
inghouses, in black fraternities, or with local black families.23 All 
things considered, remarked Dan Kean, an athlete at the Univer-
sity of Michigan in the 1930s, “I’d have to say black students were 
AT the University but not OF it.”24

“If sports indeed related something of the character of the coun-
try between 1919 and 1945,” wrote Ashe, “then football was a less 
than satisfactory commentary on American life.”25 In the post– 
World War II era, though, attitudes began to shift, if only slightly, 
and pressures to desegregate the military, education, professional 
sports, and other facets of social life began to mount. “Although 
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few people realized it,” writes scholar Richard M. Dalfiume, “the 
war was working a revolution in American race relations.”26 The 
hypocrisy of fighting against Nazi totalitarianism was not lost 
on American civil rights leaders, who used the occasion to poke 
holes in U.S. theories of racial superiority that seemed “uncom-
fortably like the unscientific Nazi doctrine of Aryan supremacy.”27 
The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NA ACP), the National Urban League, and allied groups promoted 
a “Double V” campaign, calling for victory in the war abroad 
and victory over racism at home. Activists argued that if African 
American servicemen were good enough to fight and die on the 
battlefields for their country, they were good enough to take to 
the ball fields alongside their white brethren.28

Even so Jim Crow governed much of their military lives, and 
once mustered out of the armed forces, African American ser-
vicemen did not enjoy the full advantages of citizenship. Educa-
tion was one aspect of social life that remained a bastion of white 
privilege. A 1944 study found that “in seventeen states and the Dis-
trict of Columbia, Negro children are compelled by law to attend 
separate schools.”29 It was not until the 1954 Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation decision that the courts struck down legalized Jim Crow-
ism, though for decades many stonewalled the decision “with all 
deliberate speed.”

In 1946, one year after the end of World War II, President Harry 
S. Truman formed the Committee on Civil Rights. The distin-
guished committee’s report, published the following year, called 
for “the strengthening of the machinery of civil rights, the right 
to safety and security of the person, the right to citizenship and 
its privileges, the right to freedom of conscience, and the right to 
equality opportunity.” Standing out among the group’s position 
statements, writes renowned historian John Hope Franklin, was 
its “rejection of racial segregation, highly controversial in 1947, 
and its call for an end to lynching.”30

President Truman also established a Commission on Higher 
Education, charged with examining the nation’s postsecondary 
schools. Among the commission’s many findings was evidence 
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that the educational system severely disadvantaged people of color 
and that the “present policy will make it an instrument for creat-
ing the very inequalities it was designed to prevent.” At the time 
African Americans made up only 3.1 percent of all college stu-
dents, and 85 percent of them attended segregated institutions.31 
Thus commission members determined, “Discrimination in the 
admission of college students because of an individual’s race . . . 
is an antidemocratic practice.”32 This finding echoed the thesis of 
Gunnar Myrdal’s 1944 An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem 
and Modern Democracy, the massive, influential project that iden-
tified the ways in which racial inequities stood in stark opposi-
tion to the nation’s foundational values of liberty, equality, and 
justice for all.33

Following the war African Americans, particularly those ben-
efiting from the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (or G.I. 
Bill), attended PWCUs in greater numbers, and many joined the 
schools’ varsity sports programs. By then, observed scholar Rufus 
Clement, “it was no longer an oddity to see a Negro athlete trot-
ting out on the gridiron, being cheered, second- guessed, booed, 
criticized, hoisted upon shoulders, just as any other athlete of the 
period was treated.”34 Clement overstates the racial tolerance of 
the era. The late 1940s and 1950s did usher in what Wiggins classi-
fies as the “romantic era” of desegregation, but while high- profile 
black athletes increased in the amateur and professional ranks, 
inequalities persisted.35 Consequently, writes historian Adolph 
Grundman, 1950s college sport did not “mark the triumph of equal-
itarian ideals in American society,” but it did indicate a move 
toward integration.36

Coaches did not necessarily desegregate their teams because 
of a sense of moral correctness; rather, as Grundman contends, 
the “galloping professionalization of collegiate sports after World 
War II, particularly football and basketball, made the recruitment 
of black athletes especially enticing.” Many athletic programs saw 
this untapped source of talent as a shortcut to national recogni-
tion. Consequently universities outside the South were in the 
enviable position where they could build their athletic programs 
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and claim that they were advancing the cause of race relations 
in America. The media, in turn, pointed with pride to collegiate 
sports (as well as professional sports) as a model for race relations 
in American society.37

As PWCUs improved their sports programs with black athletes, 
they simultaneously improved their image as racial progressives 
even though the athletes suffered in the process.

Benchings, Slights, and Violence

“Gentlemen’s agreements” were among the many indignities that 
African American football players endured in the first half of the 
twentieth century. These were tacit accords between adminis-
trators, as opposed to de jure forms of segregation, but there was 
nothing gentlemanly about arrangements that kept blacks out of 
contests against teams from southern and former border states. 
Not all such institutions insisted upon segregated competition, 
and several northern schools refused to comply with requests to 
that effect. Nonetheless, wrote the historian and educator E. B. 
Henderson, “Few coaches seem to have the fortitude to treat their 
colored players with the regard due them in cases of this sort.”38

There were various arguments for maintaining segregation in 
athletics. For staunch bigots, taking the field with a black player 
might extend him a sense of dignity that they were not ready to 
concede. In this opinion, “gentlemen’s agreements” kept African 
Americans “in their place.” In 1957, for example, Georgia legislators 
proposed a law prohibiting interracial competition. As Georgia 
senator Leon Butts explained, “When Negroes and whites meet 
on the athletic fields on a basis of complete equality, it is only nat-
ural that this sense of equality carries into the daily living of these 
people.”39 Some school administrators were so opposed to squar-
ing off against black opponents that they opted to forfeit contests 
rather than lower their racist barricades.

Northern administrators justified submitting to these agree-
ments by claiming either respect for their southern comrades or 
concern for the well- being of their black athletes. Harvard Uni-
versity’s William Matthews may have served as a cautionary tale 
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in this regard. In 1904 Yale officials requested that Harvard with-
hold him from competition. The reason, explains football his-
torian Raymond Schmidt, was that an African American on the 
gridiron “would be considered an affront to the southerners who 
attended Yale.” 40 Harvard coach Edgar Wrightington rejected the 
appeal and sent Matthews into the game. Before long the Elis 
“kicked and hammered” the black athlete “nearly into insensi-
bility.” 41 He, like other African American athletes, paid a heavy 
price for the seemingly simple though hugely courageous act of 
taking the field.

Concerns over the “respect” for southern opponents and poten-
tial violence against black athletes played out thirty years later 
when “athletic authorities” at the University of Michigan insisted 
Willis Ward should not play because “1) it would be discourteous 
to Georgia Tech; [and] 2) he might be injured,” Time magazine 
reported in 1934.42 Decades later Ward still felt the sting of rejec-
tion. “It was not the fact that I was not made captain of either the 
football or track team that destroyed my will,” he recalled. “It was 
the fact that I couldn’t compete in the Georgia Tech game. . . . 
That Georgia Tech game knocked me square in the gut. It was 
wrong. It will always be wrong, and it killed my desire to excel.” 43

Ward referred to yet another injustice of the era: white coaches 
and teammates habitually failed to elect deserving African Amer-
icans as captains of their squads. The same was true when it came 
time to name the teams’ most valuable players, an honor denied 
to Ward and other black contemporaries. Outside their respective 
universities, athletes of color seldom made college All- Star games 
or registered on prestigious all- conference and All- American lists. 
Between 1889 and 1925 Walter Camp, “the father of football,” named 
African Americans such as William H. Lewis, Paul Robeson, and 
Duke Slater to his mythical All- American squads. When journal-
ist Grantland Rice took over Camp’s duties, he selected just five 
black All- Americans over the next twenty- eight years. Between 
1924 and 1937 no black football player made the All- American first 
team though, without question, the performances of several of 
these men warranted their inclusion.44
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Such was the case for UCLA’s Kenny Washington, who, along 
with Strode, Bill Willis, and Marion Motley, later reintegrated pro-
fessional football. Washington’s omission was a glaring oversight, 
considering his statistics, his contributions to his team, and his 
impact on the college game. “It’s unfair,” he said on being passed 
over for the college All- Star game. “It’s because I am a Negro that 
they don’t want me to play.” 45 This says nothing of the tremen-
dous talent at HBCUs, where, as William G. Nunn of the Pittsburgh 
Courier explained, “only the color of their skins and the fact that 
they matriculated to Negro schools kept their names out of the 
daily sport page headlines.” 46

The exceptionalism of black athletes of this era— both in terms 
of talent and race— made them prominent targets for gridiron bru-
tality. Opportunity observed that “color aids [the African Ameri-
can athlete] by marking him conspicuously in the course of the 
activity, but frequently it identifies as the bull’s eye for the shafts 
of the opposition.” 47 So did the player’s ability. When Princeton 
opponents ended Dartmouth’s Matthew W. Bullock 1903 foot-
ball season, most observers assumed that Princeton, which had 
“a strong Southern sentiment,” fielded players who deliberately 
broke Bullock’s collarbone for racial reasons. Pressed on the issue, 
however, the Tigers’ quarterback protested, “We didn’t put him 
out because he is a black man. . . . We’re coached to pick out the 
most dangerous man on the opposing team and put him out in 
the first five minutes of play.” 48

In a sport that values aggressive play and hard hits, injuries 
occur with alarming regularity. Excessive violence was so perva-
sive in college football that President Theodore Roosevelt inter-
vened in 1905 after 159 college players suffered serious harm and 
another 18 died from football- related incidents.49 Despite a series 
of rule changes designed to make the sport safer, between 1906 
and 1946 more than 500 football players died from on- field inci-
dents, and injury rates remained high.50 “You’re out there trying 
to beat each other up,” reasoned Woody Strode. “How do you 
know when a guy’s trying to hurt you because you’re black?”51 
Regardless, there can be no denying that African American foot-



12 introduction

ballers found themselves disproportionately targeted by white 
opponents for particularly injurious hits.52

In 1892 the Purdue crowd reviled Michigan’s George H. Jewett 
with chants of “kill the coon” until Boilermaker players knocked 
him unconscious. Purdue fans then cheered as trainers removed 
Jewett’s limp body from the field.53 In the 1910s and 1920s high 
school, college, and professional opponents attacked Fritz Pol-
lard often enough that he devised strategies to keep opponents 
from piling on after a play by rolling onto his back and kicking 
his legs. On other occasions he would “curl up like a turtle” for 
protection. Despite these tactics, he endured multiple injuries, 
including a “kick in the back” that was severe enough to make 
him miss the following game.54 The question remains: were they 
black athletes who were hurt or were they athletes who were hurt 
because they were black?

This issue cannot be easily sorted out. When members of the 
University of North Carolina team assaulted New York Universi-
ty’s star Ed Williams in a 1936 match, he was “carried off the field 
unconscious and was ruined as a football player.”55 Mauled in the 
first quarter of the 1938 Duke game, Wilmeth Sidat- Singh, the out-
standing quarterback from Syracuse University, did not return.56 
In 1944 Claude “Buddy” Young of the University of Illinois was 
“seriously injured on the last play of the first half ” after Notre 
Dame opponents “kicked [him] in the head.” He sat “dazed on 
the bench” for the remainder of the game, reported the New York 
Times.57 In all three cases the victims were black, and the opposing 
teams and their respective institutions maintained segregation; yet 
none of the incidents engendered public speculation about racism.

It was not just white opponents who brutalized black college 
football players but also, incredibly, the players’ own white team-
mates. The novelist John Saxon Childers dramatized the phenom-
enon in his 1936 In the Deep South when, on the first day of practice, 
a white player pummeled a black player to the ground. Childers 
made clear the assailant’s motives: “When everyone else was tak-
ing things easily, [the white athlete] felt constrained to prove his 
racial superiority and his individual disdain by putting the Negro 
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in his place.”58 Undoubtedly scores of real- life situations echoed 
this fictional scene. In 1915 Paul Robeson’s compatriots at Rutgers 
“directed scrimmages against [him] until his nose was broken, 
his shoulder dislocated, and one finger nail taken out by the roots 
by a player’s cleats.”59 Robeson later recalled, “I was attacked by 
twenty- one guys. All the guys on defense, and all the guys on my 
team. They put me in the hospital for two weeks.” 60

Once game day came around, critics speculated that whites 
failed to block for their African American teammates, leaving 
them susceptible to particularly brutal hits.61 In fact, several ana-
lysts believed that Ozzie Simmons’s fellow Hawkeyes were guilty 
of this very practice. Once tackled to the ground, players were 
vulnerable to further dirty tactics: kicking, punching, scratch-
ing, gouging, pinching, biting, raking, and other maiming efforts 
that the mass of bodies shielded from the officials’ view. “The 
refs would call it if you piled on a white player,” Simmons told a 
reporter in 1989, “but they were not as quick to blow the whistle 
if you were black.” 62

Athletes of color were loath to openly discuss the problems they 
encountered. During this time, writes John Behee in his history 
of African American athletes at the University of Michigan, “rac-
ism so permeated American society that blacks who took issue 
with it were quickly branded misfits.” 63 He understates the issue. 
Black athletes were undoubtedly worried about more than the 
misfit label; instead, voicing their frustrations raised threats of 
expulsion from their teams and institutions and the potential for 
additional verbal, social, and physical violence.

When it seemed as though Illinois’s J. C. Caroline would fight 
for access to Champaign’s segregated barbershops, members of 
the Athletic Department ordered him to “drop the issue. He was 
coerced and threatened,” detailed the acclaimed African American 
sportswriter Wendell Smith. “He was . . . told that if he insisted on 
fighting for his rights— for the right to get a haircut in a white bar-
ber shop— his athletic scholarship might suddenly disappear. Then 
where would he be? Where would he go to school? How would 
he get an education?” 64 Caroline complied with the administra-
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tors’ request. To “have made an issue of racism at the time,” main-
tains historian John M. Carroll, “would have raised the specter of 
Jack Johnson.” 65 If authorities could incarcerate the heavyweight 
champion of the world on little more than cooked- up charges, 
there was no telling what might happen to a relatively obscure 
college football player.

The physical violence that black athletes sustained also con-
tributed to the segregation of professional football in the 1930s 
and 1940s. By 1933 Ray Kemp (Pittsburgh Pirates) and Joe Lillard 
(Chicago Cardinals) were the only African Americans playing 
big- time professional football. The following year National Foot-
ball League (NFL) owners released the two men and failed to sign 
another black player to their rosters until 1946. Cardinal coach Paul 
Schissler explained that Lillard “was a marked man, and I don’t 
mean that just the Southern boys took it out on him either; after 
a while whole teams, Northern and Southern alike, would give 
Joe the works, and I’d have to take him out. Somebody started 
it, it seemed, and everybody would join in.” That “wasn’t the 
worst of it,” the coach continued. “It got so my Cardinals were a 
marked team because we had Lillard with us, and how the rest 
of the league took it out on us! We had to let him go, for our own 
sake, and for his, too!” 66

At the same time one should not think of the violence against 
black athletes as confined to the context of sport. Racially moti-
vated gridiron brutality was part of “a long reign of organized ter-
rorism” against African Americans that included rape, lynching, 
whitecapping, and similar abominations.67 Sport may seem trivial 
in the larger scheme of things, but it provided a prominent plat-
form on which whites might exercise their racial animus.

The Symbolic Importance of Black Athletes

In spite of all the obstacles and inequities black footballers faced 
in the first half of the twentieth century, their successful perfor-
mances did important cultural work for local, regional, and national 
African American (and white) communities. The “black press”— 
those publications created by and specifically aimed at African 
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American readers— regularly praised their “sepia sports stars” 
who “shown in the heavens . . . with satellite brilliancy.” 68 The 
men inspired “race pride” and became popular “symbols to nucle-
ate group sentiment.” 69 Indeed, as Ed Harris of the Philadelphia Tri-
bune observed, “Many a colored fan took the long trip up to the 
stadium and came away very much satisfied” with the exploits of 
their gridiron heroes.70 The athletes’ achievements, wrote Evelyn 
Cunningham for the Pittsburgh Courier, “makes us mighty proud of 
them and makes us go to the ball game feeling kinda proud about 
being colored ourselves.”71

Beginning with the first “Negro college game” in 1892 (Bid-
dle University against Livingstone College), African Americans 
showed great enthusiasm for and allegiance to those who played 
for HBCUs. The contests became social events of the highest order, 
and fans revered the gridiron greats. Unfortunately, wrote one 
reporter, “nobody ever heard of a chap from a Negro college get-
ting on the All- American team. Hence, when we discuss prospec-
tive Negro All- Americans we have to scan the ofay [white] sports 
and pluck out their copper colored stallions.”72 As a result African 
Americans likely heard more about, and perhaps celebrated more 
ardently, the exploits of black gridders at PWCUs.

Part of this enthusiasm was due to the belief that achievement 
in sport translated to other facets of American life. This sense of 
“muscular assimilationism,” to use historian Patrick B. Miller’s 
term, demonstrated to white Americans that, if given a chance, 
men and women of color had much to contribute to society.73 Even 
those who disparaged sport as crass or frivolous had to admit that 
“the beautiful breasting of a tape by Jesse Owens and the thud of 
a glove on the hand of Joe Louis [carried] more ‘interracial edu-
cation’ than all the erudite philosophy ever written on race.”74 
Thus, as Henderson wrote in 1949, those “Negro boys battling 
on the striped gridirons are rendering a social service not to be 
overlooked as a force of great power in establishing the Negro in 
the hearts of his brother Americans.”75 The visibility and signif-
icance of college football has held, and continues to hold, seeds 
of social change.
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For these and other reasons, Iowa makes a unique case study. 
First, Iowans tend to invest a great deal into their collegiate sports, 
especially college football. It may have to do, at least in part, with 
the lack of a professional franchise in the state. It may also have to 
do with historian Benjamin G. Rader’s contention that “citizens 
in states without a conspicuously significant history, great civic 
monuments, or remarkable physical scenery not only frequently 
formed powerful emotional bonds to their state university’s foot-
ball team but also found in a team an important sense of personal 
identity.”76 Though Iowans (myself included) may take umbrage 
with the deficiencies Rader suggests make football an important 
rallying point, the fact remains that we pour considerable affect 
and devotion into our college “elevens.” They even become sym-
bolic of larger struggles. “Iowa football reflects the mores of the 
greater community which is all of Iowa,” remarked one resident. 
“There are striking similarities between the uphill fight of the 
Hawkeyes to win football recognition among the toughest foes . . . 
and the uphill fight of the state itself to become a positive factor 
among the community of states.”77

Second, Iowans take pride in their early athletic integrationist 
history, holding up men such as Archie Alexander (University of 
Iowa), Joseph Collins (Coe College), and Edward Solomon “Sol” 
Butler (University of Dubuque) as exemplars in a legacy of racial 
tolerance. Comparatively speaking, Iowa colleges and universi-
ties were ahead of the curve when it came to desegregating their 
football teams. Frank “Kinney” Holbrook played football for the 
University of Iowa in 1895, just six years after William Lewis and 
William Tecumseh Sherman Jackson first broke the color line at 
Amherst College. Iowans maintain that Holbrook is important for 
“proving the Hawkeyes were among the nation’s first to decree 
skin color had no bearing on whether a person could represent 
the school in athletic competitions.”78

These types of comments, however, aggrandize Iowa’s racial 
activism, for systemic inequalities at Iowa schools and in their sur-
rounding communities persisted. The small contingent of African 
American students at Iowa colleges and universities between 1868 



introduction 17

and 1945 were part of a practice of “tokenism,” and as scholar Hal 
S. Chase found, “de facto segregation contaminated Iowa higher 
education until the end of World War II.”79 Outside the ivied halls, 
determined historian Dorothy Schwieder, several Iowa towns 
enforced housing covenants and sundown laws and allowed hate 
groups, including the Ku Klux Klan, to establish a presence in the 
state.80 With African Americans making up only about 1 percent 
of Iowa’s total population for most of the twentieth century, black 
athletes— though celebrated on the gridiron— likely found them-
selves isolated, alienated, and denigrated in Iowa. These matters 
notwithstanding, the idea that the state provided a “safe haven” for 
black students is a story that Iowans like to tell themselves about 
themselves.81 It is a story that commemorations such as Jack Trice 
Stadium and Johnny Bright Field tend to bolster.

Finally, and although Trice, Simmons, and Bright are excep-
tional individuals, their experiences are representative of what 
other contemporary black athletes endured. As Willis Ward once 
told an interviewer, “Much of the racism Michigan men expe-
rienced, during the first half of [the twentieth] century, as they 
worked, studied, socialized, and competed for their school, was 
typical of the Midwest and much of the nation outside of the 
‘solid South.’”82 The same can be said of Iowa. Trice, Simmons, 
and Bright all found themselves in unique circumstances during 
their college days, but at the same time, their experiences were 
not uncommon to other African Americans at PWCUs during the 
early to mid- 1900s.

Chapter Organization

It is within the larger arc of athletic triumph and tragedy that the 
collegiate careers of Jack Trice, Ozzie Simmons, and Johnny Bright 
unfolded. Adulation, celebration, discrimination, and, notably, 
violence marked each of their lives in different measures. Chap-
ter 1 outlines Trice’s short life, his death in 1923, Iowa State stu-
dents’ subsequent disregard and rediscovery of his legacy, and 
their push in the 1970s to dedicate Jack Trice Stadium. Integral 
to the initiative was re- narrating and, specifically, racializing the 
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“legend of Jack Trice.” Chapter 2 picks up the story’s resurgence 
in the 1990s, when Iowa State administrators finally bent to stu-
dent requests and named the football facility for Trice. Driving 
the decision, though, was not a sense of fairness or a respect for 
students or even the life and legacy of Trice. Instead, Jack Trice 
Stadium became a conciliatory gesture designed to offset charges 
of the university’s racial insensitivity.

“Any study of Memory,” insists theorist Thomas Butler, “has 
also to take into account forgetting.”83 This is the case with Ozzie 
Simmons and the Floyd of Rosedale trophy in chapter 3. A bet 
between the governors of Iowa and Minnesota, in an effort to gloss 
over the injuries Simmons sustained in 1934, virtually wrote the 
athlete out of the trophy’s origin story. In effect, they de- racialized 
the rivalry between the two schools, stripping it of larger politi-
cal inflections.

Chapter 4 tackles the 1951 “Johnny Bright incident,” the photo-
graphs of which made it almost impossible to deny that a white 
athlete intentionally attacked Drake’s unsuspecting black star. Still 
contemporary audiences tended to frame the event in terms of 
corruption in college sports and the adulterated ethos of fair play 
on American playing fields. It was only within the last decades of 
the twentieth century that powerful and passionate indictments 
of racism emerged. Consequently, the final chapter in Moments of 
Impact represents my attempt to understand what it was about the 
late 1990s and early 2000s that encouraged the racialized memo-
ries of, and subsequent memorial ardor for, these and other trans-
gressions against African American athletes.

What develops is a skeptical analysis, a cynical investigation. 
Commemorative efforts, whether they come in the form of an offi-
cial apology, a celebration, a statue, or a place name, can resonate 
from sincere, even altruistic motives. At the same time individuals 
and groups make their own meanings out of those commemora-
tive efforts— meanings that are polysemic, contested, subjective, 
and contextually situated. Certainly noble incentives were behind 
all the memorials examined in this book, and to suggest other-
wise is grossly unfair and woefully obtuse. But political motiva-
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tions also lurk behind the scenes when it comes to the memorial 
efforts for Trice, Simmons, and Bright. Ultimately it is better to 
remember them than to forget them. I do not mean to suggest 
otherwise. But my intent is to question the racialization of mem-
ories, the political appropriations of those memories, and the his-
torical circumstances that evince those appropriations.





Life, Death, and the Campaign for Jack Trice Stadium

“It seemed to me,” remarked Des Moines Register columnist Don-
ald Kaul in 1984, “that the story of a young black man who literally 
gave his life in the service of Iowa State football was the stuff from 
which legends are made.”1 Indeed, since his death in 1923, Jack Trice’s 
story has reached legendary proportions. Over time members of 
the Iowa State University (ISU) community have remembered, for-
gotten, and resurrected their memories of Trice, re- narrativizing 
his legend according to contemporary circumstances.

“It is impossible to overstate the significance of narrative in cul-
tural memory,” asserts cultural theorist Annette Kunh, for the 
ways that collectives remember the past is dependent upon their 
scripting of history.2 In creating narratives, Hayden White con-
tends, historians emplot, or fashion particular kinds of stories, 
according to a series of four archetypal forms: romance, satire, 
tragedy, and comedy.3 Critic Peter Burke extends White’s theory 
to argue that emplotment “is to be found not only in the works of 
historians, but also in attempts by ordinary people to make sense 
of their world.” 4 From the time of Trice’s death to the student- led 
efforts to memorialize him fifty years later, the changing emplot-
ment and, especially, its racialization have been central to the 
ways in which the Iowa State community remembers Jack Trice.

The initial, romantic version of the tale glorified Trice’s “tran-
scendence of the world of experience, his victory over it, and his 
final liberation from it,” to borrow from White.5 Before long, 
however, this interpretation began to fade, as did memories of the 
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fallen athlete. When students rediscovered Trice in the 1970s, they 
resisted the romantic imaginings of the past. No longer a noble 
hero exalted in death, Trice had become a wretched victim in a 
racialized drama. Administrative resistance to memorialize him, 
students argued, compounded the racism that cut short Trice’s 
life. Thus, the Jack Trice Stadium initiative sought to reimagine 
his story as a tragedy so that there could be a “gain in conscious-
ness for the spectators” when it came to issues of race, sport, and 
institutional memory.6

The Legend of Jack Trice

In the near century since Trice’s death, the same preliminary, 
expository “stuff ” has stayed relatively constant in this protean 
tale. In 1902 John G. “Jack” Trice, the grandson of slaves, was 
born in Hiram, Ohio, a virtually all- white, rural town. His father, 
a member of the all- black U.S. Tenth Cavalry, fought in the 
Indian Wars and, in 1909, died of a sudden heart attack. Jack’s 
mother, a woman of reported “wisdom and dignity,” was left 
to raise her only child.7 As Jack prepared to enter high school, 
Mrs. Trice insisted he live with his uncle in nearby Cleveland, 
wishing, according to one of his elementary schoolmates, “to 
get him among people of his own kind, to meet the problems 
that a negro [sic] boy would have to face sometime, and to give 
him an opportunity to make social contacts with people of his 
own race.”8

In Cleveland Trice attended East Technical High School. 
Although his mother hoped the environment would be racially 
diverse, he was the only African American football player on the 
squad (fig. 1).9 Recognized as “one of the best linemen ever grad-
uated from the school,” he was a standout athlete on an excellent 
team.10 In his 1919 sophomore season, the East Technical foot-
ball team lost only one game. The next year it ranked as the best 
team in the Midwest, setting up Trice and his compatriots for 
the national championship against the Pacific coast titleholder, 
Everett (Washington) High School. (Everett won 16– 7.) In Trice’s 
senior year, East Tech went undefeated, but while coaches from 
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Notre Dame and similar schools recruited his white teammates, 
most northern football teams maintained their tacit policies of 
racial segregation.11

During Trice’s senior year of high school, his coach, Sam Wil-
laman, accepted the head football position at Iowa State College 
of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts (now Iowa State University).12 
Willaman convinced Trice and several white teammates to attend 
the land- grant institution in Ames, a central Iowa town with a 
population of a little more than six thousand residents, nearly all 
of whom were white.13 It is reasonable to surmise that because of 
his race it was the only offer Trice received to play the sport at a 
PWCU, though his talent, size, and speed should have made him a 
highly desirable recruit at any school in the country (fig. 2).

That Trice had few postsecondary options was sad but not sur-
prising, considering the tumultuous state of race relations in 1920s 
America. Around the time of World War I, more than 900,000 
African Americans moved from the South to northern cities, hop-
ing to find jobs and escape the grinding racism that met them 
at every turn. Although the northern industrial centers offered 
greater freedoms, they were not bastions of racial tolerance. Seg-
regation, both de facto and de jure, characterized black lives. It 
was a period of racialized violence, and riots, beatings, and mur-
ders plagued the era. In the first half of the decade, mobs lynched 
more than 250 people; African Americans made up all but twenty- 
three victims.14

Paradoxically it was also a time of racial progress with the emer-
gence of the “New Negro” movement and the Harlem Renais-
sance that highlighted the rich intellectual and artistic talents of 
African Americans. Activist groups including the NA ACP and the 
National Urban League waged campaigns to improve the lives 
of black Americans, and early civil rights leaders, such as Marcus 
Garvey and W. E. B. Du Bois, rose to prominence. The circulation 
of black newspapers and magazines expanded, providing outlets 
to herald black achievement as well as “to attack, expose, to mar-
shal public opinion against all wrongs and injustices, all discrimi-
nation and inequality, but especially those adversely affecting the 



1. Jack Trice in an East Technical High School letterman’s sweater. Jack Trice Collec-
tion, Special Collections and University Archives, Iowa State University Library, Ames.



2. Jack Trice in Iowa State uniform, 1923. Jack Trice Collection, Special Collections 
and University Archives, Iowa State University Library, Ames.
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aspirations of the Negro.”15 These publications regularly extolled 
the exploits of black athletes, though it would take another decade 
for journalists to consistently assail sport’s racial injustices.

Chief among these offenses was a lack of opportunity for Afri-
can American athletes in the 1920s. The vilification and incar-
ceration of boxer Jack Johnson in the previous decade effectively 
served to ban black fighters from title shots. A series of organiza-
tional policies, bylaws, and “gentlemen’s agreements” set in place 
in the early 1900s excluded black athletes from the League of Amer-
ican Wheelmen, the Jockey Club, the United States Lawn Ten-
nis Association, the United States Golf Association, Major League 
Baseball, and other white- governed sports leagues. The leaders 
of professional football had not yet drawn the color line, but less 
than a dozen African Americans took the field in the twenties. And 
while football began to flourish at HBCUs, predominantly white 
institutions allowed no more than a handful of black players to 
join their squads. Jack Trice therefore found himself an outsider, 
even while a rising star in the college ranks.

The makeup of Iowa State’s student body must have magni-
fied Trice’s feelings of isolation. He began his schooling there in 
the fall of 1922 as one of only “10 to 15” African Americans among 
4,500 total students.16 He was the university’s first black student- 
athlete, though in 1891 noted scientist George Washington Carver 
had preceded him as the school’s first black student. Trice was 
apparently ill prepared for the rigors of the college classroom and 
struggled academically, but as often noted in the legend of Jack 
Trice, he quickly caught up and averaged higher than 90 percent 
in his classes.17 He majored in animal husbandry and, as Carver 
had, planned to use his degree to assist southern black farmers, 
an element that melds the legacies of two noble men of color at 
the predominantly white institution.

Playing in the era before athletic scholarships, Trice supported 
himself by working on the “bleacher gang” in the school’s gym-
nasium and as a custodian in a local office building. In Ohio his 
mother took on a second job to help pay her son’s tuition. At the 
time the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCA A) banned 
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freshmen from varsity programs, but as one of ninety members 
on the Iowa State freshman football squad, Trice’s 6- foot, 200- 
pound frame and obvious skill impressed the coaching staff. He 
also showed talent in track and field, placing first in the shot put 
and second in the discus event at the Missouri Valley Conference 
freshmen track meet.

Jack Trice returned to Ohio in the summer of 1923. He worked 
for the Highway Department and trained nearly every day for the 
upcoming football season. Most accounts claim that he married 
Cora Mae Starland during this time (though they may have been 
married in 1922). At summer’s end the two made their way to Iowa 
State, where Cora Mae began taking courses in home economics.18 
Trice reported for preseason practice and continued his schooling.

So begins the exposition of the “legend of Jack Trice.” At this 
point in the narrative the hero has already overcome quite a bit— 
positioned in a way that highlights his strength of character in the 
face of adversity. Against the odds Trice managed to play college 
football in Iowa. He rose above his humble beginnings and seem-
ingly subpar preparatory education to achieve academic excellence, 
which he intended to direct toward a worthy cause. A supporting 
cast of characters, including his widowed mother and his young 
bride, soon to be widowed herself, add additional heartbreaking 
elements to the story. This is not to imply that these aspects are 
not real or are undeserving of admiration or compassion; rather, 
they serve to draw attention to a particular characterization of 
Trice— one in which his determination and valor set the stage for 
his subsequent heroism.

Trice’s athleticism contributes to this narrative. Coaches, peers, 
and the media touted his physical size and defensive talents when he 
joined the Cyclones’ varsity program in 1923 (fig. 3). Before he even 
stepped foot on the field, Iowa State’s student newspaper announced 
that Trice, “the fast and crafty colored boy, is the most outstand-
ing.”19 Following his inaugural game against Simpson College (Indi-
anola, Iowa), the campus press declared that he was “by far the 
most outstanding performer and gave evidence of being one of the 
best tackles in the Missouri valley this year.”20 Teammate Harry 
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Schmidt felt that Trice would have “certainly made All- Conference 
his sophomore year, because he was really tremendous. I think he 
would have made All- American. . . . He would have made all the 
teams that would recognize a Negro at that time.”21 Schmidt’s brief 
statement provides three important commentaries: it recognizes 
Trice’s abilities, it indicates that Trice’s potential was snuffed out too 
soon, and it alludes to the exclusionary practice of omitting deserv-
ing black athletes from prestigious lists and awards.22 Over the years 
each aspect played a pivotal role in the legend of Jack Trice.

But a series of events that took place in and around the Univer-
sity of Minnesota contest of October 6, 1923, truly set this legend 
in motion. Leading up to the game, the press speculated that the 
Gophers, outweighing the Cyclones by an average of fifteen pounds 
per man, would be the dominant team.23 Minnesota boasted sev-

3. Iowa State University teammates Johnny Behm, Jack Trice, M. Behm, and 
William Nave, 1923. Jack Trice Collection, Special Collections and University 

Archives, Iowa State University Library, Ames.
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eral all- conference veterans, and many football experts consid-
ered it the best team in the Midwest. As Trice and his teammates 
took the Minnesota field, it did not take long for them to bear the 
brunt of the Gophers’ force.

In one of the first plays of the game, Trice injured his shoul-
der but continued to play. At halftime, with the score tied at 7– 7, 
Coach Willaman supposedly asked, “How are you, Jack?” Trice 
supposedly answered, “I’m okay, but my shoulder hurts a little.” His 
shoulder, doctors later determined, would have certainly caused 
him pain; however, this conversation between coach and player 
did not come out until fifty- three years after Trice’s death. The 
press relayed no such account in 1923. The apocryphal exchange 
suggests that journalists took poetic license in retelling events, 
inventing dialogue to undergird the athlete’s resolve, and there-
fore played pivotal roles in emplotting the legend of Jack Trice.24

Equally if not more important to the emplotment were jour-
nalists’ interpretations of the events that caused Trice’s death. Per-
haps all one can say with any degree of certainty is that a play at 
the beginning of the third quarter found Trice on his back, and 
several opponents trampled his supine body. Teammates helped 
Trice from the field, and medical personnel took him to a local 
hospital. Without his defensive prowess, Iowa State lost to Min-
nesota 20– 17. Meanwhile, doctors determined that Trice’s injuries 
were not serious and deemed him fit to travel back to ISU. Lying 
on a makeshift straw mattress aboard a railroad car, he made the 
nearly 250- mile return trip in terrible pain. He arrived in Ames 
on Sunday morning, and team officials immediately rushed him 
to the Iowa State College Hospital.

Initially doctors thought that Trice’s condition was improving, 
but his breathing became shallow and irregular. They detected 
severe abdominal distress and discovered that his sore shoulder 
was a broken collarbone, an injury sustained at the start of the 
game. Physicians at the Minnesota hospital had failed to diagnose 
either problem. The following day the hospital staff summoned 
an internal specialist from nearby Des Moines who pronounced 
Trice’s abdomen and intestines so severely damaged and his con-
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dition so precarious that the athlete could not withstand surgery. 
Years later Cora Mae Trice recalled the moment of her husband’s 
death: “When I saw him I said, ‘Hello Darling.’ He looked at 
me, but never spoke. I remember hearing the campanile chime 3 
o’clock. That was October 8, 1923, and he was gone.”25

Remembering Jack Trice

Iowa State administrators canceled afternoon classes the follow-
ing day so that the community could pay its respects to Jack Trice. 
Acting as pallbearers, his teammates carried his casket to the 
memorial service, held in the center of campus (fig. 4). Before 
an estimated three thousand to four thousand mourners, Iowa 
State’s president Raymond Pearson read what journalists alternately 
called “Jack Trice’s Creed” and his “last letter” (fig. 5).26 It was, as 
the story goes, a note Trice wrote to himself the night before the 
Minnesota game. Hospital employees apparently found it in the 
breast pocket of his coat just hours before the service. The words 
scrawled across a sheet of Curtis Hotel stationery have become 
the cornerstone of the legend of Jack Trice, for they depict a man 
who saw his performance on the field as larger and more signifi-
cant than a game and indicate his determination to prove his per-
sonal worth, as well as that of his entire race. He wrote:

To whom it may concern,

My thoughts just before the first real college game of my life. 
The honor of my race, family, and self is at stake. Everyone 
is expecting me to do big things. I will! My whole body and 
soul are to be thrown recklessly about on the field tomorrow. 
Every time the ball is snapped, I will be trying to do more 
than my part. On all defensive plays I must break thru the 
opponents’ line and stop the play in their territory. Beware 
of mass interference— fight low with your eyes open and 
toward the play. Roll- block the interference. Watch out for 
cross bucks and reverse end runs. Be on your toes every 
minute if you expect to make good.

(meeting) 7:45 Jack
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This “creed worthy of general emulation” clearly struck a chord 
with those who attended the memorial service.27 Students there 
announced their plan for “a fund to express in a material way the 
sympathy of the college” and ultimately collected $2,259 to help 
ease the Trice family’s financial burdens.28 The impressive sum 
covered funeral expenses, reconciled the mortgage his mother had 
placed on her home to assist with her son’s tuition, and provided 
her and Cora Mae each with $580.29 Soon thereafter officials pre-
served Trice’s letter in the university’s archives.

Reactions to Trice’s death were not confined within the city lim-
its of Ames, as he was reportedly “mourned by millions of foot-
ball fans of both races throughout the country.”30 Newspaper and 
magazine tributes began to roll off the presses, lauding the val-
iant hero and lamenting his mortality. One elegy, first published 
in a Minnesota newspaper and, later, in Iowa State’s student paper 
and its yearbook, The Bomb, seemed especially poignant. No one 

4. Jack Trice’s memorial service, October 9, 1923. Jack Trice Collection, Special 
Collections and University Archives, Iowa State University Library, Ames.
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has been able to identify the author (listed only as C. A. W.), a 
point consistently made in the legend of Trice to highlight both 
the anonymity and the universality of the message.31

TR ICE

Tribute to him who in the first fair flush
Of glory won upon the fatal field
Fell hurt before the fierce contested rush
And joy of worthy battle; fell to yield— 
Not to the charging line that swept along;
In body stricken; but with changeless mind
That gained respect of friend and foe in throng
Who witness it; and in the groups aligned.
A heart, that with a loyal aim beat fast
For that to which his fealty was pledged;
The honor of the deed was first; he last
As in the plunging mass that form was wedged.

5. Jack Trice’s “last letter.” Jack Trice Collection, Special Collections and Univer-
sity Archives, Iowa State University Library, Ames.
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Tribute to him; for a worthy foe
The steel of character is just as pure,
Build on such precepts as we failed to know— 
The bedrock of true manhood full as sure
Honor to him, as true modern knight
Who, striving, fell before the shock of fight,
Nor knew the shock alone; for either side
Bows saddened head for him who fighting died.

C.A.W.32

The characterization is complete: Trice’s loyalty, honor, and “steel 
of character” cast him as a “true modern knight” and reveal the 
1923 penchant for emplotting a romantic narrative about “foot-
ball’s fallen hero,” the “victor on the fatal field.”33

While the majority of these sentiments identified Trice as 
“Negro,” they otherwise ignored the issue of race. In a rare 
instance, though, a writer for the Minnesota Alumni Weekly opined 
that because Trice was “conscious of the noticeable racial incon-
gruity of his situation,” his performance on the football field was 
both an athletic and a political act. “Not daunted by the immen-
sity of the racial vortex into which he had thrown himself, he saw 
the injustice of that supremacy and sought to prove its fallacy. He 
knew that if anything is to be accomplished for the Negro race it 
must be done through the achievement of individuals. It would 
take the resounding character of a few to show the sort of a race.”34 
Trice “was only a negro [sic] boy in an agricultural college,” the 
Seattle Post- Intelligencer professed, but “he left a message that will 
not be forgotten while determination endures.”35 These types of 
tributes paint Trice as a champion who fought boldly against tre-
mendous obstacles, including his racial “otherness,” until over-
whelmed by the enormity of his opposition.

The issue of race also surfaced, albeit briefly, in attempts to sort 
out the cause of Trice’s fatal injuries. In 1923 the general consen-
sus seemed to be that he mis- executed a roll block. Indeed, in his 
note before the Minnesota game he reminded himself to “Roll- 
block the interference” and underlined the phrase for emphasis. 
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William Thompson, a member of the ISU football coaching staff 
in 1923, described the maneuver as “a dangerous block to use. . . . 
You had to roll under the backfield and that had a devastating effect 
on the runner, you see. It trips him right at the ankles.”36 Thomp-
son explained that instead of correctly ending on all fours, Trice 
wound up on his back, which left him susceptible to the pound-
ing cleats of Minnesota’s backfield. Other eyewitness accounts 
support his report. Minnesota’s dean L. D. Coffman wrote to 
Iowa State president Pearson to explain that “the play in which he 
was injured took place directly in front of me . . . it seemed to me 
that he threw himself in front of the play on the opposite side of 
the line. There was no piling up.”37 In other words, the Gophers 
inflicted no intentional or unnecessary roughness on Trice.

The majority of the press corps deemed Trice’s death an “acci-
dent.”38 But in response to an Associated Press dispatch from Ames 
stating he “died from injuries received when most of the Minne-
sota line piled on top of him in off tackle play,” John L. Griffith, 
commissioner of the Intercollegiate Conference of Faculty Repre-
sentatives (also the Western Conference or the Big 10), to which 
Minnesota belonged, inquired if ISU officials would like to inves-
tigate whether “unfair play” was involved.39 Iowa State’s dean S. 
W. Beyer replied that he did not believe there had been any mis-
conduct, writing, “Inasmuch as Mr. Trice was a colored man it 
is easy for people to assume that his opponents must have delib-
erately attempted to injure him. In my experience where col-
ored boys had participated in athletic contests I have seen very 
little to indicate that their white opponents had any disposition 
to foul them.” 40

Serious injury was commonplace in football. In 1923 alone, eigh-
teen athletes died as a result of gridiron incidents.41 Although 
Beyer refers to speculation that white opponents targeted African 
American athletes for especially injurious hits, officials quickly 
dismissed the possibility. In fact, there is little evidence from the 
1920s to suggest racially motivated violence on college gridirons. 
This does not mean that it did not happen— only that few dared to 
address it in a public forum. The black press had not yet begun to 
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comment on the issue or on other injustices black athletes encoun-
tered at PWCUs, and it would be decades before the white press 
did the same.

In a rare example, author William Henry Harrison touched on 
racially incommensurate attacks in his 1921 Colored Girls and Boys’ 
Inspiring United States History. In a poem that served as an epigraph 
to his chapter “In Athletics,” Harrison praised the black athlete’s 
ability to withstand his “cave men” opponents:

When a white star fames in football fray,
Three rivals at most against him play;

And he gets the cheers of every fan
For they feel for him no racial ban;

But when Colored star in white games set
Eleven “cave men” play him “to get”;

And when thro it all they can’t him “can”
He sure must be what is called “SOME M A N.” 42

In a decidedly less critical commentary, Elmer Mitchell— a 
coach, a writer, and the “father of intramurals”— also gives some 
evidence of the practice in his 1922 article “Racial Traits in Ath-
letics.” 43 He begins by writing that in sports the “negro [sic] min-
gles easily with white participants, accepting an inferior status 
and being content with it.” Even when Mitchell witnessed “col-
lege players play pranks upon a colored team mate . . . the spirit 
of reception was a good spirited one.” This “same spirit,” he con-
tinued, “enables the player of this race to meet intentional rough 
play and jibes of his opponents with a grin.” 44 Acknowledging that 
there was “intentional rough play,” Mitchell does not connect it 
to racism, but that is hardly surprising considering his demean-
ing characterization of black athletes. This type of mentality may 
further explain why so few athletes of Trice’s generation spoke 
out against mistreatment. To do so was to fly in the face of cul-
tural expectations, a dangerous proposition for people of color.

Any consideration of the role that race played in Trice’s injuries 
was short lived. So was the public bereavement over his death. 
On November 26, 1923, a plea appeared in the Iowa State Student:
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Tributes were paid to Jack Trice by men in all parts of the coun-
try. . . . But we cannot allow men in other schools to be the 
authors of the finest appreciations of his life. The crowning trib-
ute must come from the minds and hearts of this college, where 
his heroic life was uncovered by Death. . . . Some tribute, some 
tangible thing, must be set up to the memory of Jack Trice. Then 
all who come into the influence of this memorial will experi-
ence the steadfastness of purpose which was Jack’s. What form 
this tribute may best take cannot yet be known, but the thought 
and comment of a student body can determine it.45

The words seem prophetic today, but in 1923 the “tangible thing” 
to remember Jack Trice came from the hands of a football team-
mate, who cast in bronze a passage of Trice’s last letter. In a small 
ceremony an assemblage of students and staff hung the plaque in 
the southwest corner of the Old State Gymnasium (fig. 6). Sixty 
years later a Newsweek article recapped the story of Jack Trice and 
the modest memorial: “They meant well, all of them, and grad-
ually they forgot.” 46

In 1957 Tom Emmerson, a student who would go on to become 
an ISU professor of journalism and mass communication, as well 
as a driving force in the Jack Trice Stadium campaign, came across 
the plaque. At the time Emmerson had never heard of Trice, so 
he turned to Harry Schmidt, the school’s intramural director 
and a former teammate of Trice’s, who recounted the basic story. 
Emmerson fleshed out the details from the university archives and 
composed “Jack Trice: Victor on the Fatal Field” for the campus 
magazine. “There was no reaction after I wrote it,” he recalled. 
“Nothing happened.” 47

Campus Unrest at Iowa State University in the 1970s

It may have been that the timing of Emmerson’s story was off 
by about decade, at least when it came to prompting any type of 
collective action. In contrast to 1957, the late 1960s and early 1970s 
were times of heightened political awareness, especially on col-
lege and university campuses across the United States. Students 
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6. Jack Trice memorial plaque. Jack Trice Collection, Special Collections and Uni-
versity Archives, Iowa State University Library, Ames.

participated in protests, black voter registration drives, and Free-
dom Rides. Black students, bolstered by the civil rights move-
ment and the “ideology of Black Power,” especially engaged in 
campus demonstrations. A 1969 study found that although Afri-
can Americans accounted for just 6 percent of the total college 
student population, they were involved in 51 percent of campus 
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protests.48 These students, the researchers concluded, fought to 
“alleviate their alienation, facilitate their resiliency, increase their 
retention, enhance their own chances of school success, and make 
education more relevant to the Black experience.” 49

The activist spirit accelerated into a period of campus unrest 
as young people became passionate in their efforts to combat 
racism, sexism, economic poverty, and environmental corrup-
tion and to advocate for students’ rights. Perhaps no issue was 
more radically charged than that of the Vietnam War, and stu-
dents demonstrated against the conflict on more than half of 
all college campuses, including Iowa State’s.50 Although the ISU 
yearbook characterized the school’s undergraduates as typically 
“conservative and apathetic,” thousands signed petitions and gath-
ered for various sit- ins, teach- ins, marches, rallies, and protests.51 
They disrupted the drills of the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps, 
blocked the entrance of the Selective Service Office, and gathered 
to stop traffic on the city’s main thoroughfare. Approximately a 
hundred ISU students and faculty members briefly prevented the 
departure of a bus filled with military draftees headed for their 
preinduction physicals. While the protesters did not resort to 
violence, police and university officers responded with tear gas, 
fines, and arrests.52

Antiwar sentiments intersected with feelings of disenfranchise-
ment and distrust of authority, intensified by the implication of 
President Richard Nixon and other high- ranking officials in the 
Watergate scandal. During an antiwar demonstration in 1970, mem-
bers of the U.S. National Guard shot and killed four students at 
Ohio’s Kent State University. Months later state and local police 
fired on a group of students, killing two, at Jackson State College, 
a historically black institution in Mississippi. The Black Student 
Organization (BSO) of ISU paid tribute to the Jackson State casu-
alties by organizing a 350- person march to a memorial service on 
center campus, where they demanded that the flag be flown at 
half- mast.53

The BSO was then relatively new on the Iowa State campus, 
and while membership was low, the group’s presence spoke to the 
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need for solidarity in turbulent times. Former affiliates remem-
bered that the 1968 assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. “was 
the catalyst that got us all focusing on the same thing— that Afri-
can Americans needed an identifiable presence on this campus.”54 
Among other accomplishments, the BSO helped establish Iowa 
State’s Black Cultural Center and pushed for the dedication of 
George Washington Carver Hall. The group also expressed dis-
satisfaction with the school’s failure to recruit black students, and 
members voiced their discontent with the “rampant discrimina-
tion and extreme difficulties” they encountered on campus and 
in surrounding Ames.55 In response President W. Robert Parks 
introduced a number of initiatives to increase diversity. Few were 
successful.56 “We should do the best we can to recruit minority 
students,” he commented, “but there’s a limit here. We’re in com-
petition with other states, but we just don’t have many blacks in 
Iowa.”57

Racial tensions reached a crisis point when a series of incidents 
converged in the early 1970s. The first involved an altercation at 
a local tavern between black students and white members of the 
school’s wrestling team. Police charged two wrestlers with fight-
ing and Roosevelt Roby, an African American, with assault and 
battery.58 Following Roby’s arrest the president of the BSO issued a 
statement, declaring that group members would “tolerate no fur-
ther attacks by whites” and that “if any black man, black woman, 
or black child is harassed in any way by a white person there is 
going to be war up here. I mean W- A- R war.” Black students, edi-
torially backed by the Iowa State Daily, claimed racial discrimina-
tion and protested on Roby’s behalf.59

The Roby affair took a frightening turn when the judge assigned 
to the case found a crudely made bomb in his garage. Although 
no evidence connected anyone to the device, the judge was cer-
tain that “the blacks are behind this. . . . I feel it was the militants 
and I don’t know of any professed white militants around.” 60 
In a letter to the Daily, Ray Greene, a black assistant football 
coach, chided the judge, writing, “It would seem that a man of 
his stature and influence would be a bit more careful than to 



40 resurrecting jack trice

throw out some of the clichés which have become popular since 
Black people began to assert themselves in the quest for equality 
and justice in this country.” 61 Less than a month later, a bomb 
exploded in Ames’s City Hall, which housed the judge’s office. 
While there were no fatalities, it was the single most destruc-
tive terrorist act in the city’s history, injuring thirteen people 
and causing extensive damage to the building and at least a 
dozen downtown businesses. Again many residents speculated 
that black activists were behind the explosion, though the crime 
remains unsolved.

Another racially charged flashpoint ignited when more than 
two dozen black students demanded to speak with President Parks 
and Wilbur Layton, vice president for student affairs, about the 
continued discrimination they faced at Iowa State. There were 
rumors that the students had guns, but the only weapon that 
materialized during the confrontation was a galvanized pipe, with 
which someone struck Layton in the head. As one protester told 
a reporter, “If it comes down to a Kent State, we are prepared.” 62 
Layton left to receive medical attention (including six stitches) 
but quickly returned to talk with the students.

The ensuing meeting was tense, but there was no further vio-
lence. Dissidents voiced their demands for larger minority stu-
dent enrollment, the right to speak to the university’s president 
directly when problems arose, and the establishment of a fund to 
help finance the education of black athletes who had completed 
their varsity eligibility but not their undergraduate degrees. They 
also charged Ames residents, the police department, and Iowa State 
students and faulty with prejudice and harassment. It is unclear 
what long- term effects the meeting had. At the very least, Lay-
ton remarked, school officials got the message that “Ames is not 
a very comfortable place for Blacks to live.” 63

All told, as Iowa State professor William Kunerth recalls, the 
“late sixties and early seventies were kind of a nutty, violent time. 
There was a lot of upset, a lot of strange things had happened.” 
These sentiments, he reasoned, “may have set the stage for orga-
nized activism” to remember Jack Trice.64
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A Forgotten Story Remembered

In 1973 Alan Beals, a counselor for the ISU Athletic Department, 
came across Trice’s “fading” memorial plaque, by then covered in 
rust, dust, and bird droppings.65 He collaborated on an article for 
the Iowa State Daily titled “Trice: A Forgotten Story Remembered,” 
recounting the man’s brief career at the school and commemorat-
ing the fiftieth anniversary of his death.66 Beals shared his excite-
ment over the Trice material with his friend Iowa State professor 
Charles Sohn, who recognized it as the ideal project for his fresh-
man English class. The students, according to Sohn, “were imme-
diately motivated to go to libraries, to set up local interviews, and 
to track down any of Jack’s acquaintances and relatives still alive 
more than forty years after the drama.” 67

Energized by what they learned, the students set out to deter-
mine a means to honor the fallen athlete. At the time Iowa State 
was in the process of constructing a new seven- million- dollar 
football stadium, scheduled for completion in 1975. Administra-
tors had yet to determine a name for the facility. Sohn recalled 
that one student voiced what the entire class was thinking: “They 
should call it Jack Trice Stadium.” He remembered that “one of the 
black males [in the class] immediately responded that there was 
no way the establishment would honor some poor dead black kid 
like that. . . . I think it was that same day that we voted to become 
the Jack Trice Memorial Stadium Committee, and the decades- 
long campaign was launched.” 68

Whereas students of the 1920s romanticized Trice’s death, half 
a century later they reframed him as a victim of racial violence. 
The real travesty, they argued, was that the school failed to rec-
ognize him in a prominent way. He had not been liberated by 
death, as his peers once envisaged; instead, his legacy mired in the 
muck of disregard and disrespect. Commemorating Trice would, 
in part, redress the school’s racist heritage.

The Jack Trice Memorial Stadium Committee engaged in sev-
eral activities to draw attention to its cause. Members circulated 
pamphlets to educate the community about Trice and urged peo-
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ple to sign petitions supporting the stadium’s proposed title. They 
held design contests for T- shirts and stationery letterhead, and they 
distributed buttons bearing the messages “We’ll Carry the Torch 
of Jack Trice” and “Meet Me at the Jack Trice Stadium.” 69 The edi-
torial staff of the Iowa State Daily unanimously backed the name 
and exhorted administrators to “do the right thing.” The paper 
also sponsored a “Creative Trice Banner Designing Contest” that 
would air during a 1975 nationally televised football game. “Lots of 
big signs,” the editors argued, “can make viewers aware of what 
students have decided to call the stadium.”70 The Government of 
the Student Body (GSB) assisted the cause by endorsing resolutions 
and petitions to name the stadium after Trice.71

From the beginning there were definitive lines between stu-
dent and administrative interests. When the naming issue first sur-
faced, observers acknowledged that those in charge would have 
to “decide between a dedicated football player who gave his life 
playing . . . and a dedicated alum or friend who gave his money 
for the stadium for other players to play in.”72 Professor Sohn felt 
that the “only noticeable reluctance to support the name ‘Jack 
Trice Stadium’” came from university officials.73 Among them 
was Gary Mulhall, director of field activities for the ISU Founda-
tion (the group that solicited funds to pay the stadium’s construc-
tion costs), who remarked that a “number of people involved in 
the building of the stadium . . . have definite sentiments against 
naming the stadium after Jack Trice.”74

Consequently Iowa State’s director of athletics Lou McCullough 
told a local radio host that there was a “good possibility” the facil-
ity would be named after its largest donor.75 Students, however, 
cast nearly two thousand votes in the 1975 GSB elections to des-
ignate it the Jack Trice Memorial Stadium, a three- to- one choice 
over any other option.76 That same year a poll found that more 
than 70 percent of ISU students supported naming the stadium for 
Trice. Fourteen percent opposed it for a variety of reasons; one 
student called it an act of “racial appeasement.”77

An editorial in the Iowa State Daily suggested that in the midst 
of the campaign to remember Trice, the importance of his leg-
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acy had been forgotten. “Instead,” the commentary read, “he 
stands for a controversy that has pitted students against decision 
makers; another in a long list of causes to be grasped for the sim-
ple reason of disagreeing with the administration.”78 President 
Parks likewise took issue with the divisiveness, remarking, “It 
has been made to appear as some sort of combination of all the 
world against the students.”79

Hoping to reconcile the dispute, Parks formed a fourteen- person 
committee made up of students, faculty, staff, and alumni to pro-
pose a name for the newly completed stadium.80 Members voted 
11– 3 in favor of the generic “Cyclone Stadium.” The only dissenting 
ballots came from the committee’s three students, who endorsed 
naming it for Trice.81 Parks accepted the majority decision, but stu-
dents urged him to reconsider. Their rhetoric often pitted mon-
etary donations against mortal contributions by asking, “Who 
paid the most?” (fig. 7) and “Jack Trice gave all he had; can any-
one give more?”82

A contemporary controversy over renaming the University of 
Iowa’s football stadium provides an interesting point of compar-
ison. Nile Kinnick, who was white, was the school’s only Heis-
man Trophy winner, a member of Phi Beta Kappa honor society, 
a campus leader, and an All- American on the Hawkeyes famed 
1939 “Ironmen” team. Just a few years later he died in a training 
flight while serving as a naval pilot during World War II, and stu-
dents subsequently pushed university officials to rededicate the 
stadium in his name.

The only resistance came from Kinnick’s father, who felt it 
inappropriate to single out his son when so many other students 
had lost their lives during the war. The issue lay dormant for the 
next twenty- five years, but Gus Schrader, a longtime Cedar Rap-
ids (I A) Gazette sports editor, revived the initiative in the early 
1970s. The Hawkeyes were then in a slump and had failed to tally 
a winning season in the past decade. Schrader thought that a Kin-
nick crusade might reinvigorate the flagging team. University 
of Iowa president Willard Boyd agreed but thought Duke Slater, 
the former African American football great who went on to a dis-
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tinguished legal career, also deserved recognition. A lifelong sup-
porter of the university, Slater died in 1969, after which ensued a 
spate of memorial efforts. President Boyd hoped to contribute to 
the trend and presented the option of “Kinnick- Slater Stadium” 
to the campus planning committee.83

Schrader was outraged and suggested Boyd’s proposal was little 
more than racial conciliation. The president had “compromised to 
include a black man for fear of offending a segment of Iowa fans, 
administrators, and athletes,” the journalist fumed.84 Boyd stood 
firm in his convictions. Only when Iowa State representative Ivor 
Stanley suggested naming the stadium for Kinnick and another 
campus building for Slater did the process move forward. In 1972 
university administrators dedicated Kinnick Stadium and Slater 
Residence Hall, a dormitory near the stadium. The first cam-
pus building named after an African American, Slater Hall was 
something of a cruel irony; for during Slater’s time at Iowa, racial 

7. “Who Paid the Most?” Jack Trice Collection, Special Collections and University 
Archives, Iowa State University Library, Ames.
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segregation denied him the opportunity to live in on- campus dor-
mitories. Slater Hall suggests a brand of early twentieth- century 
racial tolerance that had been entirely fabricated in the 1970s, mak-
ing it decidedly different than the situation at Iowa State, where 
students pushed for Jack Trice Stadium as a form of reconcilia-
tion for past racial wrongs.

The Campaign for Jack Trice Stadium

Central to Iowa State students’ efforts was their insistence that 
Trice’s death had been brought about by racially motivated vio-
lence. Officials dismissed that possibility in 1923, but more than 
half a century later, interpreters of Trice’s legacy argued to the 
contrary. “Opinion was, and is, divided as to whether the Gophers 
were targeting the black player or simply playing power foot-
ball,” wrote one journalist. “Decades later, many automatically 
assume the former.”85 In the 1970s and 1980s editorials in the stu-
dent newspaper charged that Minnesota “trampled” Trice “after 
the play was obviously over.”86

Other newspapers published similar accusations. The Ames Daily 
Times, for instance, interviewed the former business manager for 
the Iowa State Athletic Department who recalled that Minnesota 
“ganged up” on Trice because he was black. “I was sure that was 
their purpose, to get him out of the game,” he told reporters.87 Des 
Moines Register columnist Donald Kaul intensified the charges on 
several occasions, writing that Trice had been “stomped to death” 
and had died on the “field of battle, so to speak, a martyr to the 
bigotry of his time.”88 Fellow Register reporter Chuck Offenburger 
opined that Trice was “a great black player of another era— an 
era when blacks were often beaten to death, as Trice essentially 
was, because of skin color.”89 More writers have since fanned the 
flames to claim that Trice was “deliberately injured” to become 
“an unnecessary victim of the racial hatred of that day.”90

The stadium campaign significantly racialized additional epi-
sodes in Trice’s life. Without question, Trice experienced much 
discrimination in his short life, though specific inequities are mat-
ters of contention. Some observers mistakenly recorded that Min-
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nesota “was his first and only game,” thereby heightening the 
drama of his death.91 Others erroneously claimed that Cyclone 
officials capitulated to the racist demands of the University of 
Nebraska and Washington University in St. Louis and withdrew 
Trice from those competitions.92 Southern institutions commonly 
made such requests to avoid interracial competitions; yet at the 
time of Trice’s death the Iowa State football team had competed 
in only two games— the first against Simpson College and the sec-
ond against Minnesota— and Trice had played in both.93

Among those who misremembered these episodes were two 
men affiliated with the 1923 Iowa State squad. Teammate Harry 
Schmidt recounted an incident when athletic officials withheld 
Trice from the Washington University game, explaining, “Mis-
souri, at that time, would not play against a Negro.”94 Coach Wil-
liam Thompson remembered that Trice was not allowed to travel 
to Nebraska. In the same interview, however, Thompson also con-
ceded that “nobody knew that this was going to amount to any-
thing, you know, and so we just hunt back for the impressions 
that we have.”95 His commentary speaks to the ways in which per-
sonal and collective memories can change over time.

Another discrepancy in the legend of Jack Trice concerns where 
and with whom he lodged the night before the 1923 Minnesota 
game. Several stories published in the 1970s and 1980s claimed that 
he stayed in the same Minneapolis hotel as his teammates, who 
successfully lobbied to allow Trice to eat with them in the other-
wise segregated dining room.96 Years later, Robert Fisher, Trice’s 
teammate, told a different story: “When we went to Minneapo-
lis, I noticed [Trice] wasn’t in our hotel. I asked somebody about 
it and they said that hotel did not allow blacks and that he was 
staying at the Curtis Hotel.”97

It is entirely possible an area hotel had turned away Trice. Just 
four years later, when Henry Graham, a black player on the Uni-
versity of Michigan’s tennis team, arrived in Minneapolis for a 
match against the University of Minnesota, “the captain of the 
team was told by the night clerk that Negroes could not stay in 
the hotel.”98 The captain chose not to “fight the color question,” 
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explaining, “I’m from Iowa and I don’t know too much about col-
ored people.”99 Despite antidiscrimination laws, several Minnesota 
hotels denied residence to African Americans in the first decades 
of the twentieth century.100

Although where Trice actually stayed that night is an impor-
tant detail, memories of his trip, regardless of their historical accu-
racy, illuminate political appropriations of the past. On the one 
hand, asserting that his teammates fought to gain Trice entrance 
to the restaurant casts ISU in a favorable light, furthering the posi-
tion that the school has a long history of racial activism. On the 
other hand, segregating Trice in a different hotel is merely one plot 
point in an extended narrative of racial discrimination. Although 
one cannot know for certain if he stayed alone or with the rest of 
the Cyclone team, his “last letter,” written on Curtis Hotel sta-
tionary, offers a clue.

Assigning racism to these elements— that Trice suffered fatal 
injuries, that he was withheld from competition, and that he was 
not allowed to stay in the same hotel with his team— whether 
correct or incorrect, all add up to a cohesive story of a life riddled 
with obstacles and injustice. Every attempt to describe historical 
events, notes Hayden White, relies on narratives that “display the 
coherence, integrity, fullness, and closure of an image of life that 
is and can only be imaginary.”101 It would be wrong to speculate 
that individuals strategically altered the details in the legend of 
Jack Trice to fit their own agendas. Rather, one should consider 
that history and memory both rely on comprehensive, consis-
tent narrativization in order for people to make sense of the past 
within their present circumstances. When it came to students in 
the 1970s, they specifically crafted a “narrative of victimization” to 
shore up their cause. Little had changed since the time of Trice’s 
death, they insisted. The opposition to naming the stadium in his 
honor stemmed from that same racism writ anew.102

Despite these types of charges, state and university officials 
continued to use Jack Trice as a symbol of historically consistent 
practices of racial equality, not only at ISU, but also in the state of 
Iowa. When asked his opinion on naming the stadium for Trice, 
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Iowa governor Robert Ray told reporters that the Trice story is 
“a good indication that Iowa a long time ago believed there are 
equal rights for people and that people ought to be able to play 
football regardless of their color.”103 Governor Ray’s statement 
obscures significant facets of Iowa’s athletic history. Most impor-
tant, perhaps, was that after 1927, when Holloway Smith played 
on the Cyclone football team, ISU did not have another black ath-
lete— in any sport— for more than two decades.

In 1928 Iowa State joined the Big 6 Conference. The other 
members— the University of Nebraska, University of Kansas, Uni-
versity of Missouri, University of Oklahoma, and Kansas State 
University— were larger state schools from southern or border 
states that insisted upon segregated sport.104 Conference officials 
denied they banned black athletes and deflected responsibility 
onto state mandates. As Walter Kraft, chairman of the Univer-
sity of Oklahoma’s Athletic Council, explained, the “states them-
selves enforce segregation laws. It is something that is out of the 
hands of the school officials.”105 Yet the stipulation that black ath-
letes could not play in states that upheld de jure segregation was 
actually buried in the conference bylaws, effectively perpetuating 
the Big 6’s color line into the 1950s (by then the Big 7).106 Gover-
nor Ray’s comment on the spirit of inclusiveness in Iowa football 
history is not necessarily deceitful, but it is selective.

Half a Loaf

Taking the final step needed for approval, President Parks accepted 
his committee’s recommendation and proposed the name Cyclone 
Stadium to the Iowa State Board of Regents. In a complicated res-
olution, though, the board voted to defer naming the stadium 
because ISU was not its official owner. Instead, the board main-
tained that the title belonged to the ISU Foundation. Only when 
the university repaid the foundation and took ownership of the 
stadium would it be appropriate to settle on a name. Professor 
Kunerth, then faculty adviser to the Iowa State Daily, felt that the 
delay “was ridiculous. In fact, you know, quite often you name a 
stadium in order to get money. . . . It didn’t make any sense at all. 
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Here they’ve got this legend laid out in front of them and it was 
perfectly fine and logical and they just hemmed and hawed and 
stalled.”107 Tom Emmerson agreed: “In all probability that was just 
another ploy. They could have named it, in my opinion, anytime 
they wanted to.”108 At least one student thought that, in stalling, 
administrators hoped “students will forget.”109

But students did not forget, and the crusade for Jack Trice Sta-
dium remained strong into the next decade. For the 1980 Iowa 
State– Oklahoma football game, the Jack Trice Memorial Founda-
tion rented a plane trailing a banner that read “Welcome to Jack 
Trice Stadium” to fly over the stadium.110 Later that year the GSB 
bought advertising time on local radio stations and urged listeners 
to write letters of support for the cause.111 In 1981 students returned 
from summer break to find that proponents had procured a bill-
board, located on the city’s busiest thoroughfare, announcing, 
“Welcome to Ames. Home of Jack Trice Memorial Stadium.”112

Before the 1983 Iowa State– University of Kansas game, commit-
tee members collected more than a thousand signatures in support 
of naming the stadium for Trice. They also distributed armbands 
that approximately three hundred to four hundred students and 
alumni wore in a demonstration of solidarity.113 The date of the 
ISU- Kansas game was particularly important to the stadium cause 
as it marked the sixtieth anniversary of Trice’s death. Yet the ISU 
Athletic Department declined requests to dedicate the game to 
Trice or to recognize him with a five- minute halftime ceremony. 
Athletic Director Max Urick explained the he did not “think it 
is appropriate for the athletic department to get involved in the 
stadium- naming process.”114 As a compromise students asked that 
Trice’s name be announced at halftime; the Athletic Department 
denied this appeal as well. As concession administrators demon-
strated that they had “some understanding of what Trice meant 
to the University” by observing a moment of silence in the third 
quarter.115

Finally in 1984 ISU secured ownership of the stadium and struck 
a compromise: Jack Trice Field at Cyclone Stadium. At the dedi-
cation ceremony Register columnist Donald Kaul lamented, “You 
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can’t always win the good fight.” But, he added, Cyclone Stadium– 
Jack Trice Field was not a total loss; it would go down in the record 
books as a “tie.”116 The decision received national media attention, 
and in an article for Newsweek, renowned sociologist and racial 
activist Harry Edwards commented, “Jack Trice gets half a loaf. 
I’m surprised.”117

To assuage students’ disappointment and “as an opportunity 
to say we recognize and honor this man that died because of rac-
ism,” the GSB erected a statue of Trice.118 Student fees funded the 
project entirely, and it demonstrated, as one journalist assessed, 
that students had “more institutional memory” than their admin-
istrators did.119 They commissioned artist Chris Bennett, who 
took careful pains to emphasize Trice’s role as a student first and 
athlete second (fig. 8). Cast in bronze and reading his final let-
ter, Trice stands dressed in “collegiate wear” rather than his foot-
ball uniform. On the bench where he rests his right foot are two 
books that “emphasize the importance of academics above all 
else,” as described in Iowa State’s “Art on Campus Information.” 
The cover of the closed book is titled Animal Husbandry, Iowa State 
College by C. Sohn, referencing Trice’s intended program of study 
and the professor who initiated the stadium drive; the other book 
lies “open as if he has been interrupted from his studies.” A pair of 
cleats sit on the nearby ground as a reminder of his final game.120

Unveiled in 1988 on ISU’s central campus, the statue weighs 
more than a thousand pounds and stands 6 feet 6 inches tall, 
literally “making Jack Trice larger than life.”121 More than five 
hundred people gathered for the dedication ceremony, including 
Rev. Chester Trice Jr., a cousin and boyhood admirer of Jack’s, 
who marveled at the “tremendous 15- year relay race” that brought 
about the event. “The baton has passed from student to student,” 
he told those assembled, “from class to class, and without drop-
ping it once.”122 Doug Jeske, a student involved with the project, 
remarked that “this reminds us that we can never become com-
placent when it comes to racism.”123 Jet magazine applauded the 
statue with a cover story titled “White University Rights 65- Year 
Wrong Done to Black Athlete.”124



8. Jack Trice statue. Jack Trice Collection, Special Collections and University 
Archives, Iowa State University Library, Ames.
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Jet, like those involved in the commemorative efforts of the 1970s 
and 1980s, framed the legend of Jack Trice in black and white. This 
approach was a significant departure from the 1923 version, which 
concluded that “the defeat of Jack Trice was a triumph. For death 
always loses when a hero dies.”125 Fifty years later Iowa State Uni-
versity students re- emplotted the story from romance to racial-
ized tragedy and, in the process, found little to celebrate. Trice was 
not a hero but a victim; his death was not a triumph but a shame-
ful event evinced by a racist society, and administrative opposi-
tion to commemorate him with a prominent site on campus only 
appended the narrative of victimization. In the end the Cyclone 
Stadium– Jack Trice Field resolution brought what students felt 
was a “disappointing” conclusion but a conclusion nonetheless.126



Jack Trice Stadium and Carrie Chapman Catt Hall, 1995– 97

Observers believed that the 1984 Cyclone Stadium– Jack Trice Field 
compromise was the “closing chapter in the Jack Trice story.”1 They 
were wrong. In 1997 Iowa State officials dedicated Jack Trice Sta-
dium, making it the only NCA A Division 1 football facility then 
named for an African American athlete. The occasion, remarked 
journalist Bob Dolgan, showed that Trice “still lives in memory 
at Iowa State University.”2

Historian Patrick Geary argues that all memory is political 
because it is “memory for something.” Yet the stadium decision 
that remembers Trice was especially politicized. It happened dur-
ing a time when the university came under intense racial scru-
tiny, typified by the 1995 dedication of Carrie Chapman Catt Hall. 
Catt was an ISU alumna and an important figure in feminist his-
tory. But over the course of her campaign for women’s rights, she 
expressed a number of racist, classist, and xenophobic remarks 
that many members of the ISU community felt tainted her leg-
acy and reflected poorly on the institution. At the very least, they 
reasoned, Catt’s comments should have ruled out the possibility 
of a Catt Hall.

As a form of memory, then, the names that institutions affix to 
their various structures and spaces always carry political import. 
“Place names,” maintain historians Katherine Hodgkin and Susan-
nah Radstone, “are one way of insisting on the reality of a partic-
ular version of the past, and also (therefore) of the present.”3 By 
memorializing Trice, Iowa State University asserted its identity 
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as a racially inclusive institution at a moment that threatened to 
brand the school deficient when it came to minority students and 
affairs. This could not have happened without the racialization 
of Trice’s legacy that the students set in motion in the 1970s. Two 
decades later ISU administrators joined in the process and, in dedi-
cating Jack Trice Stadium, rewrote the school’s “official memory,” 
affirming its historic commitment to racial equality despite pro-
tests to the contrary.4

Political Football

During Iowa State’s 1996 Government of the Student Body elec-
tions, presidential candidate Adam Gold revived the Trice Sta-
dium cause as part of his campaign platform. He went on to win 
and, making good on his promise, pursued the Trice issue once 
in office. He presented his case to the GSB, where constituents 
unanimously approved changing the name of the stadium. Gold 
then arranged to have the Jack Trice statue moved from central 
campus to the entrance of the school’s football complex. His rea-
soning, he later disclosed, was “if we don’t get the name of the sta-
dium changed, we can at least get a memorial for [Trice], and we 
can feel like there’s a sense of accomplishment. . . . That turned 
out to be the first block that fell that got the whole thing done.”5

Student monies financed the statue in 1984. Twelve years later 
university administrators not only agreed to relocate and renovate 
the monument but also paid most of the associated costs. This was 
an encouraging sign to those who supported the Trice Stadium 
drive, especially after so much administrative foot- dragging in 
the 1970s and 1980s. Additional blocks began to fall with surpris-
ing swiftness and efficiency. The ISU Advisory Committee on the 
Naming of Buildings and Streets recommended “Jack Trice Sta-
dium” to Iowa State president Martin Jischke, who passed along 
the decision to the Iowa State Board of Regents. “Universities have 
precious few opportunities to recognize heroic qualities,” Jischke 
told reporters. “This is one of those opportunities.” 6

On February 19, 1997, the Board of Regents approved the name 
change by a 7– 2 vote, marking the final phase in the lengthy bat-
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tle for Jack Trice Stadium. Assistant Dean of Students Terri Hous-
ton called the move “an excellent recruitment tool for all students 
because the university has supported a student movement. This 
shows that the university listens to the students.”7 It was an aston-
ishing stab at revisionist history, for, as detailed in chapter 1, stu-
dent requests had fallen on deaf administrative ears for more 
than two decades.

So why did the process take so long? It had been seventy- four 
years since Trice’s death and twenty- four years since students initi-
ated their campaign. Perhaps a better question is, why, at this par-
ticular moment, did officials finally acquiesce? Sociologist Barry 
Schwartz maintains that although “the object of commemoration 
is usually found in the past, the issue which motivates its selection 
and shaping is always found among the concerns of the present.”8 
In the case of Jack Trice Stadium, it is important to recognize that 
the decision took place during what Adam Gold called “a very 
intense time at Iowa State in terms of race issues.”9

Epitomizing this intensity was the 1995 dedication of Catt Hall. 
Catt graduated from Iowa State in 1880 as the valedictorian and 
only woman in her class. She went on to become a leading activ-
ist in the fight for women’s rights, especially women’s suffrage. 
Among her many accomplishments, Catt served as the founder 
and president of the National American Woman Suffrage Associ-
ation, as a leader in an international alliance of suffrage groups, 
and as an originator (with Jane Addams and others) of the League 
of Women Voters and the Women’s Peace Party.10

With Catt, as they had with Trice, members of the ISU com-
munity sought to pluck a former student from obscurity and cel-
ebrate her contributions to the advancement of oppressed groups. 
Both undertakings consisted of passionate, grassroots efforts. The 
campaign to commemorate Catt began in 1983 at the behest of 
ISU archivist Laura Kline. Six years later Kline, working with the 
Ames chapter of the League of Women Voters, formally peti-
tioned ISU  to rename the Old Botany building after Catt.11 By 
1990 the request had passed through the proper channels, and in 
1992 the Iowa State Board of Regents approved Carrie Chapman 
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Catt Hall without much debate. Board members had little indi-
cation that the suffragist’s legacy would soon become a political 
football on campus.

Letting the Catt out of the Bag

On September 29, 1995, UHURU !, the newsletter of Iowa State’s Black 
Student Alliance, published “The Catt Is out of the Bag: Was She 
Racist?”12 The essay documented Catt’s use of racist, nativist, and 
classist rhetoric in her efforts to win rights for women. The subse-
quent September 29th Movement, so named for the article’s publi-
cation date, adopted what its associates described as the twin tasks 
of reversing the Catt Hall decision and promoting civil rights at 
ISU. Identified in the press as a group of “black students,” move-
ment members made it clear that theirs was not exclusively a black 
organization but rather inclusive of all students willing to work 
for social change.13 Together they sought to “eliminate racism, 
classism, xenophobia, sexism and homophobia on the campus of 
Iowa State University, recognizing that changing the name of Car-
rie Chapman Catt Hall must be the first step in that direction.”14

Affiliates of the September 29th Movement poured through 
Catt’s speeches and writings, finding instances in which she den-
igrated blacks and Mexicans, recommended barring uneducated 
immigrants from the ballot box, and blasted policies that gave 
the vote to “brutal, treacherous, murderous Indians” but not to 
white women.15 Perhaps the most damning citation came from 
Catt’s 1917 Woman Suffrage by Federal Constitutional Amendment, 
in which she argued, “White supremacy will be strengthened 
not weakened by woman’s suffrage.”16 Catt’s supporters insisted 
the students had taken the line “totally out of context.”17 Others 
maintained that the line was commonplace in early 1900s polit-
ical discourse. Still others adopted a moderate position, reason-
ing that “while Catt held terrible views, she also did some good, 
particularly for women,” and that “sometimes good people can 
do bad things.”18

Catt’s advocates also pointed out that the suffragist endorsed 
racial equality throughout her career. She spoke at African Amer-
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ican churches and clubs, defended slandered black soldiers during 
World War II, and supported establishing the League of Nations 
and the United Nations.19 The fact remains, however, that in spite 
of her good works, she did express several reprehensible senti-
ments. As her biographer Robert Fowler explains, “Though her 
views require careful treatment, no gloss can be given to her 
routine discussion of blacks in generic and highly unflattering 
terms.”20 Members of the September 29th Movement refused to 
accept the excuse that Catt’s racist language was politically expe-
dient. Remarked one student, “I would say if she were still alive, 
what did you do after 1920 to guarantee that women of color could 
vote? She didn’t do anything.”21

It is clear that objections to Catt Hall, which movement leader 
Milton McGriff referred to as “a burning cross” on campus, repre-
sented larger issues.22 “Catt Hall has always been about more than 
a politically racist woman’s name on a building,” McGriff railed. 
“It’s about a pattern of behavior at ISU that says people of color 
don’t count.”23 President Jischke’s adviser on ethnic diversity con-
curred, asserting that Catt’s “politically racist comments” made 
minority students “question their true acceptance on this cam-
pus.” Changing the building’s name, he continued, “would show 
that the university is committed to confronting its own racism.”24

Of the 24,000 undergraduate students who attended Iowa State 
in 1996, just 661 were black. These students, studies found, were 
less likely to graduate and more likely to drop out than their white 
counterparts were.25 Moreover, African Americans reported that 
their lives at ISU were “rife with instances of racism,” the aggre-
gate of which were feelings of frustration, depression, alienation, 
and isolation. “Iowa State is racism,” asserted one undergraduate. 
“[I deal with] institutionalized racism definitely . . . that’s almost 
daily.”26 With alarming regularity, students of color reported both 
overt and subtle varieties of abuse. They also lacked authority fig-
ures to whom they could turn. African Americans made up fewer 
than 2 percent of the faculty and fewer than 1 percent of tenured 
professors at ISU.27 It was even worse at the administrative level. As 
one student articulated, “Blacks don’t want to stay in Iowa because 
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they don’t think that they can get a fair chance to succeed. . . . You 
aren’t going to see any Black on the Board of Regents.”28

These criticisms joined with a number of divisive incidents that 
preceded the Catt Hall controversy. Although Iowa State histo-
rian Charles M. Dobbs contends that the episodes were “unre-
lated,” they coalesced to support charges of the university’s failings 
when it came to racial equality.29 In 1992, for instance, an ISU stu-
dent posted Nazi propaganda on the door of his dormitory room. 
The school’s solution was to forbid all students from displaying 
anything outside their rooms, but it did little to address the root 
of the problem. Around the same time, a black graduate student 
noticed a cafeteria worker with a K K K (Ku Klux Klan) tattoo on 
one arm and a swastika branded on the other. In spite of vocal 
protests against the employee, administrators permitted him to 
keep his job. The following year a black student declared a jihad 
against a white history professor, charging that her views were 
racist and inaccurate.30 In 1994 the GSB president vetoed funding 
for a Mr. and Ms. Black ISU pageant. There were threats that the 
GSB’s minority senate seat would be abolished, concerns that the 
Black Cultural Center lacked adequate funding, and accusations 
that administrators ignored racial grievances. “If you’re constantly 
having to fight for rights you think you should have,” one African 
American student insisted, “then that’s not a nurturing environ-
ment.”31 In light of these and other issues, including the dedication 
of Catt Hall, Derrick Rollins, the school’s director of minority stu-
dent affairs, called the racial climate on campus a “sinking ship.”32 
President Jischke objected and countered that relocating the Jack 
Trice statue from center campus to the football stadium demon-
strated the school’s commitment to diversity.33

A Nation of Divisions

The divisiveness between black and white students at Iowa State 
was indicative of larger cultural patterns, and the controversies 
over Catt Hall and the dedication of Jack Trice Stadium happened 
amid a number of racially polarizing issues in the United States.34 
Thurgood Marshall, who provided legal counsel to the NA ACP in 
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such landmark cases as Brown v. Board of Education before becom-
ing the first African American Supreme Court justice (1967– 91), 
articulated this fracture as he accepted the National Constitution 
Center’s Medal of Liberty on July 4, 1992: “I wish I could say that 
this nation had traveled far along the road to social justice and 
that liberty and equality were just around the bend,” he told the 
crowd at Philadelphia’s Independence Hall. “But as I look around, 
I see not a nation of unity, but of division: Afro and White, indig-
enous and immigrant, rich and poor, educated and illiterate.”35

There had been, of course, significant progress since the era of 
Jim Crow racism. By the 1990s the demographics of the country 
(and certainly college sports) had shifted. People of color earned 
status in the areas of politics, education, and economics. The coun-
try saw the ascendancy of a sizable black middle class, and the 
number of interracial marriages and multiracial births continued 
to rise. President Bill Clinton took office in 1993 and assembled 
the most racially diverse cabinet in American history. In 1997 he 
kicked off his “One America in the 21st Century: The President’s 
Initiative on Race,” designed to create “a diverse, democratic com-
munity in which we respect, even celebrate our difference, while 
embracing the shared values that unite us.”36 Themes of reconcil-
iation, understanding, and “racial harmony” dominated the pres-
ident’s initiative.37

Still racial disparities remained in terms of income, education, 
health, and de facto segregation. Throughout the 1990s federal and 
state governments ramped up their penalties for racially moti-
vated crimes; yet the need for stricter punishments indicated the 
persistence of these offenses. Plaintiffs waged a number of high- 
profile legal battles involving voting rights, racial profiling, and dis-
crimination levied at major corporations such as Coca- Cola, Avis, 
Nationwide Insurance, Denny’s, Disney, and Texaco. Although sev-
eral of the court’s decisions favored people of color, the frequency 
with which these cases materialized indicated that the country 
had not progressed as many Americans believed.

Some glaring examples underscored a perception gap between 
white and black citizens on social, political, and legal issues. Fore-
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most among them was the 1991 incident in which white patrolmen 
with the Los Angeles Police Department beat black motorist Rod-
ney King. Caught on video, “the King tape clearly showed a help-
less man being brutally clubbed by police officers, a kind of naked 
aggression that conjured up images of Selma and Birmingham,” 
assesses film theorist Mike Mashon.38 The officers’ subsequent 
exoneration set off a series of civil disturbances in Los Angeles. 
It was one of the costliest urban protests in American history, 
resulting in fifty- five deaths, two thousand injuries, the damage 
or destruction of 1,100 buildings, and more than $1 billion in prop-
erty damage.39 Many citizens, and especially black citizens, saw 
the officers’ acquittal, determined by a jury without African Amer-
ican representation, as another indication of racial bias within the 
legal system. Critics pointed to some jarring statistics to substan-
tiate the claim: 6.8 percent of all black adult males were incarcer-
ated in 1994, compared to just 1 percent of adult white males; at a 
time when blacks made up about 13 percent of the total U.S. pop-
ulation, they were 42 percent of the 3,600 inmates on death row.40

Attorneys defending former football great O. J. Simpson built 
their case around allegations of racism in law enforcement and 
the justice system. In his 1995 criminal trial, a jury found Simpson, 
an African American, not guilty of murdering his ex- wife Nicole 
Brown Simpson and her friend Ron Goldman, both of whom were 
white. Public reactions appeared stratified along racial lines. A USA 
Today poll determined that 49 percent of white Americans dis-
agreed with the decision while only 10 percent of African Americans 
believed it unjust.41 “After three decades of ‘integration,’” wrote 
journalist David R. Carlin Jr., “we saw the depressing truth: we 
were still two nations.” 42 Whether the racial divide was as clear- cut 
as it seemed, the popular media tended to frame reactions to the 
Simpson case in a particular way. “Black Americans were reported 
to have responded to the verdict with unmitigated glee whereas 
white Americans were said to be at once incredulous, outraged, 
and demoralized,” contends communications scholar Lauren R. 
Tucker. Thus, “race and the tenuous nature of U.S. race relations 
became the lens through which all the other issues were viewed.” 43
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High- profile topics continued to draw attention to the black- 
white breach in 1990s America. There were debates about affirma-
tive action programs and welfare reform. Minister Louis Farrakhan, 
leader of the Nation of Islam, led the Million Man March on Wash-
ington DC in 1995 to raise black unity, pride, and empowerment 
while simultaneously espousing ideologies of racial divisiveness 
and anti- Semitism. Nationwide disputes raged over whether it 
was appropriate to teach Ebonics, or black vernacular English, 
in public schools.44 Commemorative issues related to the Civil 
War and icons associated with the Confederate States of Amer-
ica and “Southern pride” (especially the Confederate battle flag) 
provoked additional antagonism.45 “Perhaps above all,” assessed 
New York Times journalist Kevin Sack, “the disputes over symbols 
illustrate how difficult it is for many blacks and many whites to 
relate to one another.” 46

Then there was the controversial book The Bell Curve: Intelli-
gence and Class Structure in American Life, in which scholars Rich-
ard J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray attributed racial differences 
in intelligence scores to genetics.47 The proposition generated con-
siderable media attention, addressed on talk shows and in popular 
publications and even making the covers of Time, Newsweek, and 
National Review. It was no coincidence, assert critical race schol-
ars Hernán Vera, Joe R. Feagin, and Andrew Gordon, that “this 
ideological book appeared at a time when congressional actions 
were increasingly focused on restricting immigration, cutting 
back affirmative action programs, and eviscerating many welfare 
programs, an agenda made clear in the Republican Party’s ‘Con-
tract with America’ that emerged after the 1994 elections.” 48 In the 
same way it was also no coincidence that racial divisiveness char-
acterized the disputes over whether and how to honor Jack Trice 
and Carrie Chapman Catt at Iowa State University.

Change the Name of Catt Hall

Members of the September 29th Movement remained committed 
to their agenda, the centerpiece of which was changing the name 
of Catt Hall (the group apparently “tried to stay out of the Trice 
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stadium crusade”).49 They circulated petitions and fliers, held can-
dlelight vigils and marches, organized an impressive letter- writing 
campaign, and sold T- shirts emblazoned with “Change the name 
of Catt Hall.” They also adopted tactics with strong ties to the civil 
rights movement, often referencing Rosa Parks and Martin Luther 
King Jr. in their efforts. They adopted King’s four- step program for 
civil disobedience, outlined in his “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 
and used teach- in and sit- in techniques taken from 1960s student 
protests. One member of the movement waged a hunger strike, 
intending to continue until administrators met several requests, 
including reopening the naming process of Catt Hall. The strike 
ended after six days when the student was hospitalized.50

In November 1996 the September 29th Movement convened a 
“town meeting” on renaming Catt Hall. Staged in the lobby of 
Beardshear Hall, the school’s main administrative building, four 
individuals addressed a crowd that consisted of about two hun-
dred members of the ISU community. In planning the event, how-
ever, group members failed to follow university protocol, which 
required they secure permission for all public events held on school 
property. Administrators tried to break up the rally, arguing, “We 
have certain places on campus for students to do their First Amend-
ment thing.” Campus police apprehended several attendees.51 “It 
was a farce,” recalled William Kunerth, then a faculty adviser to 
the Iowa State Daily. “It was very selective in who they arrested. 
There were faculty people there and they didn’t arrest any fac-
ulty people. Who they arrested were the ringleaders”— namely, 
members of the September 29th Movement.52

The accused appeared in a closed meeting with the Office of Judi-
cial Affairs. Administrators handed out written reprimands to fif-
teen students, a sanction that carried no punishment but remained 
on their permanent records. The following spring another five 
students, all affiliates of the movement, received the same pun-
ishment. Administrators dealt an additional three movement mem-
bers the more serious verdict of conduct probation, which banned 
them from holding leadership positions in university organiza-
tions and from serving on university committees. A number of 
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the school’s faculty and staff objected and circulated a petition to 
“demonstrate [their] extreme discomfort at this harsh sanction 
against mature, heartfelt expression of ideas on this campus.”53 
At least 185 signatories denounced university officials for violat-
ing the students’ right to assemble and their freedom of expres-
sion. The students, through their attorneys, filed appeals with 
the All- University Judiciary Board, which later reduced the pen-
alties but only after a series of controversial closed- door meetings 
and a somewhat loose adherence to judicial processes. In the end 
the affair did little to inspire student confidence in the school’s 
administrative ranks.

Time for Closure

The September 29th Movement was not alone in its fight to change 
the name of Catt Hall. At least fifteen chapters of the NA ACP from 
across the United States championed the cause, and they helped 
change the opinions of several one- time Catt supporters. Nowhere 
was this more conspicuous than in the controversy involving the 
Plaza of Heroines. For a hundred dollars, donors could purchase 
a brick in the plaza (located at the south entrance of Catt Hall) to 
be engraved with an honoree’s name. It was a way to raise money 
for the building’s renovations, and the engraved bricks would 
serve “as a testament to the women whose lives inspired many 
others with their leadership and service,” as explained in the pla-
za’s informational brochure.54

After the movement publicized Catt’s contentious comments, 
several individuals requested the removal of their bricks.55 One 
woman, who received hers as a gift from her sons, fumed that the 
“product sold to my children was a fraudulent product.”56 Several 
women glued black cloths over their names in protest. “I don’t feel 
[the brick] is an honor any longer,” explained a graduate student 
who had purchased one for her mother. “It’s been disrespected by 
Catt’s comments and the reaction of the university.”57 On approxi-
mately “60 or 70” occasions, the school newspaper reported, “some-
one” (it was never revealed who) peeled off the cloths; each time 
either the women or members of the September 29th Movement 
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replaced them.58 The women asked the school to investigate and 
threatened to permanently deface the bricks, even though the 
act carried charges of criminal mischief. Officials removed those 
belonging to the complainants later that year.59

The Government of Student Body also got involved in the debate 
and voted to ask the Iowa State Board of Regents to change the 
name of Catt Hall. The GSB president, however, vetoed the request, 
calling the resolution “a sham, a crock and an embarrassment.” 60 It 
seemed as if President Jischke agreed, though he used less inflam-
matory rhetoric. Jischke explained that based on his examination 
of Catt’s legacy, he believed “her motives were honorable, she was 
not a racist and her accomplishments are worthy of recognition.” 61

By 1998 and nearly three years after the September 29th Move-
ment initiated its battle against Catt Hall, most Iowa State stu-
dents had grown apathetic to the cause. Only the sheer will and 
staying power of the original agitators kept the fight alive. They 
continued to ask for face- to- face meetings with President Jischke; 
he denied them. When they turned up at his office and refused to 
leave, campus security arrested them. The students’ persistence 
paid off, though. They finally had their summit with the presi-
dent and, eventually, presented their case to the Iowa State Board 
of Regents. Cause leader Milton McGriff told officials there that 
Catt Hall “‘represents an attitude that manifests itself in all areas 
of Iowa State,’ including the lack of an Asian- American studies 
program, a low graduation rate for African- American students 
and low overall minority enrollment.” The board recognized that 
the “climate of diversity” on campus should be a central concern, 
but it backed Jischke’s decision to let the name of building stand.62

Once again the GSB weighed in and, in a 26– 1 vote, passed a 
“Time for Closure” resolution. Representatives did not endorse a 
particular position; rather, they moved to bring an end to the ongo-
ing debate.63 In other words, the issue was dead. The September 
29th Movement apparently dissolved soon afterward. The final 
act came with the formation of the Committee for the Review 
of the Catt Controversy, whose members apparently represented 
“a cross section of the university community.” 64 School officials 
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charged the committee with recommending whether the univer-
sity should take any action to resolve the affair. The group could 
not reach a consensus, but their ambivalent report nevertheless 
lowered the curtain on the Catt Hall drama.65 To this date Catt 
Hall houses the administrative offices of the College of Liberal 
Arts and Sciences, of which the Department of African Ameri-
can Studies is a part.66

Jack Trice in the New Millennium

In all the uproar over Catt Hall, it may have been easy to lose 
track of the Jack Trice Stadium issue, but administrative tactics 
fixed it in the foreground. Students had been working to honor 
Trice in this way since the early 1970s, yet they were only suc-
cessful during the time of protest against Catt Hall. It therefore 
seems as if naming the stadium for Jack Trice was a conciliatory 
gesture designed to placate those offended by the memorial for 
the venerated suffragist. Iowa State’s collective identity as a place 
of racial acceptance was sustained by a type of commemorative 
balancing act: the decision to designate Catt Hall tipped the scales 
dangerously close to supporting claims that the school was defi-
cient when it came to issues of race, but administrators restored 
equilibrium by honoring Jack Trice, the first African American 
student- athlete at the institution. Each memorial counterbalances 
the other when it comes to the history of race relations at Iowa 
State University. Like the 1984 Cyclone Stadium– Jack Trice Field 
decision, the school seemed satisfied to register another “tie” in 
its record books.67

At the 1997 stadium dedication ceremony, President Jischke 
maintained that Trice’s “story is an important part of Iowa State’s 
history and deserves prominent recognition.” 68 Trice spent a lit-
tle more than one year at the university and competed in only 
two varsity football games, Jischke explained; so the stadium cel-
ebrates the fallen athlete not for what he did but for his “immea-
surable” contributions to ISU’s “history and to its character.” In 
the seventy- four years since his death, Trice had come to “sym-
bolize many ideals that are important to Iowa State University— 
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the ideals of devotion to team, giving one’s all, and the land- grant 
ideals of inclusiveness, access, and making the most of an oppor-
tunity.” 69 Repeatedly referencing Iowa State’s “history,” Jischke 
scripted a narrative of continuity between Trice’s character and 
that of the university to establish an official memory, one con-
cretized in the stadium’s name.

The commemorative cheer failed to convince all members of 
the Iowa State collective. Writing for the Iowa State Daily, one stu-
dent expressed her cynicism: “‘Jack Trice Stadium’ gives everyone 
a warm fuzzy [feeling]. Minority students get to immortalize a 
hero, the administration gets to toss a bone to its critics, and the 
GSB gets to appear as though it has actually done something under 
Adam Gold’s leadership.”70 Another student called the rededica-
tion a “ploy to make the university look good. . . . I think this 
should have happened 22 years ago. If [Trice] had not been African 
American, it would have happened shortly after he died.”71 Ironi-
cally one could argue that if Trice had not been African American, 
renaming the stadium for him might never have happened at all.

Administrators objected to speculation that the renaming was 
a strategic maneuver as opposed to their acquiescence to student 
requests or an abiding desire to honor Trice. “The name change 
recommendation was based on its own merits,” protested univer-
sity spokesman John Anderson. “It’s an idea that’s been around a 
long time.”72 Indeed, the idea had been around for some time— 
nearly a quarter of a century— but it was only in the face of alle-
gations of racism and insensitivity that those efforts finally came 
to fruition.

Memories of Jack Trice keep emerging in new and unexpected 
ways. In 2009 Iowa State commissioned sculptor Ed Dwight to cre-
ate a multi- panel installation on the outer wall of the Jack Trice 
Club (a premium seating area) on the east concourse of Jack Trice 
Stadium (fig. 9). A four- panel layout represents “key moments in 
the Trice saga,” beginning with his journey from Cleveland’s East 
Technical High School to Iowa State University (fig. 10). The sec-
ond plate includes a 1923 team photograph and a copy of Trice’s 
last letter (fig. 11). The third duplicates the photograph from his 
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memorial service on campus and the subsequent commemora-
tive plaque (fig. 12). The fourth and final panel depicts “Student 
Action,” paying tribute to those who toiled so long to have the sta-
dium named for Jack Trice (fig. 13). At the center of it all is a bas- 
relief of Trice in his football uniform. The title above the panels 
reads I Will, referencing Trice’s famous letter; below is the subti-
tle Jack Trice Legacy. Read from left to right, the display is meant 
to convey what Dwight calls a “transcendence story.”73 It offers 
both edification and inspiration, etching the Trice legend’s most 
poignant moments onto the structure that now bears his name.

Four years after officials unveiled Dwight’s work, a number of 
individuals set out to determine what number Jack Trice wore for 
Iowa State (he played at a time when jersey numbers were nei-
ther prominent nor important). What inspired their investiga-
tion is unclear, but they concluded that Trice had been assigned 
number 37.74 Professor Tom Emmerson, who since 1957 played 
an important role in remembering Trice, approached Iowa State 
athletic director Jamie Pollard about retiring number 37 from 
use. Pollard dismissed the proposal, admonishing that “we have 
honored Jack Trice by naming the entire football stadium after 
him . . . have dedicated two statues of Jack Trice in and around 
the stadium and have named the premium seating area on the 

9. Jack Trice memorial, I Will: Jack Trice Legacy. Photograph by Paul D. Hefty.



10. Jack Trice memorial, panel 1. Photograph by Paul D. Hefty.

11. Jack Trice memorial, panel 2. Photograph by Paul D. Hefty.



13. Jack Trice memorial, panel 4. Photograph by Paul D. Hefty.

12. Jack Trice memorial, panel 3. Photograph by Paul D. Hefty.
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west side of the stadium after him. In addition, the entire pre-
mium seating area is branded after his legacy including retelling 
his life story on a mural outside the club area where all fans can 
see it during games.”75

It is true that Trice’s legacy features prominently on the Iowa 
State campus, but Pollard’s enough- is- enough response is curious, 
particularly because less than a month later, Iowa State football 
initiated a new marketing campaign dedicated to “preserving our 
history, honoring our past.” This effort included an announce-
ment that the team would wear throwback jerseys for its 2013 game 
against its intrastate rival, the University of Iowa. It was not just 
that the uniforms were reminiscent of what the Cyclones wore 
some ninety years earlier. Instead, coaches and players understood 
that the ensemble recalled the “Jack Trice Era,” was a “tribute to 
Jack Trice,” a chance to “give back to Jack Trice who meant a lot 
to this program.”76 The general sentiment was that the jerseys 
honored Trice specifically rather than the program’s past in gen-
eral. Athletic officials also revamped a stadium tunnel to feature 
a graphic of Trice, along with lines from his “last letter.”

Head football coach Paul Rhoads approved of the initiatives, 
remarking that the “legend of Jack Trice is a critical piece of Iowa 
State football history. . . . His profound impact on our program 
resonates with our players today. This is a fitting tribute.”77 Iowa 
State’s Marketing Department then produced a local commer-
cial that featured an actor in the role of Trice. Although “never 
mentioned,” reported the Des Moines Register, the fabled athlete’s 
“name was . . . creatively implied. The article continued, “The 
quick- hitting, 30- second commercial begins with a football player 
walking down a darkened path toward the football field. The video 
board shows highlights of past games, watched by the player who 
now is standing at midfield. . . . The commercial ends with the 
player walking off the field, nodding his head in approval.” The 
spot, the Register explained, “is meant to spur fans into purchas-
ing tickets.”78 The legend of Jack Trice continues, incorporated, 
perhaps exploited, by these latest promotional campaigns.

Since his death in 1923, Trice has become a floating signifier, a 
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symbol of various political choreographies that have little to do 
with the actuality of his short life. At assorted moments in his-
tory, Trice has been a romantic figure, eulogized as a “victor on 
the fatal field”; a tragic victim of past racial violence and renewed 
racist disregard; a rallying point against administrative insensitiv-
ity to ISU student matters and, more specifically, to the concerns 
of students of color; a token used to diffuse the volatility evinced 
by the commemoration of Carrie Chapman Catt; a site at which 
to establish the school’s ostensibly long- standing commitment to 
diversity and to reassert that identity in the twenty- first century; 
and a commodity in a marketing strategy used to sell that iden-
tity to the public.79 Trice is no longer a casualty of bigotry, as he 
seemed in the 1970s, 1980s, and even into the 1990s. He has once 
again become, as he was in 1923, “football’s fallen hero” but in a 
way that honors Iowa State more than the man himself.80

Even so, the multiple expressions of Trice iconography do impor-
tant pedagogical work. Like other forms of public history, the sta-
dium’s name, artwork, and promotional materials secure Trice in 
public culture. They educate onlookers and inspire them to learn 
more. In his 2009 bestselling The Girls from Ames, for example, Jef-
frey Zaslow recounts the real- life story of adult women who, at 
a young age, forged the bonds of friendship in the midwestern 
town. For one of the women, Jack Trice Stadium represents “a vic-
tory of sorts that young people in Ames, boys and girls, are now 
taught the details of Trice’s life, and that on football Saturdays, 
tens of thousands of people pass that fifteen- foot- tall statue bear-
ing his likeness.”81 Sculptor Ed Dwight believes that upon viewing 
his I Will installation at the stadium, people will “walk away and 
go to the Internet and find out more about the guy on the basis 
of what they see here— kids, especially, and the black players.”82

In their critical investigation of college sport, C. Richard King 
and Charles Frueling Springwood likewise assert, “What sets 
apart the selection of Trice is that it underscores not simply the 
historical struggles endured by black athletes but foregrounds the 
asymmetrical, painful, and even tragic race relations structuring 
college athletics during the interwar period. In pairing glory with 
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tragedy, it demands that race not be forgotten. Consequently, Jack 
Trice Stadium does something extremely rare in college sports 
spectacles. It reminds fans, students, alumnus, and players of the 
centrality of race.”83

My appraisal is not quite as sanguine (though a more complete 
study on the subject would examine the ways audiences inter-
act with the commemorations of Trice). I remain hopeful, but I 
worry that rather than reminding the public about the “central-
ity of race,” Jack Trice Stadium will instead be made evidence of 
a post- racial society— that memorializing the long- ago death of 
a black athlete will encourage those who encounter his legacy to 
think of racism as something that happened in the past, as some-
thing from “back then” instead of an enduring social problem. 
Such a prominent form of public remembrance, paradoxically, 
may authorize forgetting. Celebrating his memory as a significant, 
conspicuous part of the school’s identity and imagined commu-
nity may congratulate both Iowa State University and American 
society for its racial progress, for having evolved to the point that 
Jack Trice is now a major figurehead in college athletics, while 
distancing abiding social issues from consideration and response.

I suppose that, after all, remembering Jack Trice is better than 
forgetting him. An academic memory study endeavors to explain 
why Iowa State remembered him at a particular moment in time. 
But is that important to the public? Or is it enough that the final 
decision anchors his name in its collective consciousness?

This brings up a host of other questions, not least of which is, 
how many deserving individuals remain buried beneath the rub-
ble of historical disregard? When it comes to college football, the 
University of Iowa’s Ozzie Simmons is just one among thousands, 
but it is not historical lethargy that keeps him and, especially, the 
injuries he sustained in 1934 relatively unknown. Rather, omitting 
his story from that of the traditional narrative of the Floyd of Rose-
dale trophy was an active, concerted effort to distance his inju-
ries from cultural memory. While the Jack Trice Stadium decision 
relied on the racialization of the legend of Jack Trice, the Floyd 
of Rosedale trophy effectively de- racialized its inciting incident.



  

From a field of competition that includes the Broomhead, the Tele-
phone, Gertie the Goose, and the Shot Glass, the Los Angles Times 
selected Floyd of Rosedale as the number 1 “favorite weird rivalry 
prize” in college football.1 Since 1936 the University of Iowa and 
the University of Minnesota have vied annually for the twenty- 
one- inch- long, fifteen- inch- high bronze sculpture of a hog (fig. 14). 
Those curious about the trophy’s beginnings typically find stories 
similar to the following from the official website of the Iowa Hawk-
eyes: “A bet in 1935 between Minnesota Governor Floyd B. Olson 
and Iowa Governor Clyde Herring gave birth to Floyd of Rosedale. 
Tensions between the two state universities had been running 
high and a wager was made in an effort to relieve the situation.”2

This much is true, but too often left out of Floyd’s origin story are 
the reasons why tensions ran so high between the two states and their 
flagship institutions. Only recently have fuller, more critical accounts 
recognized the significance of Iowa great Ozzie Simmons and the 
injuries he sustained in the 1934 Minnesota contest. These attempts 
to write Simmons back into the trophy’s narrative suggest that what 
seems to be merely a “weird rivalry prize,” set in place by the osten-
sible jocularity of two midwestern politicians, obscures a racialized 
incident in college football history. Rather than facilitating memories 
of Simmons, Floyd of Rosedale was designed to make people forget.3

Football scholar Michael Oriard writes that Ozzie Simmons “was 
the quintessential black football player of the 1930s: immensely tal-
ented and hugely celebrated initially in both the mainstream and 
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the black press, but confronted by constant racial obstacles that ulti-
mately blighted his once- glorious career.” 4 The 1930s was a contra-
dictory time for black athletes. Some pundits believed the decade 
was the “golden era of athletic achievement” for African Ameri-
cans.5 Black boxing champions, such as Henry Armstrong, John 
Henry Lewis, and the incomparable Joe Louis, proved their met-
tle against white opponents. Eddie Tolan, John Woodruff, Mack 
Robinson, and, of course, Jesse Owens became (if only temporar-
ily) American heroes on Olympic tracks.6 “In fact,” notes sport his-
torian David Wiggins, “few periods have witnessed such a large 
influx of well- known and talented black athletes.”7 The number 
of black athletes at predominantly white colleges and universities 
also increased during this time, and their presence heightened 
“sensitivities to racial wrongs,” according to Arthur Ashe.8 In the 
process, argues historian Patrick B. Miller, African Americans’ 
sporting exploits “subverted some dominant racial stereotypes” 
and “did indeed become part of a larger civil rights strategy.”9

14. Floyd of Rosedale trophy. University of Iowa Photographic Services, Iowa City.
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Yet despite the rising tide of notable black athletes, “the exclu-
sion of African Americans in American sports actually increased 
in the 1930s,” contends historian Charles H. Martin.10 This included 
more benchings, brought about, in part, by the growing impor-
tance of intersectional football contests. Between 1932 and 1937 
at least seven major teams, including Iowa and Minnesota, side-
lined their black players against schools from southern or border 
states.11 Upon hanging up their college cleats, the slighted ath-
letes found few opportunities to further their gridiron careers. In 
1933 the National Football League initiated its “gentlemen’s agree-
ment,” a tacit accord among owners not to sign black players that 
remained in place for the next thirteen years.

While a number of black athletes found short- lived glory on 
college fields, their academic and social lives often suffered. 
Approximately 1,500 black students attended predominately 
white institutions in the 1920s and 1930s; most of them were 
“essentially pariahs” on campus, maintains historian Raymond 
Wolters.12 “Those were bad years,” Ozzie Simmons reminisced 
about his time in intercollegiate sport. “We all recognize those 
were not good years for us. We didn’t have more than six or 
seven blacks playing major college football.”13 In fact, in 1936, 
Simmons’s senior year, journalists identified eleven black players 
on “otherwise white teams”: Ozzie and Don Simmons, Homer 
Harris, Wilbur “Windy” Wallace, and Richard Dobson at the 
University of Iowa; Dwight Reed and Horace Bell at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota; Bernard Jefferson and Clarence Hinton at 
Northwestern University; London “Brutus” Gant at the Univer-
sity of Cincinnati; and Frank “Doc” Kelker at Western Reserve 
University in Cleveland. University of Wisconsin coach Harry 
Stuldreher, failing to field an African American gridder, none-
theless complimented “the race for its activity of late in the 1936 
Olympics.”14

Following Jesse Owens’s four gold medals in the 1936 Games, 
along with a slew of outstanding performances from other track-
sters of color, the German newspaper Der Angriff (“The Attack,” 
the organ of the Nazi Party founded by Minister of Propaganda 
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Joseph Goebbels), chided, “If the American team had not had 
their black auxiliary tribes, the result would have been sad.”15 
Americans bristled at the term “auxiliary,” which suggested 
they had appropriated talent from outside the citizenry to win 
athletic battles. But as the magazine The Crisis (published by the 
NA ACP) gauged, there was “something a little pathetic and yet 
quite logical in the cry.” When Uncle Sam “gets in a pinch, he 
reaches down and uses his colored citizens- in- name- only. . . . 
In the hour of crisis they become American citizens, ‘our fight-
ers,’ ‘our athletes.’”16 There was an unfortunate ring of truth to 
the “auxiliary” charge, for even as African Americans helped 
advance the country, including its sports, they were denied 
access to many of the rights and privileges associated with being 
an American.

Outside of sport African Americans living in the 1930s found 
themselves especially disadvantaged by the economic Great Depres-
sion. The fiscal crisis also exacerbated tensions between racial 
groups, with an upsurge in white- on- black violence. Historian 
Walter T. Howard notes, for example, that in the 1930s, lynchings 
were “a routine, everyday sort of villainy that were . . . almost 
always inflicted on Black, rather than White, people.”17 In 1935 
alone The Crisis chronicled around twenty such atrocities. At the 
same time a proposed federal antilynching bill evoked nationwide 
debate, drawing in nearly every American political figure.18 With 
the benefit of hindsight, it is difficult to view racialized gridiron 
violence as distinct from the larger patterns of contemporary vio-
lence against African Americans.

Even so, wrote Ashe, “in the midst of the Depression, the ath-
letic exploits of blacks were touted as a viable way out of a dreary 
future.”19 At least it was apparent in the black press, where Ozzie 
Simmons’s star shone especially bright. He became a point of pride 
for African Americans, many of whom made pilgrimages to Iowa 
City to see the “Wizard of Oz” work his magic.20 Yet the constant 
racial obstacles Simmons faced throughout his career took their 
toll on this exceptional athlete and contributed, at least in part, 
to creating the Floyd of Rosedale trophy.
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The Wizard of Oz Comes to Iowa

Born in Gainesville, Texas, in 1915, Ozzie Simmons moved with his 
family to Fort Worth, about sixty- five miles to the south. There 
he and his older brother Don attended Terrell High School, where 
they both excelled athletically. Ozzie Simmons won eleven var-
sity letters in football, basketball, baseball, and track and field. A 
state champion in the 110- yard dash, he was also a three- time all- 
state halfback and a member of the segregated Texas state cham-
pionship football team his senior year.21

The brothers entertained relatively few options upon graduat-
ing high school. Institutional segregation denied them the oppor-
tunity to attend white colleges and universities in the South, and 
northern PWCUs did not typically recruit black athletes, especially 
from so far away. Had Ozzie Simmons stayed in Texas, speculated 
the Pittsburgh Courier in 1936, “he might still have been a mechanic’s 
flunkie in a pair of greasy overalls. He would have been thrown 
for heavy losses before he got started down the glamorous high-
way which leads toward greatness in football’s glittering hall of 
fame” (fig. 15).22 Instead, the Simmons brothers, virtually unknown 
outside their home state, made their way north.

How the two decided on the University of Iowa, like many of 
the details about Ozzie Simmons’s life, is a matter of conjecture. 
As the Chicago Defender’s Al Monroe described in 1934, “I have 
before me no less than ten papers dealing with Simmons’ esca-
pades in the Big Ten and no fewer than eight attempt to explain 
how the famous ball- player man came to be on Iowa’s team.”23 
Most accounts agreed that the men traveled north by freight train. 
Although a fairly common mode of transport, particularly at the 
height of the Depression, this detail adds a folkloric dimension 
to their arrival story.

A mysterious white stranger offers another point of intrigue. 
Some storytellers claimed an unidentified man saw the Sim-
monses play football in Texas and suggested they go to the Uni-
versity of Iowa; others maintained this man contacted an Iowa 
alumnus, who, in turn, wrote to the brothers and urged them 
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to attend his alma mater.24 An alternative version held that a 
white man may have enticed the two to head for the Hawkeye 
State with railroad tickets and a “box of food large enough to 
keep Oze and brother Don from worrying about wolves until 
the practice season was well under way.”25 These stories, regard-
less their origin or veracity, invoke an impression of paternalism, 

15. Ozzie Simmons in Hawkeyes uniform, University of Iowa Football, 1933– 36. Fred-
erick W. Kent Photographic Collection, University of Iowa Libraries, Iowa City.
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suggesting the brothers owed their athletic careers to an anon-
ymous white benefactor.

In a 1934 interview Ozzie Simmons did not mention any such 
individual when recounting his reasons for selecting Iowa. Instead, 
he told a reporter from the Daily Iowan, the University of Iowa’s 
student newspaper, that he had “heard that Ossie Solem was a 
swell coach and a great guy to work under.” Simmons contin-
ued that he and his brother boarded a boxcar in Fort Worth and 
arrived at the school five days later.26 More than fifty years after 
making that trip, he offered a slight variation: “The crux of the 
whole thing was we knew that Duke Slater had played there and 
Iowa had a history of being fair with blacks. That was enough. 
Most universities you could not get into. Today they won’t let you 
out of the state if you are a good ballplayer, but back then it was 
almost impossible to go to school.”27

Among these pioneering players were Archie Alexander, who 
joined the Hawkeyes in 1909, and Frederick Wayman “Duke” 
Slater, a three- time All– Big 10 Conference selection and a two- time 
All- American tackle who played for Iowa from 1918 to 1921. Slater 
would later be one of the few African Americans to play profes-
sional football before the league unofficially banned interracial 
competition. Over time he also served as an important mentor to 
Ozzie Simmons in a number of different capacities.28

After the Simmons brothers detrained in Iowa City, they sought 
out Iowa’s coach Solem. The Daily Iowan imagined a version of this 
initial meeting. “We’s de Simmon boys from Texas,” said Don in the 
scene. “Mah brother here is a halfback and he’s de best halfback in 
de land.” To which Ozzie added, “Yahsah, I’se kinda tricky.”29 News-
reel footage demonstrates that Simmons did not speak this way; 
the Daily Iowan erroneously reduced their dialogue to a demean-
ing “Sambo” dialect. This shameful and unfortunately widespread 
practice played out in the 1930s on popular radio programs such 
as Amos ’n Andy and the Jack Benny Show, in movies staring “Ste-
pin Fetchit” (played by Lincoln Theodore Perry), in Octavus Roy 
Cohen’s Saturday Evening Post stories about Florian Slappey, and in 
the blackface performances of Al Jolson— all of which, according 
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to historian Joseph Boskin, were done “in the Sambo vein.”30 The 
racist tradition served an ideological mission in sport as well. “Cast-
ing black football players as Sambo,” argues Oriard, “reaffirmed the 
white superiority, as blacks were making slow inroads in the sport 
where American masculinity was most conspicuously on display.”31

The introduction of the Simmons brothers to Solem likely bore 
little resemblance to the Daily Iowan’s imaginings, but the coach 
apparently consented to let them try out for the team. Dick Bolin, 
a teammate who witnessed their debut, later recalled how Ozzie 
Simmons dazzled those in attendance: “His first day out for prac-
tice he was playing safety, handling punt returns. Every time he 
caught a punt he would run it in for a touchdown— he would just 
snake through everybody— he had three touchdowns that day. 
The last time he scored, he sort of knelt down in the end zone for 
a minute and then he fell over.”32 According to Bolin, Simmons’s 
teammates learned that he had nothing to eat during his trip from 
Texas, which caused him to faint during that first practice. Bolin 
remembers that from that point on, Simmons received regular 
meals: “I wasn’t sure who started feeding him then, it was kept a 
secret, but I would imagine that it was Smith’s café. I’d say Smith 
[a white, Iowa City business owner] started feeding him so that 
he wouldn’t have to go hungry anymore.”33

Simmons’s hunger contradicts the story that a white benefac-
tor supplied the brothers with food for their northern migration, 
but it is important to consider the ends that these competing nar-
ratives serve. The apocryphal recollections of Simmons’s journey 
and arrival to Iowa allude to his financial deficiencies and lack of 
resources. Moreover, they imply that he owed his prospects, per-
haps even his very survival, to the kindness and generosity of 
white strangers.

Ozzie Simmons’s talents continued to impress peers, coaches, 
and journalists throughout his freshman year. Eligible to join the 
varsity squad as a sophomore in 1934, both the black and “main-
stream” presses heralded his arrival. The Daily Iowan exhorted read-
ers to “strike up the band for here comes two boys from Texas,” 
and fans hoped that the brothers might reinvigorate the football 
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program, which had been in a slump for several years.34 A good 
deal of the Hawkeyes’ difficulties had to do with the team’s 1929 
suspension from the Big 10 Conference for numerous recruiting 
violations and illegal payments to players. The conference repre-
sentative from Minnesota, James Page, supported the decision, 
and his involvement may have contributed to the burgeoning 
animosity between the two schools.35 Iowa’s suspension lasted 
only one month, but the scandal devastated the team. Combined 
with the Depression, which hit the agricultural state hard, it was 
a tough time to be a Hawkeye. Solem took on a daunting task 
when he became coach in 1932, and the windfall of the Simmons 
brothers provided a boost he and the football program so desper-
ately needed.36

The black press particularly rejoiced in the impending career of 
the Simmonses, for black athletes, especially those who played for 
predominately white institutions, served as powerful symbols of 
muscular assimilation. Simultaneously the Chicago Defender crit-
icized college football’s practice of omitting deserving African 
Americans from its All- Star teams, wondering “what will [the 
Big 10 Conference] do about the two brothers, C.Z. and Fred Sim-
mons at Iowa, should either or both of them come through as pre-
dicted?”37 Though the Defender got their names wrong, it proved 
prescient on two accounts: Ozzie Simmons did “come through” 
to become one of the top players in college football, and despite 
his talents, he would be left off nearly every one of the sport’s top 
All- Star lists.

The Hawkeyes opened the 1934 season with a 34– 0 rout over the 
University of South Dakota. Although Ozzie Simmons played well, 
it was his second varsity contest that served as his true coming- out 
party. His performance that day was nothing short of brilliant in the 
Hawkeyes’ 20– 7 victory over the Northwestern University Wild-
cats. Simmons returned a kickoff for a touchdown, rushed for 166 
yards in twenty- four carries, and added 124 more yards on seven 
punt returns (fig. 16). When he left the game in the fourth quarter, 
opposing fans rose to their feet in a standing ovation. Northwest-
ern coach Dick Hanley commented that Ozzie Simmons had “the 



82 a tale of two governors

most nearly perfect change of pace I ever saw. I played against Fritz 
Pollard and he stood out as my all- time ball carrier— until Satur-
day.” Hanley continued, “Compared to Simmons, Fritz was just 
a real good halfback.”38 To another reporter the opposing coach 
remarked, “I have seen and played against a lot of great backs, but 
Simmons is ‘tops’— absolutely the best I have ever seen.” As he con-
cluded the interview, Hanley enthused, “And boy, wouldn’t I like 
to be there when Iowa and Minnesota come together!”39

The 1934 Iowa- Minnesota Contest

On October 26, 1934, the Iowa Hawkeyes met the Minnesota Golden 
Gophers in Iowa City for the anticipated showdown between two 
prominent Big 10 members. Minnesota was a formidable oppo-
nent. The Gophers, led by Coach Bernie Bierman, were in the mid-
dle of a three- year undefeated streak. In 1934 Minnesota would go 
on to win both the conference and the national championships. 
They repeated these triumphs in 1935 and 1936, leading many of 
Bierman’s contemporaries to believe that this particular Gopher 
squad was the best team in the history of college football.40

Iowa, in contrast, flagged after its first two contests of the sea-
son, losing miserably to Iowa State 20– 7 and then to Nebraska 31– 
6. Many wondered what happened to the Hawkeyes and its star 
running back, stirring up rumors that Simmons had either “gone 
yellow” or had grown a “big head” from all the praise.41 Whether 
these charges had any merit, they conformed to the era’s racial 
stereotypes. In his 1922 “Racial Traits in Athletics,” for instance, 
Elmer Mitchell wrote that black stars on white teams were quick 
to assume “an air of bravado” and that “the negro [sic] is ‘yellow,’ 
that he is good only to a certain point and fails in crisis.” 42 Team-
mates were said to be “ jealous” of Simmons’s success and the 
amount of attention he received. On the contrary, the Defender 
described Simmons as “very reticent, almost apologetic about 
his success and abashed by the blaze of publicity.” 43 The compet-
ing versions of Simmons’s personality— his humility in the black 
press and arrogance in the white— spoke to the racialized agen-
das of the publications and their readerships.
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As journalists assessed Simmons’s character, the Minnesota team 
took special care in preparing for him on the field. The Hawkeye 
standout was “a triple threat,” excelling offensively, defensively, 
and on special teams.44 Bierman devoted a special practice to strat-
egies designed to stop the “unusually elusive running back” and 

16. Ozzie Simmons running with football, University of Iowa Football, ca. 1935. 
Frederick W. Kent Photographic Collection, University of Iowa Libraries, Iowa City.
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changed the team’s kicking game in order to keep the ball out of 
Simmons’s hands.45

In Iowa City fans readied for the “gridiron Goliaths from the 
Northland.” 46 Covering the game for the Chicago Daily Tribune, jour-
nalist Edward Burns described their efforts: “Bells are resound-
ing throughout the charmin’ municipality and huge portraits of 
Coach Ossie Solem adorn store fronts.” 47 Expecting above- capacity 
attendance, the Athletic Department added temporary seating 
at the stadium. The day before the contest, more than 3,500 stu-
dents stormed Iowa’s practice field. Led by a fifty- piece band, they 
presented Coach Solem with a thirty- foot petition signed by two 
thousand people pledging their loyalty to the team.48

The fans’ support failed to lift their local squad. The Minnesota 
Gophers soundly beat the Iowa Hawkeyes 48– 12, during which 
the record crowd of more than fifty- two thousand spectators wit-
nessed little locomotion from the “Ebony Express.” Recapped 
one Chicago Tribune reporter, “Those who had come in the hope 
that Oze Simmons would give them a few thrills, such as he had 
against Northwestern three weeks ago, were disappointed, because 
the young Texas Negro was not in the game long.” 49 Although 
nearly seventy- five newspapers sent sportswriters to the contest, 
the journalists provided limited commentary and no consensus 
as to what happened. Was the injured Simmons knocked uncon-
scious two times or three? Did the devastating hits happen when 
he was on offense, on defense, or “during an exchange of punts”? 
Who was to blame, and did race play a role?50 The only point the 
commentariat seemed to agree upon was that at the end of the 
second quarter, Simmons left the field and did not return.

Three articles from regional papers illustrate the competing 
ways that writers interpreted what happened. The first was a some-
what surprising assessment from the Chicago Defender, the most 
influential weekly black newspaper of its day.51 Discussing “the 
Negro Press” in 1939, sociologist Frederick G. Detweiler wrote that 
“any news that touches racial issues is played up.”52 The Defender, 
like other black newspapers, regularly addressed racism in U.S. 
sport and society and often levied charges of discrimination. In 
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this instance, though, columnist David Kellum argued that the 
violence against Simmons was not racially motivated: “It just hap-
pens that he was the best man on Iowa’s team and it is the policy 
of the Gophers to get the best man.” Kellum reminded readers 
that a decade earlier, Harold “Red” Grange, the University of Illi-
nois’s white football idol, “was forced to leave the gridiron at Min-
nesota on stretchers during a game with the Gophers.”53 It was, 
in a sense, a compliment to Simmons that Minnesota would tar-
get him in this way.

A conflicting opinion appeared in the Cedar Rapids (I A) Gazette, 
a daily newspaper published approximately thirty miles north 
of Iowa City. The Gazette carried a regular sports column by a 
writer identified as “Earl.” Following the Iowa- Minnesota con-
test, Earl accused the Minnesota players of racism, stating, “It is 
only being candid to say that [Simmons’s] color would cause the 
players of opposing teams to bear down on him harder than on 
his white teammates. That the Gophers did this very thing was 
obvious.”54 Rather than Grange, Earl likened Simmons’s injuries 
to those of Jack Trice, locating the two men within the same vio-
lent, racialized tradition.

The Minneapolis Journal’s regular sports columnist, Jack Quin-
lan, offered a distinctly different account. In a fictitious interview 
Quinlan drew on the debasing “Sambo” stereotype to make Sim-
mons take the blame for his injuries.

“But,” confesses Oze, “whose fault was ’at but mine?” . . . Experts 
in Iowa yesterday went over the whole messy mistake with Mis-
ter Simmons and finally got it all straightened out to their satis-
faction. Oze, it seems now, tried to pass [Minnesota’s Sheldon] 
Beise on the right and this is contrary to the traffic laws of Iowa. 
“But,” declares Oze, “I went ‘honk honk’ twice and I thought 
that Misto Beise would stay right where he was at in the mid-
dle of the field. But he pulled over to my side and that’s whar my 
front bumper mixed up with something hard.”55

Here, Simmons becomes a buffoonish, simpleminded character 
who does not and cannot understand the rules that govern mod-
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ern society. Quinlan represents the athlete as one who confuses 
traffic laws for on- field behavior, putting him at fault for his inju-
ries because he does not know how to conduct himself on the field 
and, simultaneously, not at fault because he is incapable of under-
standing what he is supposed to do. Other players are not a haz-
ard to Simmons; he is a hazard to himself.

This type of bigotry seemed to be a regular part of Quinlan’s 
repertoire. In a front- page column, the editor of the St. Paul (M N) 
Recorder, a black weekly newspaper, condemned the columnist 
for his use of the term “darky” when referring to Joe Louis, not-
ing that it was “not the first time that Quinlan has taken oppor-
tunity through his column to show how small is his regard for 
Negroes.”56 Minnesotans, like Iowans, believed that their state’s 
history had long confirmed the ideals of racial equality. That the 
University of Minnesota boasted prominent black football play-
ers, such as two- time All- America second- team selection Robert 
Marshall (1905 and 1906), offered verification.57 Still the legacies 
of both states are also riddled with policies and incidents of racial 
discrimination, and the publication of racist propaganda in the 
Minneapolis Journal, just as in the Daily Iowan, perpetuated dam-
aging stereotypes.

After the initial reports there was little follow- up on the nature 
of Simmons’s injuries, which were apparently severe enough to 
prevent him from starting in the next game against Indiana Uni-
versity. His “stiff neck and bruises,” one journalist speculated, 
may have been the cause.58 Coach Solem later explained that in 
the Minnesota game, Simmons received “a blow over the kid-
neys and another in the neck” that compounded the trauma he 
had sustained in earlier contests. But there was almost no direct, 
sustained, or extensive commentary devoted to Simmons’s 1934 
injuries, making it all the more curious that those same injuries 
should incite such uproar the following year.

A Tale of Two Governors

Minnesota ended its 1934 season with an 8- 0 record and its first 
national championship. Iowa did not fare nearly so well, finishing 
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2- 5- 1 overall and in ninth place among the Big 10 teams. In spite 
of this record, fans looked forward to the 1935 matchup between 
the conference rivals. They included a significant number of Afri-
can American spectators, who traveled to Iowa City to witness 
the exploits of Simmons, as well as those of Dwight Reed, a black 
standout on the Gopher squad. As a result, the Defender observed, 
the “university town’s Race population of nine families was aug-
mented . . . to nearly 350 as football fans from many parts of the 
country motored here for the Hawkeye homecoming struggle 
with the University of Minnesota.”59

As before the press declared that Simmons was “the man Min-
nesota must watch.” 60 Even a beer advertisement in the Minneapo-
lis Tribune told readers, “The double war- cry in front of thousands 
of radios will be ‘hold that guy Simmons’ and ‘how about another 
glass of Gluek’s.’” 61 The odds of Minnesota beating the Iowa team 
in 1935 were fixed at three to one. Undaunted, Iowa governor Clyde 
Herring expressed his utmost confidence in the Hawkeyes, telling 
reporters, “The University of Iowa football team will defeat the 
University of Minnesota. Those Minnesotans will find 10 other 
top- notch players besides Ozzie Simmons against them this year. 
Moreover, if the officials stand for any rough tactics like Minnesota 
used last year, I’m sure the crowd won’t.” 62 It marked the first time 
an official publicly addressed Simmons’s injuries. When asked if 
he thought that Minnesota had unfairly converged on Simmons, 
Herring replied, “Yes I do. I saw the game myself and I saw that 
boy come off the field with tears streaming down his face. I think 
Minnesota players were pretty hard on him.” 63

Neither Herring’s prediction of an Iowa victory nor his attention 
to the violence against Simmons drew the most media attention; 
rather, it was his warning that Hawkeye fans would attack the 
Gophers should the team resort to any “rough tactics.” The pop-
ular press grabbed ahold of the comment, imagining what might 
happen. The Chicago Defender, for example, speculated: “Specta-
tors at the game, who are expected to number more than 52,000, 
may be treated to the sight of white people defending a member 
of the race with fists and clubs, it was said. Outsiders contend that 
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Simmons was ‘ganged’ in the Minnesota game last year, causing 
the flashy ball carrier to leave the game after the first period.” 64

Hostilities mounted quickly. Reacting to Governor Herring’s 
comment, Minnesota’s coach Bierman told the Minneapolis Tri-
bune, “I will instruct my boys to go out and play their usual game. 
If the spectators get tough with them, it will probably be the last 
game between Minnesota and Iowa as long as I am coach.” 65 The 
situation further escalated when Bierman refused to hold a pre-
game practice in Davenport, Iowa, opting instead for the border 
town of Rock Island, Illinois, where state and city police officers 
and a detachment of fire fighters guarded the team. The coach 
demanded further police protection during his team’s arrival in 
Iowa City.

At that point Minnesota’s governor Floyd B. Olson, a man with 
a history of diffusing potentially volatile situations, intervened.66 
In a telegram to Iowa’s governor Herring, Olson proposed a way 
to deflect attention from Simmons and the brewing conflict and, 
instead, focus it on the good- humored relationship between two 
politicians:

Dear Clyde, Minnesota folks excited over your statement about 
the Iowa crowd lynching the Minnesota football team. I have 
assured them that you are a law- abiding gentleman and are only 
trying to get our goat. The Minnesota team will tackle clean, 
but, oh! how hard, Clyde. If you seriously think Iowa has any 
chance to win, I will bet you a Minnesota prize hog against an 
Iowa prize hog that Minnesota wins today. The loser must deliver 
the hog in person to the winner. Accept my bet thru a reporter. 
You are getting odds because Minnesota raises better hogs than 
Iowa. My best personal regards and condolences. Floyd B. Olson 
Governor of Minnesota.67

Olson’s seemingly offhanded reference to “lynching” elicited no 
commentary, despite concerted and racialized attention directed 
toward the crime in the mid- 1930s.68 Governor Herring offered a 
concise retort through the press: “It’s a bet.” 69

As the final seconds of the 1935 Iowa- Minnesota contest ticked 
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away, it was clear that the wager had effectively quelled the sim-
mering antagonism. By all accounts the game was a hard- fought, 
fair competition that resulted in a 13– 6 Minnesota victory. More 
important the game concluded without incident. The Gophers 
treated Simmons neither gingerly nor with excessive roughness, 
and fans made no motions to riot. The Minneapolis Tribune related 
that “all of the furore that was created in advance of the game 
remarking what might happen in the event of the Iowa rooters 
thinking the Gophers were unnecessarily rough with Simmons, 
faded away in the misty air that hung over Iowa’s stadium Sat-
urday.”70 It seemed as though the anger over Simmons’s injuries 
faded as well. Political intervention not only calmed interstate 
anxieties, it also glossed over and de- racialized any controversy 
concerning Simmons’s place on the gridiron.

Governor Herring got on with the prosaic matter of settling 
the bet, assuring the Minneapolis Journal that as soon as he could 
“find an old razorback in the state of Iowa that’s about the same 
quality as your Minnesota hogs, [I] am going to bring it up and 
stand over your Governor and make him eat it.”71 Herring’s rec-
ompense was no run- of- the- mill swine. Named in honor of Gov-
ernor Floyd B. Olson and selected from the Rosedale farm outside 
Fort Dodge, Iowa, Floyd of Rosedale was something of porcine 
royalty, as the progeny of a four- time grand champion and the 
brother of Blue Boy, which had appeared in the 1933 movie State 
Fair with Will Rogers (fig. 17).

Governor Herring and Floyd of Rosedale traveled to Minneap-
olis to meet with Governor Olson, and subsequent play between 
the two politicians continued to distance Simmons from public 
consciousness (figs. 18 and 19). Newspapers recounted slapstick 
renditions of Governor Herring’s personal delivery of Floyd of 
Rosedale to the Minnesota State capitol. Upon release in Olson’s 
office, the hog promptly ran amok. “Governor Olson tackled him 
and caught him near the tail. Governor Herring, who herded pigs 
back in 1907, was more deft and grabbed an ear,” detailed the Min-
neapolis Journal.72 The New York Times included the incident in a 
column on “Laughter and Reform” and declared, “There is noth-
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ing in nature which demands that a tribune of the people shall 
abstain from laughter.”73

Herring and Olson did their best to make sure the laughter con-
tinued. In the official ceremony marking the transfer of Floyd of 
Rosedale’s ownership, Herring told Olson, “Down through the 
years you are going to notice a continued improvement in Min-
nesota hogs as the blood of Floyd of Rosedale spreads through 
your pig colony.” Governor Olson replied, “In consideration of 
Iowa’s extreme thoughtfulness, we will pledge you that Minne-
sota football teams will continue to teach Iowa football teams how 
to play a great game of football.”74 Their exchanges helped set the 
seal on a performance that pushed Simmons and his injuries into 
the recesses of cultural memory. Society focused its attention on 
Floyd of Rosedale, the comic prize in a wager between the two 
governors, and effectively forgot Ozzie Simmons in the process.

In a November 12, 1935, telegram to Herring, Olson proposed 

17. The Hampshire Swine Record Association certificate. Clyde Herring Papers, 
University of Iowa Libraries, Iowa City.
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that the wager become an annual tradition. Getting in another 
dig, the Minnesota politician teased that the “hog would die of old 
age before you got possession of him again.”75 Olson ensured the 
swine’s mortality by commissioning a local artist to craft a bronze 
likeness of Floyd of Rosedale, producing the statue for which the 
two football teams continue to vie each year.76 Governor Herring 
hoped that the tradition would “link the two states in friendship,” 
demonstrating, as historian Michael Kammen argues, that “there 
is a powerful tendency in the United States to depoliticize tradi-
tions for the sake of ‘reconciliation.’”77

Beyond the Cheers

Amid all the hog hoopla, the 1935 football season marched on. 
Minnesota continued its gridiron dominance, again compiling an 
undefeated record to earn its second consecutive national cham-
pionship. Iowa improved to 4- 2- 2. Many suspected the Hawkeyes 

18. Governor Clyde Herring of Iowa delivers Floyd of Rosedale to Governor Floyd 
B. Olson, 1935. Minnesota Historical Society, St. Paul.
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might have done better if Simmons had had more support. Since 
his inaugural varsity season, there had been murmurs that Sim-
mons’s “own teammates failed to block or to interfere or to pro-
duce the holes through which he might have sped,” as the Chicago 
Tribune professed.78 This practice had at least two consequences: 
it kept Simmons from gaining yardage, and it left him susceptible 
to opponents’ hits.79 After watching the 1935 Iowa- Northwestern 
game, the Chicago Defender’s Al Monroe dubbed Simmons the “lad 
who ran alone,” explaining that “something like twelve attempts 
to negotiate distance were made by Oze Simmons Saturday and 
only once was he aided on his runs.”80 Simmons, the Philadelphia 
Tribune concurred, was “unable to do his stuff because his team-
mates will not block. The school paper, the Daily Iowan, made 
mention of the defect when it published a picture of four Illinois 
men about to get Oze and over the picture said ‘where are the 
blockers?’”81

19. Governor Floyd B. Olson with Governor Clyde Herring of Iowa and the origi-
nal Floyd of Rosedale. Minnesota Historical Society, St. Paul.
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These types of accusations surfaced with enough regularity 
that Hawkeye captain Dick Crayne addressed them in a radio 
interview, declaring, “Nobody has been or will be laying down in 
blocking or tackling.”82 Coach Solem, too, took umbrage with the 
charge, asserting that there was “no truth to the reports” and that 
“he could not figure out how such a libel got started.” He did con-
cede, however, that there was “no use kidding any one— a Negro 
player, even when opponents play cleanly, always gets plenty of 
bumps and particularly when he is a star ball carrier.”83

Years later Solem expressed a different take on the team’s failure 
to block for Simmons. “He was one of the two or three greatest 
backs I’ve ever coached and the best halfback I have ever seen,” the 
coach began. “He had only one weakness. Sometimes he would 
think a little faster than his interference and get away from his 
blockers and get himself into trouble.”84 Solem managed to blame 
Simmons for running without interference while seeming to pay 
him a compliment, and once again, Simmons’s talent became an 
excuse for what might be construed as racist practices.

All the same Simmons amassed impressive statistics his junior 
year, achieving the best rushing statistics of his career with 592 
total yards in ninety- eight attempts for an average of 6 yards per 
carry.85 And though he might have clashed with his coach and 
teammates, he remained a fan favorite. In a statewide poll, Iowans 
voted Simmons the top amateur athlete of 1935, indicating that 
his “popularity with Iowa grid fans is tremendous.”86 The Urban 
League Community Center in Omaha, Nebraska, likewise hon-
ored him at its first Annual Athlete Award banquet.87

Simmons’s senior year proved his toughest to withstand. The 
Hawkeyes chalked up a second- rate record of 3- 4- 1, with all of 
their wins coming in nonconference competition. Despite the 
team’s weaknesses, many speculated that Simmons would finally 
get his due, even if his teammates failed him. Former Hawkeye 
and All- American Dick Crayne, who went on to a stint with the 
National Football League’s Brooklyn Dodgers, professed, “If the 
All America selectors give Ozzie Simmons credit for his brilliant 
past performances as they should, Oz should make a berth on the 
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first team!” He continued, “Ozzie is the greatest and most elusive 
backfield man in college football today. . . . He is the most decep-
tive ball- carrier I ever saw. And he’s also deadly on the defense. . . . 
When Oz gets any kind of support from a line, well, you just can’t 
stop him.”88 The black press also continued its admiration of the 
“Texas Tornado.” The Philadelphia Tribune, for example, effused 
that Simmons “runs as if he were lathered in grease and has the 
mechanical perfection of a Rolls Royce motor. A flip of the hip 
and he slides past tacklers like water through a sieve. . . . Block-
ing or no blocking, Oze is a terror on returning punts.”89

For the third and final time, Simmons took the field against the 
Golden Gophers. It was Minnesota’s homecoming, and the game 
program, titled “Hog- Tie the Hawkeyes,” affirmed the Floyd of 
Rosedale tradition (fig. 20). The cover depicts a Gopher player rid-
ing astride the porcine prize as he lassoes a hapless Hawkeye. It 
forecast the game’s outcome. Before a crowd of sixty- three thou-
sand people, the Gophers crushed the Hawkeyes 52– 0, and for the 
third and final time, the Iowa- Minnesota game brought trouble 
for Simmons.

Coach Solem evidently blamed Simmons for the team’s poor 
showing. According to the Chicago Tribune, the coach criticized 
the athlete after the team reviewed the game film. “Solem is said 
to have called attention to a defensive mistake Simmons made, 
permitting one of Minnesota’s touchdowns. Simmons evinced 
keen resentment at the criticism. ‘Okay, okay, I lost the game 52 
to 0,’ he replied. A further attempt to explain some of his short-
comings as revealed in the picture resulted in Solem telling him 
to ‘shut up,’ Simmons claims, and he was ordered from the dress-
ing room.”90 Simmons did not show up for training the next day. 
“I’m through with football,” he told reporters. “I am not going 
back. I have taken too much abuse this season because of Iowa’s 
failures.”91 Teammates pleaded with their star to return to prac-
tice. He assented, but when Solem drew him aside and demanded 
an apology, Simmons refused, and the coach banished him from 
the field.

The idea of finishing the season’s final two games without their 
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best player concerned university officials. Late that night Profes-
sor Clarence M. Updegraff, Iowa Athletic Board chairman, con-
vened a meeting between the embattled coach and athlete. The 
summit apparently worked, and Simmons rejoined the squad. He 
finished his Hawkeye career with a beautiful 72- yard touchdown 
run against Temple University, where he repeatedly “brought the 

20. Cover, Iowa vs. Minnesota, Gopher Goal Post Official Program, November 7, 
1936. University of Minnesota Archives, University of Minnesota– Twin Cities.
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crowd to its feet by his startling changes of pace as he carried the 
ball through the befuddled . . . defense.”92

What should one make of the discord between Simmons and 
Solem? The coach was under a great deal of pressure. He failed to 
produce a winning season during his tenure at Iowa, and alumni 
repeatedly called for his resignation. The high- profile blowup 
with Simmons did not help his standing. But their relationship 
had been rocky from the start, and Simmons’s widow, Eutopia 
Morsell- Simmons, attributed it to Solem’s racial biases.93 Simmons 
looked into transferring to Northwestern University at the end of 
his sophomore year, seemingly dissatisfied with the situation at 
Iowa. Over the course of the next two years, the recurring com-
mentary on the athlete’s discontent and the contentious relation-
ship with his coach indicates that something must have been amiss.

Commenting on the skirmish in 1936 the Philadelphia Tribune 
made clear that “Solem is not charged with being prejudiced against 
colored boys.”94 The New York Amsterdam News likewise related 
that “whatever the trouble at Iowa is, race has nothing to do with 
it. Critics believe it is purely a question of personality, and not of 
color.”95 The fact remains, however, that during his time at Iowa, 
Solem acquiesced to George Washington University’s request and 
benched two black Hawkeyes— Wilbur Wallace and Voris Dick-
erson. The Defender declared it “as rank an injustice as was ever 
dealt a college football player and a slur the Race fans will not 
soon forget.”96 It was a lamentably common practice, but some 
coaches, university administrators, and athletic programs still 
remonstrated. Solem was not among them, and he continued to 
bench African American players after leaving Iowa. In his subse-
quent position at Syracuse University, the coach withheld Wil-
meth Sidat- Singh from the 1937 game against the University of 
Maryland at the Terrapins’ request.

When Homer Harris, an African American lineman, edged out 
Simmons by just one vote as the Hawkeyes’ Most Valuable Player 
of 1936, journalists speculated “that Simmons’ tiff with Coach 
Ossie Solem and resentment against his obtaining the lion’s share 
of Hawkeye publicity robbed him of the award as most valuable 
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player in this, his senior year.”97 Whereas the selection of Harris 
may indicate that Simmons’s loss was not due to racial discrimina-
tion, it was nevertheless part of a larger pattern of slights against 
the great Texan. Just one year earlier Simmons seemed the “only 
logical choice” when it came time to select captains. Instead, the 
team voted to “abandon the election of a permanent captain” and 
in its place would “have a captain appointed for each game.”98 Afri-
can Americans almost never found themselves elected to such 
positions; yet the following year, the Hawkeyes promoted Harris 
to captain for the 1937 season, “thus spiking rumors,” according 
to the Amsterdam News, that Simmons “was denied the post . . . 
because he was a Negro.”99

Some observers chalked up the lack of recognition to Simmons’s 
personality. Stories circulated that all the attention he received 
after the 1934 Northwestern game had gone to his head, for he 
had been immediately “swamped . . . with back- slappers, auto-
graph seekers, newspaper men, and photographers.”100 Whether 
justified or not, he gained a reputation for having a difficult per-
sonality. While such behavior from a white star might have been 
tolerated, Simmons had been cast as an “uppity” black player— an 
unforgivable offense at the time.

Simmons also found himself snubbed by the men who put 
together the mythical lists of All- Americans.101 Fritz Pollard, a 
former All- American halfback from Brown University, felt that 
Simmons should have been a “sure- fire” choice for the prestigious 
honor, yet voters left him off the official All- America Team. In 
an article for the Amsterdam News, Pollard wrote, “What excuse 
the critics offer for not having placed Oze Simmons on the All- 
American team, the author does not know.”102 The Philadelphia Tri-
bune hazarded a guess: “Simmons is a brown boy. That means, just 
as it has in the selection of All- American teams each fall, he will 
be passed over by most white voters.”103 There were grounds for 
this indictment. Between 1924 and 1937, black football players did 
not rank on All- America first teams despite the era’s increase in 
outstanding black athletes participating in white college sports.104

The black press kept up with Simmons after he turned in his 



98 a tale of two governors

Hawkeye uniform. He and his brother Don made their 1936 debut 
with the American Giants, a semiprofessional football team in Chi-
cago, while Ozzie completed his studies at Iowa and organized a 
pro basketball team to help pay his remaining tuition. He wanted 
to sign with a major league football team, explaining, “I under-
stand Negroes may be barred . . . and that I may not get a contract, 
but I sure hope I do.”105 While there may have been “some talk 
that he might join either the Detroit Lions or the Chicago Cardi-
nals,” it was clear that NFL owners joined Major League Baseball 
in instituting a “gentlemen’s agreement” not to sign black play-
ers.106 With the country at the depths of the Depression, NFL atten-
dance slumped, and a number of teams folded. To employ black 
men to play the game, at a time when so many white men were 
out of work, would have grated the sensibilities of white fans.

The fact of the matter is that Simmons and his black contempo-
raries, including Jerome “Brud” Holland of Cornell, Northwestern’s 
Bernard Jefferson, Syracuse University’s Sidat- Singh, Minnesota’s 
Horace Bell, and Willis Ward from Michigan, represented some 
of the best gridiron talent of the mid- 1930s. For the NFL to disre-
gard these men was a clear indication of the league’s de facto seg-
regation. “If Simmons could not get a contract or even a tryout 
with an NFL team,” asks Duke Slater biographer Neil Rozendaal, 
“then what black player could?”107

Denied opportunity, acknowledgment, and respect, Simmons 
remains “largely forgotten today,” observes historian John M. Car-
roll.108 Following the 1936 season at Iowa, Simmons predicted his 
fate: “Football’s a racket. I play it because I love it. I know I’ll be 
forgotten in two or three years.”109 Floyd of Rosedale, widely con-
sidered “the famous wager of Iowa and Minnesota governors,” did 
little to prevent it from happening.110

Ozzie Simmons went on to stints with several semipro and 
minor league teams, including the St. Louis Gunners of the Mid-
west Football League. While playing with the Patterson Panthers 
in New Jersey (1937– 39), a member of the minor league Ameri-
can Association with NFL ties, he was reportedly the only “Race 
player on the team.”111
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The year 1938 brought an unprecedented opportunity for black 
footballers to test themselves against some of the best white profes-
sional players in the nation. The Chicago Bears, the NFL’s defend-
ing Western Division champions, agreed to an exhibition game 
against a team of African American “All- Stars.” Former collegiate 
standouts from historically black and predominantly white univer-
sities assembled what the black press proclaimed to be “the great-
est sepia team that ever stepped out on a football field.” With the 
matchup, many hoped “to draw some definite conclusions as to 
the comparative ability” of black and white footballers.112 After 
all, black journalists noted, African Americans had already proven 
themselves in several sports.

Joe Louis has won the world heavyweight championship, John 
Henry Lewis is the world light heavyweight champion, Henry 
Armstrong holds the word featherweight and the world wel-
terweight crowns. We hold any number of national junior and 
national senior A.A.U. [Amateur Athletic Union] track and field 
championships. We hold several Olympic titles and now the 
Tuskegee girls team is National Women’s A.A.U. champs. In 
baseball we can hold our own against any team providing we 
can pick a team of stars so now bring on the football and we’ll 
show the folks we “have something here.”113

Unfortunately the game turned out to be, as William G. Nunn 
of the Pittsburgh Courier described it, “the most disappointing sports 
spectacle of the decade . . . it was a tragedy which converted itself 
into comedy in the closing moments of the fray. . . . It was actually 
pitiful.”114 The black all- stars were ill prepared and poorly orga-
nized. The Bears, meanwhile, had already completed their gru-
eling preseason training and had several regular- season games 
under their belts. The solid trouncing at 51– 0 did little to support 
the call for integration. Instead, it served as confirmation to those 
who suspected that African Americans lacked the talent and dis-
cipline to play in the big leagues.115

Simmons eventually settled in Chicago, briefly joining in 1940 
the all- black Chicago Panthers that Duke Slater coached. Sim-
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mons served in the U.S. Navy during the Second World War and 
went on to a thirty- eight- year career as an educator in Chicago’s 
public school system. In 2001 at age eighty- seven he died of com-
plications from Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s diseases. His family 
buried him in his Hawkeye letterman’s jacket.

Sociologist Bridget Fowler characterizes obituaries as “a major 
form of collective memory within modernity.”116 In registering 
the death of Ozzie Simmons, a number of popular outlets, includ-
ing the Chicago Tribune, Jet, the Village Voice, and ESPN, listed his 
achievements alongside the insults he endured as a black athlete 
competing in discriminatory times. Several obituaries also men-
tioned Simmons’s connection to Floyd of Rosedale, including the 
following from the Associated Press: “While playing at Iowa, Sim-
mons’ presence as a black player started the tradition of award-
ing a prize to the winner of the Iowa- Minnesota matchup. State 
governors first offered the prize in 1935 to smooth tensions that 
developed because of Simmons’ presence on the team. The award 
started out as a living pig and is now a bronze trophy.”117 The eulo-
gies are not necessarily “counter- memories,” for Simmons’s 1934 
injuries and any assignment of blame are conspicuously absent.118 
They do, however, demonstrate a critical edge to the otherwise 
celebratory convention.

There were precursors to the posthumous associations between 
Simmons and the trophy. Among the first was a 1989 Iowa City 
Press- Citizen piece titled “The Man behind Floyd of Rosedale,” in 
which journalist Matt Trowbridge asserted that Floyd of Rosedale 
“is known throughout Iowa— and Ozzie Simmons is forgotten.”119 
Sixteen years later a Minnesota Public Radio story “The Origin 
of Floyd of Rosedale” recounted, “Few people know [the trophy] 
had its origins in a 1934 game with racial overtones.”120 The New 
York Times reached a broader audience in 2010 with “Trophy Tells 
a Tale of Rivalry and Race.”121 Yet the trophy only tells this par-
ticular tale if commentators give it voice. These efforts indicate 
that memories of Simmons, and especially his role in the creation 
of Floyd of Rosedale, are not part of a past confined to oblivion.

Despite all the obstacles Ozzie Simmons faced, his widow asserts 
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that he was “never once bitter.” Eutopia Morsell- Simmons felt cer-
tain that the Gophers brutalized her husband in the 1934 game 
because of the color of his skin, yet as of 2003, she had no knowl-
edge of the connection between those injuries and the Floyd of 
Rosedale trophy.122 She was not alone. In 1935 the governors’ wager 
did important cultural work that allowed the public to overlook 
Simmons’s injuries, as well as larger racial problems. Sixteen years 
later, though, Pulitzer Prize– winning photographs of the “Johnny 
Bright incident” made it impossible to look the other way.





  

Shortly after the Baltimore Colts selected Penn State running back 
Lenny Moore in the first round of the 1955 NFL draft, they nearly 
lost their top prospect. As Moore reminisced in his autobiography, 
“I almost never made it. The experience of a little- known black 
pioneer named Johnny Bright tempted me to shun the NFL alto-
gether and head for Canada.”1 Ultimately Moore did sign with the 
Colts and went on to a Hall of Fame career, though not without 
significant reservations.

Had Moore gone through with his northern migration to the 
Canadian Football League (CFL), he would have found himself 
shoulder to shoulder with Bright, who, in a move that confounded 
many Americans, had turned down an offer to play for the Phila-
delphia Eagles in 1952 and instead signed with the Calgary Stam-
peders. Two years later Bright joined the Edmonton Eskimos for an 
illustrious tenure that included three consecutive Grey Cup cham-
pionships, multiple record- setting performances, several All- Star 
selections, and the Schenley Award for the CFL’s Most Outstanding 
Player. By spurning the NFL, Bright, according to Moore, “made 
an impression on many prominent black athletes from all sports.”2

The injuries Bright sustained as a standout at Drake Univer-
sity further impressed upon the era’s black athletes. Those same 
injuries also swayed Bright’s decision to decline the Eagles’ offer. 
In 1951 Bright and his teammates played Oklahoma Agricultural 
and Mechanical College (A&M, now Oklahoma State University). 
During the game, Aggie tackle Wilbanks Smith knocked Bright 
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senseless on three different occasions, landing a blow that shat-
tered Bright’s jaw and cut short his illustrious collegiate career.

The episode differed from those involving Jack Trice and Ozzie 
Simmons in at least three significant ways: temporally, geograph-
ically, and evidentially. First, Bright played college football in the 
wake of World War II, a time of heighted attention to issues of 
racial inequality. Second, national publications disseminated pho-
tographs of the incident such that the violent episode resonated 
with those outside of Drake University’s imagined community. 
Third, the images, which went on to win the Pulitzer Prize for pho-
tography, offered proof that a white athlete deliberately injured a 
black athlete in a college football game. “Without those pictures,” 
one journalist profoundly observed, “there wouldn’t have been a 
‘Johnny Bright incident.’”3

Don Ultang, one of the two prize- winning photographers who 
captured the infamous moments of impact, later remarked that 
with the images the “reality of racial bias on the college playing 
field was forced into the American consciousness.” 4 However, a 
close reading of contemporary reactions to the photos suggest that 
racial bias was not the most immediate frame most people used to 
make sense of the “slugging of Johnny Bright.”5 Rather, racialized 
memory has evolved over time. It was only during the turn of the 
twentieth- first century that critics issued strong rebukes against 
what they understood to be a vicious act of racism.

Sport in a Changing Society

That Bright even had the opportunity to play in the National Foot-
ball League demonstrates some of the societal changes of the post– 
World War II era. Racial lines, which previously excluded Ozzie 
Simmons and countless others from the ranks of professional 
sport, became more porous. Professional football reintegrated in 
1946 after a thirteen- year drought, when the Cleveland Browns of 
the All- America Football Conference signed Bill Willis and Mar-
ion Motley and the NFL’s Los Angeles Rams signed Kenny Wash-
ington and Woody Strode.6 The following year Jackie Robinson 
made his Major League Baseball (MLB) debut with the Brooklyn 
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Dodgers. Other African Americans, including Roy Campanella 
and Don Newcombe, also of the Dodgers, and Larry Doby of the 
Cleveland Indians, followed Robinson in short succession.

Before long, many athletic organizations began to ease, if not 
completely abolish, their segregationist policies. In college sports 
northern football teams increasingly refused to kowtow to “gen-
tlemen’s agreements,” and southern schools were less inclined 
to demand them, effectively desegregating many southern sta-
diums and postseason bowl games.7 Barriers against black ath-
letes in other sports started to fall as well. In 1945, for example, 
the University of Iowa’s Dick Culberson desegregated Big 10 bas-
ketball; eleven years later Iowa State’s John Crawford became the 
first African American basketball player in the Big 7 Conference. 
And Johnny Bright desegregated the sport in 1949 both at Drake 
and in the Missouri Valley Conference (M VC). In fact, between 
1948 and 1958, the number of black basketball players at predomi-
nantly white institutions grew 34 percent.8

By the mid- 1940s college basketball and football were among the 
preeminent pastimes in American culture. The G.I. Bill and other 
initiatives increased the number of African American athletes at 
PWCUs, and that coincided with the rising prominence of intercol-
legiate athletics and the importance of intersectional competition 
for national prestige.9 The growing emphasis on big- time college 
sport led schools to make use of the best talent, regardless of race, 
but this philosophy also engendered a number of scandals involving 
bribery, gambling, recruiting abuses, and player subsidies. Among 
those accused of these crimes, determined historian Donald Spivey, 
was “a disproportionately high percentage of black athletes.”10

These and other examples of advancement, determent, and 
even regression characterized the “romantic era” of desegrega-
tion, for in spite of significant and hypervisible symbols of sport’s 
racial progress, limits and even outright resistance to integration 
remained.11 In the late 1940s and 1950s, for example, a number of 
southern politicians either proposed or passed statewide legislation 
to ban interracial competition. MLB’s Boston Red Sox failed to sign 
a black athlete until 1959. That same year the Professional Golfers’ 
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Association rescinded its de jure “Caucasian only” clause, but white 
members made it apparent that blacks were not welcome. The 
NFL’s Washington Redskins waited until the draft of 1962 to sign 
a black player, capitulating only under pressure from the John F. 
Kennedy administration. At the collegiate level, southern athletic 
conferences refused to dismantle their racial ramparts until well 
into the 1960s. Member schools, including Louisiana State Univer-
sity, the University of Georgia, and the University of Mississippi, 
did not integrate their major sports teams until the early 1970s.12

At mid- century the United States was on the cusp of great 
change. The era marked a number of important milestones in 
civil rights campaigns, yet much of the country remained lodged 
in residual and long- standing racist thinking and policies. In this 
context Johnny Bright lived and played out his collegiate career at 
Drake University. It was also the context he sought to escape by 
moving to Canada. And, at least today, it is the context that peo-
ple use to make sense of the Johnny Bright incident.

Bright Star Rising

Like Jack Trice and Ozzie Simmons, Bright was not originally 
from Iowa. And, as with the other two men, limited opportuni-
ties and providence guided his journey to the Hawkeye State. In 
the mid- 1940s Bright may have been Indiana’s best all- around high 
school athlete. At Fort Wayne’s predominantly white Central High 
School, he led his basketball team to a pair of Final Four appear-
ances at the state tournament. In track and field he won as many 
as five events in a single meet, earning enough points on his own 
to secure the team’s victory. He also boxed and was an outstand-
ing softball pitcher. In football a teammate described Bright as “a 
man playing boys [sic] games,” and Bright guided his squad to a 
city title in 1945.13 Yet despite Bright’s extraordinary talents, Indi-
ana schools did not recruit him. Purdue never contacted him. 
Neither did Notre Dame, which did not field its first black foot-
ball player until 1953. And Clyde Smith, Indiana University’s foot-
ball coach, reportedly commented that he “already had enough 
black running backs.”14
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So with few options Bright accepted an offer to attend Drake 
University in Des Moines, Iowa. Established in 1881 by members of 
the Disciple Church, founders declared Drake “opened to all with-
out distinction of sex, religion, or race.”15 By the 1890s its enroll-
ment “included a few blacks” though, as with other Iowa colleges 
and universities, these students were “tokens”— few in number, 
socially isolated, and often alienated from their white peers.16

In his official history of Drake, Orin L. Dahl perpetuates Iowa’s 
racially progressive sporting narrative, writing that the “univer-
sity pioneered participation by black athletes. Instead of being 
excluded, they were encouraged to participate.” He continues, 
“Sadly, black players often had to sit out games when the Bull-
dogs traveled south and faced segregated opponents,” as if to sug-
gest that Drake officials had no choice in the matter.17 Dahl failed 
to note additional indications of the school’s racial problems. In 
1947, for example, Owen Miller, an African American student- 
athlete who excelled in the classroom as well as on the gridiron 
and track, quit Drake and returned home to Chicago. The Chicago 
Defender reported that “university officials were completely indif-
ferent to his request for room accommodations and that he was 
not allowed café service on or near the campus.” His high school 
football coach “expressed disappointment and chagrin that a stu-
dent of Miller’s caliber, both in scholarship and athletics, should 
have been so ‘pushed around’ on the Drake campus.”18

Jim Ford, an African American student- athlete who shared an 
apartment with Johnny Bright, also encountered difficulties during 
his time at Drake. Years after he left the school, Ford recalled that 
there “was a distinct line between us and the rest of the student 
body. . . . Because of [Bright’s] athletic skills, he could run around 
in the white community. But he realized he was not accepted.”19 
Although athletics afforded black students some notoriety on 
campus, they remained separate and unequal from their white 
peers in many respects.

Bright entered Drake in 1948 on a full athletic scholarship. Half 
of the grant was in exchange for his basketball talents; the track 
team covered the rest. “The understanding,” Bright explained, 
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“was that I was being recruited mainly for those two sports. I said 
I’d come, providing I could also try out for the football team.”20 It 
was a lucky break for head football coach Warren Gaer. “I coached 
football for 24 years,” he later remarked, “and [Bright] was the 
best I ever had.”21 Others shared Gaer’s opinion. In 1969 Drake 
University named Johnny Bright its “greatest player of the cen-
tury” (fig. 21).22

21. Johnny Bright, Drake University, ca. 1950. Archives at Cowles Library, Drake 
University, Des Moines, Iowa.
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In his 1949 sophomore year, Bright earned a varsity letter in 
basketball. He also lettered in track and field as a standout pole- 
vaulter and high jumper. But he soon quit those sports to con-
centrate on football.

It was initially uncertain what role Bright might play on the 
gridiron. As a sophomore he did not start his first varsity game. 
When Coach Gaer sent him in for the first- string tailback, Bright 
carried the ball for 3 yards. After that play any ambiguity about 
Bright’s place on the team quickly vanished. He scored two touch-
downs, passed for a third, and finished the game with 250 yards 
of total offense. From that point he took the lead in the Bulldogs’ 
single- wing offense, and Gaer developed a spread formation he 
called B- U- R- P (Bright, run or pass), to take advantage of his star’s 
multiple talents. Bright became the first sophomore to win the 
national total offense title, running and passing for 975 yards each 
to finish with a total of 1,950 yards (figs. 22 and 23).23

As a junior in 1950 Bright again topped the nation in total offense 
with 2,400 yards, breaking an eight- year- old NCA A record. Even 
more remarkable was that while Frankie Sinkwich of the Univer-
sity of Georgia set the old record playing in eleven games, Bright 
did it in nine. With 1,232 yards rushing and 1,168 yards passing, 
Bright had his hand in more touchdowns than any other player 
in the history of the game. His average of 266.7 yards per game 
exceeded the total game offensive yardage of 39 of the 119 major col-
lege teams, yet he only earned second- team All- American honors.24

By the end of his collegiate reign, Bright had set twenty ath-
letic records at Drake. He amassed 5,903 yards in total offense, 
establishing a national career record that stood for thirteen years. 
He tallied forty total career touchdowns and passed for another 
twenty- four. He became the first player in history to gain more 
than 1,000 yards passing and more than 1,000 yards rushing in the 
same season. He was, without question, exceptional.

Again poised to capture the national offensive title his senior 
year, Bright also became a candidate for college football’s most 
prestigious award, the Heisman Trophy. He was apparently popu-
lar with his teammates too, for they elected him co- captain (with 
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Bob Binette) in 1951, making him the first player of his race to hold 
the distinction at Drake. In the third game of the season, Bright 
broke the national career total yardage record. He kept increas-
ing that total in successive games, scoring multiple touchdowns 
in each contest. By the time the Bulldogs traveled south to play 
Oklahoma A&M, they had complied a 5- 0 record and a No. 1 rank-
ing in the M VC.

It was Bright’s second time playing in Stillwater. Two years ear-

22. Johnny Bright passing. Archives at Cowles Library, Drake University,  
Des Moines, Iowa.
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lier Aggie coach Jim Lookabaugh, according to the Des Moines Reg-
ister, told his team that as “the first Negro ever to play at A&M” 
Bright “should be treated fairly.”25 There were no reports to the 
contrary. When Bright exited the 1949 game, Oklahoma fans “gave 
him a full ovation,” and following Drake’s 28– 0 loss, opposing play-
ers “shook his hand” in a gesture of sportsmanship and respect.26 
Drake’s Athletic Council commended the opposing school, writ-
ing, “Especially do we appreciate the fine manner in which Mr. 
John Bright, our Negro halfback, was treated— both on the field 
and off.”27 The next year the heavily favored Aggies traveled north 

23. Johnny Bright running. Archives at Cowles Library, Drake University,  
Des Moines, Iowa.
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to Des Moines, playing the Bulldogs to a 14– 14 tie. Again there 
was no reported trouble between the two teams.

But it was under different circumstances that Bright ran onto 
the Aggies’ Lewis Field on the afternoon of October 20, 1951. Ray 
Eiland, an African American who had traveled to A&M with Drake’s 
track team several months earlier, warned Bright that “it might 
be a little hazardous. . . . It was a horrible time for us.” Eiland 
explained, “We were an integrated team in a segregated confer-
ence.”28 Additional episodes foretold trouble ahead. During Bright’s 
previous trip to Stillwater, he became the Guthrie Hotel’s first 
black patron. In his second visit, however, the same hotel denied 
him accommodation.

Contemporary events, including mounting pressures to deseg-
regate southern colleges and universities, may have exacerbated 
racial tensions in the interim. Territorial legislation passed in 1897 
mandated racial separation in Oklahoma’s public schools, and 
a 1908 law decreed it “unlawful for any person, corporation, or 
association of persons to maintain or operate any college, school, 
or institution of this state where persons of both the white and 
colored races are received as pupils for instruction.”29 This law 
restricted black college students to Langston’s Colored Agricul-
tural and Normal School, Oklahoma’s only all- black institution 
(there were forty- three for whites), but it did not offer graduate, 
professional, or specialized programs.30

In the late 1940s and 1950s, with help from activist organiza-
tions, African American students Ada Lois Sipuel and George W. 
McLaurin challenged Oklahoma University’s policies.31 Nancy 
Randolph Davis did the same at Oklahoma A&M in 1949, and two 
years later more than 350 black students enrolled at the Stillwa-
ter institution for advanced study, though the registrar restricted 
their admission to summer sessions.32 Thus the months preceding 
the 1951 football season presaged the first inklings of integration at 
A&M, a proposition that did not sit well with hoary segregationists.

The Stillwater air was also thick with the school’s athletic ambi-
tions. At the time Oklahoma A&M was part of the Missouri Val-
ley Conference, but administrators had designs on joining the 
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larger, more prestigious Missouri Valley Intercollegiate Athletic 
Association, or Big 7, which included Oklahoma University, Iowa 
State University, Kansas State University, and the Universities of 
Kansas, Nebraska, Missouri, and Colorado. Previously known as 
the Big 6, established in a 1928 split from the M VC, all the schools 
except for Colorado banned black athletes until 1949.33

A&M invested heavily in its football program as a means to gain 
entrée into the Big 7. The school hired a new coach with deep 
southern roots, Jennings Bryan Whitworth, who took the helm 
after the 1949 season. Whitworth demanded hard- nosed play from 
his team, and in the weeks leading up to the 1951 Drake game, the 
word around town was that he had instructed the Aggies to “get” 
Bright. Whether it was the Drake standout’s race or his talents (or 
a combination of the two) that incited Whitworth’s alleged charge, 
a strong anti- Bright sentiment pervaded the contest.

The Oklahoma press added to this as local journalists warned 
that Bright was a “marked man.”34 The Stillwater News Press posi-
tioned him as the “No.1 target” of A&M’s hunting party, writing 
that Coach Whitworth had declared “open season” on Bright 
and that the Aggies would “try and corral the Negro comet.”35 
A subsequent piece augured that Bright would “be a ‘wanted 
man’ all afternoon as the Aggie deputies try to throw him into 
the ‘cooler.’”36 Naysayers might chalk up the rhetoric to colorful 
journalistic fancies, but to represent Bright as either fugitive or 
prey played on terrifying traditions in the history of U.S. race 
relations.37

The Slugging of Johnny Bright

News of the hostility directed toward Bright reached the office of 
the Des Moines Register, which carried one of the most acclaimed 
sports sections in the country. Editors changed their usual pro-
tocol and sent a photography crew to the contest, for although 
the paper extensively covered Drake’s home contests, they rarely 
dispatched personnel to away games. In this case, however, 
the possibility that something sinister might happen coalesced 
with Bright’s renown, Drake’s success, and the racial tensions 
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between the all- white southern Aggies and the integrated north-
ern Bulldogs to heighten the impending drama. Photographers 
John Robinson and Don Ultang had it all in mind as they trav-
eled to Stillwater and told each other, “We’ll try to keep an eye 
on Bright.”38

The two men set up their equipment in the upper deck of the 
Aggies’ press box. Shooting “machine gun photos,” Robinson used 
a Bell and Howell Eyemo movie camera he had altered to take 
still photographs at four frames per second. Ultang employed a 
large, single- exposure camera that produced “howitzer photos.” 
The two styles complimented one another. Ultang’s photographs 
could be enlarged to show a single critical moment, but unlike 
Robinson’s, Ultang’s camera could not shoot more than one image 
of the same play.

The two men could only stay at the game for fifteen minutes. A 
Sunday morning deadline required their quick return to the Regis-
ter’s darkroom. As Ultang remembered, “If all this had happened 
in the second quarter we wouldn’t have been there.”39 As it turned 
out, just seven minutes would have sufficed. That was all it took 
for the Aggies to dispense with Bright, who sustained his initial 
injury in the Bulldog’s first offensive play. Ultang remembered the 
moment: “When the play developed, the first play from the line 
of scrimmage . . . I thought it was the most dramatic moment I’d 
seen so far, so I took a photograph. Up in the far corner of the pho-
tograph would be Bright, but I wouldn’t be concentrating on him 
at that point. Robinson had followed it the same way. When we 
got through . . . we looked down there and here’s Bright on the 
ground. Cold. Knocked out cold. Now we started saying, ‘What 
happened?’ We couldn’t say what happened.” 40 With their lenses 
trained on the progress of the ball, the two photographers failed 
to notice Bright, who, at that point, was not involved in the play.

Competition stopped for two minutes while trainers attended 
to the injured player. It seemed that Bright was able to shake off 
pain and stupor, for on the next play he threw a 61- yard touch-
down pass. Drake quickly regained control of the ball. As Ultang 
described, “I now see a halfback coming the same way. I take 
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[the photograph] the same way and Bright is knocked out cold 
again. Now we knew there was something going on that we were 
not seeing.” 41 Moments later Bright again lay unconscious on the 
ground. Once more, miraculously, he stayed in the game after 
coming to. He carried the ball on the next play, only to be taken 
down by several Aggies. When trainers came onto the field this 
time, it marked the end of the contest for Johnny Bright. He had 
participated in only nine plays. The Aggies went on to victory, 
beating the “Brightless” Bulldogs 27– 14.42

Amazingly none of the four officials whistled foul in any of 
the assaults on Bright and later reported that they had witnessed 
no unusual roughness.43 This raised a number of suspicions. The 
Drake staff had been wary of the officiating even before the start 
of the match, noting that the referees hailed from Kansas, Texas, 
and Oklahoma. To assign men “entirely from this section of the 
country for this particular game was unwise,” protested Drake 
administrators.44 Their concerns likely stemmed from both the 
interracial and intersectional dimensions of the contest. Drake 
coaches had requested that the referees keep watch on their star 
player, and following Bright’s second injury, Gaer specifically asked 
for extra vigilance, but to no avail.45 It was a spectacular failure 
that the referees did not keep an eye on Bright, but it may have 
been that they, as with most of the coaches, teammates, oppo-
nents, and the more than twelve thousand spectators who filled 
the stands, had been focused on the movement of the football. 
Consequently they did not see the Aggies’ Wilbanks Smith repeat-
edly strike Bright in the face, for on these occasions Bright was 
approximately 10 to 12 yards away from the ball and direct play.

Initially newspapers reported that “A&M defenders caught Bright 
in a high- low tackle” or that “Herbert Cook, 195- pound center and 
right line backer, barreled into Bright with his head down. The 
best opinion was that his helmet smashed Bright’s jaw.” 46 Even 
Maury White, a Des Moines Register sportswriter in attendance, 
relayed that Bright had “collided violently with an Aggie defen-
sive player.” 47 Only later, in the Register’s darkrooms, did both the 
film and an understanding develop.
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One of the “charms of photography,” explained Henry Fox Tal-
bot, an originator of the documentary form, is “that the operator 
himself [sic] discovers on examination, perhaps long afterward, 
that he [sic] has depicted many things he [sic] had no notion of at 
the time.” Elements missed by the naked eye are “unconsciously 
recorded” and only revealed upon examining the film.48 Such was 
the case for Don Ultang, who recalled the instant he understood 
what he had captured: “I can remember going through these hold-
ers, bringing [the images] up against the light. . . . I said, ‘There! 
He’s got his elbow in his jaw!’ That’s the first time anyone knew 
anything.” The single- frame photographs showed the impact of 
Smith’s forearm against Bright’s face. Robinson, in a different 
darkroom, found that he had “a sequence which showed the left 
tackle coming around, avoiding everyone else. . . . So,” Ultang 
remembers, “we had it nailed once we got it all put together.” 49

Robinson’s sequence depicts Drake’s first offensive play of the 
game: Bright takes the snap, hands off to fullback Gene Macomber, 
and rolls away. He stands flat- footed, with his hands at his sides, 
and watches Macomber, now several yards down field. Bright 
appears unaware of Smith accelerating toward him. In Robinson’s 
final frame, Smith, fist cocked, leaves his feet and strikes Bright 
in the face. The blow ultimately rang the death knell for Bright’s 
collegiate career. “I knew [my jaw] was broken the first play,” he 
commented after the game. “I felt it bust.”50

Game film shows Smith administering similar blows with either 
his fist or forearm on at least two other occasions; each time Bright 
is no less than 5 yards behind the line of scrimmage and clearly 
uninvolved in the play.51 In his final seconds of the game, Bright 
keeps the ball on a sweep to the right. He is tackled hard, and sev-
eral Oklahoma players pile on top of him. “Bright’s down, finished 
for the entire ball game,” read the Register’s caption.52

With similar captions, the use of surrounding text, and other 
“acts upon photographs,” the editors directed readers’ attention 
to Smith’s egregious acts.53 On Robinson’s sequence, the Register 
staff circled Bright and labeled where he and Smith were in rela-
tion to Macomber and the ball, cropping the final three frames 
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to center on Smith’s shiver to Bright’s jaw (fig. 24). Editors spliced 
Ultang’s larger photographs into a split scene. The top, labeled 
“John Bright’s First Play,” illustrates the distance between the 
direct play and Smith’s attack. The bottom image, “And Here’s 
His Last,” depicts Bright, reeling from another hit, and his dis-
tance from Jim Pilkington, the ball carrier (fig. 25). Although pho-
tographs are always open to interpretation, as A&M would later 
argue, it is difficult to dispute Smith’s intentionality. His singu-
lar focus is on Bright. His trajectory pays no heed to the position 
of the ball. According to game reports, he did not exhibit similar 
behavior once Bright left the game.54

The Register devoted the entire front page of its sports sec-
tion to the photographs. Major newspapers throughout the coun-
try quickly reprinted them, as did the magazines Time and Life, 
which called the play “the year’s most glaring example of dirty 
football.”55 Photography historian Marianne Fulton characterizes 
Life as a “sort of national newspaper” and writes that the “distri-

24. Six- photograph sequence of Johnny Bright incident, 1951.  
Des Moines Register, Des Moines, Iowa.
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bution and publication of pictures make visible the unseen, the 
unknown and the forgotten.”56 It was certainly the case with the 
Johnny Bright incident. Without visibility— from the photos and 
their widespread distribution— reactions to Bright’s injuries, as 
with those incurred by Simmons, Trice, and countless others, 
would have been, at best, fleeting.

Official Reactions

Armed with the photographic evidence, Drake officials decided to 
“give Oklahoma A&M a chance to clean its own house if it sincerely 
decided to do so.”57 There was no indication that A&M’s admin-
istrators had any such designs, though Coach Whitworth wrote 
formal apologies to Coach Gaer and to Bright, swearing that he 
had not coached his team to “slug” anyone.58 The hits were “ille-
gal but unintentional,” Whitworth explained, and Smith “ just 

25. “John Bright’s First Play . . . and Here’s His Last,” 1951.  
Des Moines Register, Des Moines, Iowa.
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lost his head for a few minutes.” The defensive tackle had “always 
been a little bit timid and bashful. I’m ashamed that it happened 
and so is Wil. I don’t think there’s any finer boy anywhere than 
Smith.”59 The Aggie coach elected not to punish Smith. A&M ath-
letic director Henry Iba concurred, stipulating he would not pursue 
the matter unless Drake submitted a formal protest to conference 
officials.60 With that statement, the Stillwater News Press reported, 
the “slugging of . . . Johnny Bright appeared to be closed at Okla-
homa A&M.” 61 Des Moines residents, however, were reportedly 
“boiling mad.” 62

Members of Drake’s Athletic Council were among those who 
had reached their boiling points. Meeting on October 23, they 
determined that they would not dispute the outcome of the con-
test or seek any type of compensation, but they decided something 
must be done for the good of the game, the conference, and col-
lege sports. The councilmen voted unanimously to protest “the 
unsportsmanlike conduct and unnecessarily rough play on the 
part of the Oklahoma A&M football team,” specifically citing the 
violation of “the Conference regulations, explicitly condemning 
unsportsmanlike conduct and rough tactics,” and highlighting the 
“negligent officiating.” They requested that the Missouri Valley 
Conference conduct an “immediate investigation of all the cir-
cumstances surrounding the game” and made clear that they did 
not “enter a formal protest until we were forced by A&M to do so.” 63

In response the M VC convened a special committee made up 
of representatives from Wichita State University, the University 
of Houston, Bradley University, and the University of Tulsa. On 
the morning of Sunday, October 28, Drake’s coach Gaer, athletic 
director Jack McClelland, and faculty representative Frank Gard-
ner made their way to Kansas City, Missouri, to present their case. 
Joining them were A&M’s coach Whitworth, athletic director Iba, 
and dean C. H. McElroy, chairman of the school’s Athletic Council.

Drake went to great lengths to prepare its case, putting together 
a seventeen- page “Preliminary Statement” that included signed 
statements from spectators, members of the coaching staff, and 
players who either witnessed the rough play or heard rumors 
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about the Aggies’ intent to “get” Bright. Several Bulldog team-
mates alleged they overheard Oklahomans gambling on what the 
Aggies would do to Johnny Bright. One player testified that he 
was “offered a chance to pick up a bet that John would not make 
100 yards during the first half.” Another reported hearing simi-
lar talk at a Stillwater barbershop, where patrons bet that Bright 
would not finish the game.64 Yet another met an A&M coed who 
told him that Coach Whitworth had instructed his players “to get 
Bright if you have to kill him.” 65 Subsequent investigations uncov-
ered similar claims about Whitworth’s role in the slugging, but 
he vehemently denied all charges.66

Drake representatives presented this information, along with 
photographs and the game film, to the special committee. A&M 
officials asked for more time to review the case and determine 
what, if any, action they might take. To the consternation of 
the Drake men, the committee granted A&M another six days 
to deliberate.

After nearly three weeks A&M envoys reaffirmed that they would 
take no punitive action against anyone connected to the school. 
Drake officials found the response “wholly unsatisfactory.” 67 A&M 
declared that Drake’s case was weak, based on little more than 
statements “adduced from idle conversations overheard in rest-
rooms and barbershops.” No one, including the coaches or the 
four referees in charge of the game, actually saw any wrongdo-
ing. As for the photographs, “either through want of skill on the 
part of the photographer, or inadequate instruments, or materi-
als, or through intention and skillful manipulation, or through 
the accidental factors and distortions inherent in the art,” they 
alleged “that photographs may not only be inaccurate but dan-
gerously misleading.” As such, the council members “firmly and 
categorically deny and reject the wholly unfounded accusations 
made against our team and the gentlemen who serve us as coaches 
in our athletic program,” and with that declaration, they consid-
ered the matter closed.68

Any retribution would have to come from the conference. While 
the M VC’s guidelines prohibited unsportsmanlike conduct, they 
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specified no penalties for such offenses. The presidents and fac-
ulty representatives of all the conference schools met, deciding 
that they had no power to reprimand an individual player. They 
did, however, have the authority to reprimand a school, but in 
this case they would not. Dr. Henry Harmon, Drake’s president, 
remarked that he was “bitterly disappointed” with the decision.69

The minutes of Drake’s Athletic Council meetings emphasize 
that officials did not want to leave the conference. Multiple council 
members went on record to stipulate that withdrawal was a last- 
ditch effort and that they preferred to work within the organiza-
tion as much as possible. Conference secession was precarious, 
and among the many risks Drake faced was that the remaining 
member institutions might retaliate and cancel all future compe-
titions with the disaffiliated school.

Drake executives made little mention of race in their proceed-
ings, except to argue that leaving the conference might ultimately 
improve relations by limiting contact between black and white 
student- athletes. Because of Drake’s insistence on allowing black 
athletes on its teams, one member remarked, the school had already 
alienated itself from most M VC schools. Another member ques-
tioned whether Drake should continue to subject its black ath-
letes to the discrimination they invariably faced when playing 
against southern opponents. President Harmon approached the 
subject from a slightly different angle, suggesting that withdraw-
ing from the conference would afford its southern members an 
opportunity to “re- introduce the ban on negro [sic] athletes” so 
that “they could have a Conference that practices segregation.”70 
Looking back, present- day observers tend to read Drake’s decision 
to withdraw as a protest against racism and a statement about the 
demands for equality of all U.S. citizens, but Harmon’s statement 
undercuts this virtuous characterization. Instead, he seemed will-
ing to allow segregation to stand.

In a press release Drake University announced its decision to 
withdraw from the Missouri Valley Conference, ending its forty- 
three- year affiliation.71 Administrators immediately dropped all 
scheduled contests with A&M in every sport. In a show of solidar-
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ity, Bradley University likewise withdrew from the MVC, explain-
ing that it was the “morally right” thing to do.72 Drake received 
additional encouragement from football great Red Grange, who 
publicly complimented the school.73 The Chicago Defender named 
Drake to its 1951 Honor Roll of Democracy, and the Des Moines 
Jewish War Veterans of the United States of America post awarded 
President Harmon its annual Americanism award.

Drake’s secession from the MVC barely raised a proverbial eye-
brow on the A&M campus. General opinion seemed to be that 
“Drake has chosen a comparatively small incident and magni-
fied it to ridiculous proportions.”74 Over the years, this interpreta-
tion has filtered into A&M’s official memory. In his Oklahoma State 
University since 1890, Philip Reed Rulon writes that the Des Moines 
Register “reported the story in sensational fashion and published 
photographs and comments that created a national incident.”75 In 
A History of Equal Opportunity at Oklahoma State University, Pauline 
W. Kopecky similarly assesses that Drake and its supporters had 
“sensationalized” the affair.76 Only in recent history have officials 
from Oklahoma State (previously Oklahoma A&M) tempered this 
understanding to recognize the magnitude of the Johnny Bright 
incident.

Making Sense of the Incident

As the two schools and their affiliates debated conference proto-
col, the general public went about making sense of what happened 
to Bright. Groups and individuals used several contemporaneous 
issues to frame the controversy. Rarely, remarked the New York 
Times, had “a football incident taken on such widespread pro-
portions.”77 Most immediate, it seemed, were matters related to 
college football and college sport more generally. Quite a few foot-
ball brutalities occurred during the 1951 season, and they became 
emblematic of the overall lack of sportsmanship in postwar sport. 
Time, for instance, reported that

the Bright incident pointed up a rash of win- at- any- cost football 
that seemed to be breaking out all over the country.
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During a rough & tumble first half in Berkeley, Calif., the 
University of Southern California laid for California’s star full-
back Johnny Olszewski (pronounced O’Shevsky), sent him to the 
sidelines with a wrenched knee. After an even rougher game 
between Marquette and Tulsa, Marquette Coach Lisle Black-
bourn complained that Tulsa players were guilty of “flagrantly 
illegal tactics.” Tulsa Coach Buddy Brothers denied the charges, 
called them “unfair, unsportsmanlike, and onesided.” The name- 
calling finally stopped when the two schools found one answer 
to the question of dirty football: they canceled the 1952 game.78

Two weeks after the Drake- A&M contest, Princeton quarterback 
Dick Kazmaier, who in 1951 would go on to win the national offen-
sive title and the Heisman Trophy over Bright, found himself in a 
similar situation when Dartmouth players battered the star in his 
final collegiate contest. Kazmaier suffered a broken nose and con-
cussion in what commentators referred to as a “dirty” and “ille-
gal” play, and Princeton teammates reported their opponents had 
been “out to get” him from the start.79 These particular episodes 
involved attacks on white players, complicating the charges of 
racism against Wilbanks Smith for his assaults on Johnny Bright.

The media drew attention to football- related violence as part of 
its larger critique of sport. In the late 1940s corruption was some-
thing of an open secret in intercollegiate athletics. Football and, 
increasingly, men’s basketball were wildly popular, and there were 
reports of players receiving illegal subsidies and other improper 
benefits, of illegal recruiting, and of academic dishonesty. The over-
emphasis on college sports, the exploitation of student- athletes, 
and a win- at- all- costs mentality ran rampant, setting the stage for 
a number of high- profile scandals in the months leading up to the 
1951 Drake- A&M contest.

It began when an investigation uncovered a massive point- 
shaving scandal involving members of the Manhattan College 
basketball team. Shortly thereafter authorities found similar vio-
lations at the City College of New York (winner of the 1950 NCA A 
and National Invitation Tournament basketball championships), 
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Long Island University, the University of Toledo, Bradley Univer-
sity (which may have contributed to the school’s decision to fol-
low Drake’s lead out of the M VC), and the esteemed University of 
Kentucky, which canceled its entire 1952– 53 basketball season as 
a result. In 1951, according to scholar Murray Sperber, “law offi-
cials claimed a total of seven crooked teams, thirty- two dishonest 
players, and eighty- six fixed games.” It was likely just the tip of the 
iceberg, for, as Sperber qualifies, “official statistics were kept arti-
ficially low because many DAs [district attorneys] in college towns 
and in some cities were unwilling to investigate and/or prose-
cute local sports heroes and damage their schools’ reputations.”80

Later that year West Point expelled 90 of its 2,500 cadets in a 
disgrace that “made even the college basketball gambling scan-
dals pale in comparison.”81 Of those dismissed for cheating on 
exams, and thereby violating the Military Academy’s sacrosanct 
honor code, were thirty- seven members of the football team and 
a number of their tutors. All together the offenses generated both 
outrage and disillusionment with college sport.

These concerns were, apparently, foremost on Americans’ minds 
when they read reports of the 1951 Drake- A&M football game. By 
consulting the popular media, scholars can approximate the dom-
inant narratives of historical events, but what “this perspective 
often produces,” cautions Jeffrey Hill, “is a neglect of how the 
newspaper was read and of what, historically, was important in 
the text for the reader.” Those who study the past often lack the 
sources to get at contemporary readers’ interpretations, “but if 
such evidence exists,” Hill continues, “it is a stroke of good for-
tune.”82 Providentially what remains in this case is a collection of 
letters that people wrote following the Johnny Bright incident.83 
Specifically Oklahoma A&M archived 137 letters, addressed primar-
ily to the school, the football coach, and the school’s president, that 
provide material with which to consider how the public under-
stood the event or, more accurately, the photographs of the event.

Based on the media’s coverage of Bright’s injuries, it is unsur-
prising that most correspondents related Smith’s actions to the 
general perversion of sportsmanship and fair play in sport. Based 
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on my crude coding system, at least 93 percent (128 of 137) of all 
letters mentioned unsportsmanlike conduct, dirty or foul play, 
disgust or contempt for Smith (who was repeatedly called cow-
ardly), his coach, and the school that refused to enact any type 
of punishment. The photos were “virtually unquestionable evi-
dence of currently low tactics that some colleges employ in order 
to win,” castigated one man.84

Some critics offered racial commentary but only as a way to 
express just how disgusted they were by the actions of Smith and 
Oklahoma A&M. One writer rebuked the attack “even though 
the recipient was a negro [sic].” Another described himself as “a 
staunch died- in- the- wool Southerner who believes strongly in seg-
regation,” yet the photos captured “the sorriest brand of football, 
the saddest sportsmanship” that he had ever seen.85 Still another 
asserted that he was “born and raised in Texas and no nigger 
lover,” but he could not abide the shameless attack on Bright.86

The second theme that emerged in this epistolary collection 
had to do with U.S. involvement in international politics. About 
20 percent of the letters included commentary on the ways the 
assault undercut the nation’s democratic principles: “One of the 
reasons for fighting Germany was to put an end to racial discrim-
ination,” reproved one writer.87 Still others were troubled by what 
the photographs might do to America’s reputation during the Cold 
War with the Soviet Union and the hot war in Korea. They wor-
ried the pictures would be “good grist for the Communist propa-
ganda mills” and would justify “Russia and the Asiatic countries 
in pointing the finger of scorn at our country.”88

Several critics offered veiled references to the issue of race, but 
strong racial rebukes appeared in just 10 percent of the letters. “I 
protest this incident,” one man wrote, “because it was obviously 
based on race prejudice.”89 Some made their accusations specific 
to the state: “Oklahoma’s attitude on color has long been a dis-
grace to the decent parts of America.”90 Others broadened their 
condemnation: “This southern white student is the product of the 
mental attitudes of all the whites of the South.”91

That racism figured so infrequently in these letters is somewhat 
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consistent with the media coverage, for only the contemporary 
black press offered consistently scathing, race- based indictments, 
finding it “regrettable that racism continues to confuse young 
men in college.”92 As the Chicago Defender saw it: “We know and 
every other American who is familiar with racism knows why 
Johnny Bright was attacked. The boys who have been brought up 
on white supremacy propaganda simply cannot stand to see their 
illusions threatened. The Negro quarterback struck fear into them, 
fear that this presumably ‘inferior’ should make monkeys out of 
them. Too many whites are afraid that in a true test of individual 
merit, their racist convictions will be shattered.”93 This stands in 
stark contrast to earlier reports of the attacks on Trice and Sim-
mons. The post– World War II era, the burgeoning civil rights 
movement, the incontrovertible photographic evidence, and its 
sweeping publicity emboldened activists in their condemnation 
of racial violence and deep- rooted bigotry.

Johnny Bright after the Johnny Bright Incident

As the drama unfurled there were still three games left in Bright’s 
senior season. He missed the following matchup against Iowa 
State, but with his jaw wired shut, he returned to the gridiron 
two weeks after the A&M contest. He was ten pounds lighter, 
courtesy of his liquid diet, which necessitated the removal of one 
of his teeth so that he could eat through a straw. Outfitted in a 
helmet equipped with a special facemask and periodically taking 
oxygen on the sidelines, he rushed for more than 200 yards and 
accounted for three touchdowns in Drake’s victory over the pre-
viously unbeaten Great Lakes Naval Training Station. But dur-
ing the course of the game he reinjured his jaw, causing him to 
miss the Bulldog’s final contest against the University of Wich-
ita. Wichita team members presented the sidelined star with a 
trophy that honored him as their “most respected competitor.”94 
In spite of missing two complete games and the majority of the 
Oklahoma A&M contest, Bright still earned 70 percent of Drake’s 
total yardage and scored 70 percent of the Bulldogs’ points dur-
ing the 1951 season.
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Bright’s broken jaw probably cost him an unprecedented third 
national title for total offense. Following the Oklahoma A&M con-
test, he led the nation, and at the end of the season, his average 
of 6.75 yards gained per effort ranked highest among those who 
handled two hundred or more plays during the season. He also 
might have been the first African American to win the Heisman 
Trophy, but instead he finished fifth in the voting.95 “He would 
have been in New York [as a finalist for the Heisman]; I’m sure 
of that,” commented Bill Coldiron, a sophomore on the 1951 Bull-
dog squad. “I don’t know whether he would have won it or not, 
but he would have been called up there. If he wouldn’t have been 
hurt, we probably wouldn’t have lost those two ballgames. That 
would have helped too.”96 That Bright was only selected for the 
All- America second team, for the second year in a row, added fur-
ther insult to injury.

Johnny Bright entered the 1952 NFL  draft with a long list of 
impressive credentials (and a few glaring slights), but it was uncer-
tain when, or even if, a professional team might choose him.97 
The league had only reintegrated six years earlier, and the first 
black draftee to play in the NFL, Penn State’s Wally Triplett, joined 
the Detroit Lions in the nineteenth round of the 1949 draft.98 
Three years later six NFL teams WER E still without African Amer-
ican athletes on their rosters. “It’s known,” reported the Pitts-
burgh Courier, “that quite a few of the pro clubs are eager to land 
the highly heralded blacks.”99 Among them were the Philadel-
phia Eagles. Jim Gallagher, the Eagles’ public relations execu-
tive, remembered that “Jim Trimble was our coach then and he 
had seen Bright when he coached at Wichita. He said he would 
make a great choice.”100 Taking Trimble’s advice, the Eagles made 
Bright their first selection in the 1952 draft, putting him as the fifth 
choice overall. Bright ranked ahead of a number of that year’s 
most renowned players, including future Hall of Famers Frank 
Gifford and Hugh McElhenny.

But Bright declined the Eagles’ contract. Instead, he accepted an 
offer from the Canadian Football League, becoming the first top- 
round draft pick to “head north,” in a major coup for the organi-
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zation that had aspirations of competing with the NFL. Explaining 
his decision, Bright remarked that the terms of his CFL contract 
“were just too fabulous to turn down. I have worked for four years 
to get in a position to help my mother and dad. I just couldn’t let 
the offer go.”101 There was some speculation that a paltry offer 
from the Eagles may have contributed to his decision.102

Bright enjoyed a storied career in the CFL. He led the Western 
Conference in rushing and was a six- time all- conference selection. 
The league’s top rusher for three consecutive years, he guided his 
team to Grey Cup championships in 1954, 1955, and 1956. Elected 
to the CFL All- Star team several times over, he earned the Schen-
ley Award as Canada’s most valuable professional football player 
in 1959. By the time he retired in 1964, Bright had rushed for 10,909 
yards, a league record that, to this day, only two players have sur-
passed. He still holds the records for most career playoff touch-
downs, for the most yards rushed in a Grey Cup game, and for 
playing in 197 consecutive games.

Bright became a Canadian citizen in 1962, once remarking, “I 
never get in any problems up here because of my race.”103 Bob 
Dean, a kicker for the Edmonton Eskimos and Bright’s longtime 
friend, said that black players who came from the United States 
around the same time appreciated living in Canada because they 
felt they were treated with more respect.104 Yet sport studies schol-
ars John Valentine and Simon Darnell qualify that “black players 
were more acceptable in football in Canada not because of anti- 
racist policies or thinking, but because football in Canada did not 
carry the same cultural importance as it did in the United States.”105 
In all the CFL was not free from racial prejudice but was “more 
tolerant of blacks than its American competitor,” and many top 
African American players went north during this time.106 In addi-
tion the Canadian league often paid higher salaries than the NFL 
and demanded less rigorous practice schedules, which allowed 
athletes time to pursue other vocations.

Bright went on to a career in education, first as a teacher, then 
as principal of D. S. Mackenzie Junior High School in Edmon-
ton. He also coached football and basketball. He died in 1983 at 
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the age of fifty- three, when he suffered a heart attack during sur-
gery for an old knee injury. Edmonton subsequently dedicated a 
municipal football stadium in his honor, and the Edmonton Journal 
annually presents its Johnny Bright Award to high school athletes 
committed to academics, athletics, and their community. Few of 
Bright’s fellow Canadians knew about the events that convinced 
him to leave the United States. “He wouldn’t mention it at all,” 
Bob Dean said.107 Wilbanks Smith also reportedly refuses to dis-
cuss the game, except only to say that “race had nothing to do 
with what happened that day.”108

Contrary to Smith’s denial, many observers have become increas-
ingly bold in their racialized assessments. In 1985, for instance, the 
New York Times called it “one of the ugliest racial incidents in col-
lege sports history.”109 It was a far cry from the newspaper’s ear-
lier reportage that simply cited an “illegal forearm” as the cause 
of Bright’s injuries.110 The New York Post similarly characterized 
Smith’s actions as “genuine racism” and “the football equivalent 
of a lynching.”111 In 1951 Bright’s teammates supported him whole-
heartedly and were indignant about the Aggies’ behavior, but no 
one mentioned race. Sixty years later, though, Jim Ford, who had 
been a Drake student- athlete with Bright, remarked that he had 
“always read it as a racial incident.”112

The last half century has changed the tenor of cultural mem-
ory. This is not to say that groups and individuals have misre-
membered the event over time, but they have significantly and 
publicly racialized their memories of the Johnny Bright incident, 
assigning racism as the root cause of what happened that day on 
the Aggies’ Lewis Field. What was once perceived as evidence of 
dirty tactics and corruption in college athletics now represents 
the bigotry of an ostensibly bygone era.

Bright also became more vocal about race throughout his life. 
After retiring from the CFL, he explained the real reason he turned 
down the chance to play in the N F L: “I would have been [the 
Eagles’] first Negro player. . . . There was a tremendous influx 
of Southern players into the NFL at that time, and I didn’t know 
what kind of treatment I could expect.”113 In 1980 he spoke to a 



130 photographic memory

reporter about the notorious Oklahoma A&M game, recalling, 
“I heard rumors that there was a $500 bounty for me, and I got 
a broken jaw in the game. It was racially oriented.”114 In another 
interview that same year, he asserted that there was “no way it 
couldn’t have been racially motivated.”115

When it comes to Bright (and others), though, racialized mem-
ory might not be the foundation for later outspokenness. Without 
a doubt, it was dangerous for Bright to charge racism in the 1950s. 
Certainly it was the case for black athletes throughout much of 
the twentieth century. Lenny Moore, who in 1955 nearly followed 
Bright’s lead to the CFL, commented on the scare tactics and the 
ever- present threat of violence that exercised powerful forms of 
social control over African Americans. “Society had trained us 
not to make a fuss. . . . It was the classic, ‘Will he lynch me?’ syn-
drome that controlled the slaves, through fear. As fellow slaves 
watched their family members being whipped, beaten, hanged, or 
burned to death, there were few among them who would speak 
out. In the America of the fifties, there were enough newspaper 
pictures of violent acts against blacks that this type of fear still 
reigned. It was suicidal to protest such acts; far better to remove 
oneself from the environment that condoned overt racism.”116 The 
violent acts of the 1950s went far beyond the confines of the grid-
iron. Although no one publicly connected Smith’s attack (why 
not refer to it as the “Wilbanks Smith incident”?) with episodes 
of lynching, racial profiling, unjust incarcerations, and corpo-
ral punishment, rape, brutality, and other acts of terrorism that 
whites performed against blacks, the link may not have been lost 
on contemporary audiences.

Perhaps this ever- present threat of violence is why Bright moved 
to Canada. Perhaps it is why so few racial indictments appeared in 
1951. Perhaps under different geographical and historical circum-
stances, it became a bit safer for Bright and others to express how 
they really felt. Whatever the case, memories of the “slugging of 
Johnny Bright” have grown increasingly racialized. Indeed, by 
the time Drake University dedicated Johnny Bright Field in 2006, 
not even Oklahoma A&M could resist the process.



Coming to Terms with the Past

“Dear Dr. Maxwell,” wrote President David Schmidly of Okla-
homa State University (formerly Oklahoma A&M), “I welcomed 
our phone conversation this week and was pleased to discuss the 
1951 Johnny Bright incident.” In a letter dated September 28, 2005, 
Schmidly began his response to Drake’s president, answering Max-
well’s request to bring “formal closure” to the episode before the 
dedication of Johnny Bright Field at the Des Moines, Iowa, insti-
tution. Schmidly continued:

The incident was an ugly mark on Oklahoma State University 
and college football and we regret the harm it caused Johnny 
Bright, your university, and many others. OSU and those involved 
later apologized, but a great damage was done.

OSU moved beyond the episode and I am pleased to say cre-
ated a legacy of respect and fairness. We also have a proud leg-
acy of success by countless African- American athletes.1

Schmidly’s allusion to Oklahoma State’s racial progress is impor-
tant. He suggests that the university underwent more than a name 
change; it also left behind its segregationist past to become a place 
of equality where “countless African- American athletes” have 
experienced success. Even more, Schmidly insinuates that rac-
ism lay at the core of what happened to Bright in 1951, marking 
a significant departure from Oklahoma A&M’s decades- old posi-
tion, in which officials denied any wrongdoing, racially motivated 
or otherwise. Indeed, the slugging of Johnny Bright has been so 
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thoroughly racialized in the past half century that it would have 
been foolhardy for Schmidly to suggest otherwise.

At least one journalist puzzled over the OSU president’s act of 
contrition. “These institutional apologies can be strange,” mused 
Berry Tramel of the Oklahoman. “Schmidly apologized for some-
thing he had nothing to do with, apologized for an institution 
that not only has changed its name, but its attitudes. OSU was 
the first Big Eight school to hire a black man as head basketball 
coach, Leonard Hamilton in 1986. Nine years later, OSU was the 
first to do the same in football, Bob Simmons in 1995.”2 Tramel, 
like Schmidly, offers examples of racial progress to dispel the 
charges of racism that continue to haunt the school and, in doing 
so, resigns the Johnny Bright incident and any attendant racial-
ized issues to the past.

Public apologies are curious phenomena that vibrate on multiple 
frequencies. They can have a therapeutic effect for those wronged, 
for the wrongdoers, and for those affected by either side of the 
trauma. They can assuage lingering guilt and help individuals 
and communities begin to heal and move forward. But historian 
Robert Weyeneth maintains, public apologies “provide more than 
symbolic restitution; they can also ignite vigorous debate about 
history. Apologizing offers a vehicle by which societies as a whole 
can think about the relevance of the past, particularly about events 
that remain controversial. . . . An apology, then, may derive power 
from the ability to compel the present to think about the past.”3

As a form of cultural memory, apologies offer occasions to 
reconcile with the past. Reconciliation can also assume a cele-
bratory cast, as it does with certain place names or monuments. 
It might also take on a didactic quality, educating a community 
and reminding it not to repeat its former sins. But there is another 
consequence to consider, one that may be unintended but none-
theless dangerous: attempts to redress past racial wrongs may 
define racism as a historical relic. In other words, offering some 
type of recompense may give the “illusion of substantive racial 
progress,” argues legal scholar Angelique Davis, without all the 
dirty work necessary to acknowledge continued racial inequities.4
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The commemorative efforts associated with Jack Trice, Ozzie 
Simmons, and Johnny Bright have not occurred in isolation. What 
philosopher Janna Thompson calls an “epidemic of apology” began 
after World War II as the world started to realize the magni-
tude of the Holocaust and other wartime atrocities.5 Since that 
time, argues human rights scholar Elazar Barkan, “questions of 
morality and justice are receiving growing attention as politi-
cal questions. As such, the need for restitution to past victims 
has become a major part of national politics and international 
diplomacy.” 6 In particular, a considerable number of individuals, 
institutions, organizations, corporations, and governments have 
worked to make amends for past injustices perpetrated against 
minority groups.

It was evident as imperialist regimes issued formal apologies for 
wrongs committed against indigenous peoples: England’s Queen 
Elizabeth II to New Zealand Maori, South African officials to cit-
izens for apartheid, the Canadian government to First Nations, 
France to Algerians. Between 1997 and 2001, heads of Australian 
state and territory governments apologized to the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities, particularly to those of the 
“Stolen Generations,” for the government’s forced removal and 
assimilation policies (though Prime Minister Kevin Rudd did not 
issue a federal edict until 2008). In 2009 President Barack Obama 
signed a bill that, in part, expressed regret “on behalf of the people 
of the United States to all Native Peoples for the many instances 
of violence, maltreatment, and neglect inflicted on Native Peo-
ples by citizens of the United States.”7

Obama joined a growing presidential “apology phenomenon,” 
set in motion when Ronald Reagan signed the Civil Liberties Act 
of 1988, offering restitution to the nearly 120,000 Japanese Amer-
icans interned by the U.S. government during World War II.8 
This act bolstered activists seeking social and financial restitu-
tion for African American slavery. It sparked the formation of 
the National Coalition of Blacks for Reparations in America and 
of “H.R. 40, a bill calling for the federal government to study the 
impact of slavery and make recommendations for reparations to 
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the 35 million American descendants,” explains historian Martha 
Biondi.9 In a letter to the editor of the New York Times, one man 
wrote: “The United States has finally apologized to its Japanese- 
Americans for the racially based horrors visited upon them for 
four years and awarded them financial compensation. May we 
hope that this consciousness- raising exercise has helped sensitize 
the body politic to addressing the far greater injustices inflicted 
on Africans and their descendants on this continent over more 
than three centuries?”10 These debates continue, and, in turn, a 
number of groups have expressed public regret for their connec-
tions to that “peculiar institution.”

President Bill Clinton was not among those who officially apol-
ogized for the government’s role in slavery. It was somewhat sur-
prising, given the “politics of contrition” that came to characterize 
his time in office (1993– 2001).11 In fact, one of his first official White 
House acts was to sign the “Apology Resolution” addressing the 
United States’ 1893 overthrow of the Kingdom of Hawaii. Clinton 
later awarded seven black World War II servicemen the Medal of 
Honor and issued presidential pardons to several African Amer-
icans dealt unjust incarcerations, dishonorable discharges, and 
other punishments attributed to little more than racial antipa-
thy. He apologized for Western indifference to the genocide in 
Rwanda and for the U.S. Public Health Service’s “Tuskegee Study 
of Untreated Syphilis in the Negro Male,” a forty- year program that 
withheld medical treatment from those infected with the disease. 
“To our African- American citizens,” he intoned, “I am sorry that 
your Federal Government orchestrated a study so clearly racist. . . . 
What was done cannot be undone, but we can end the silence.”12

Clinton sought to end additional racialized silences. Notable 
among these campaigns was his 1997– 98 “One America in the 21st 
Century: The President’s Initiative on Race,” in which he pledged 
to lead “the American people in a great and unprecedented con-
versation” to promote racial respect and accord. He formed a blue- 
ribbon advisory panel of experts to survey the status of race in 
the United States and arranged for a series of town hall meetings 
across the country, including an ESPN- televised forum on race 
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and sport.13 The president, who participated in ESPN’s discussion, 
explained that “America, rightly or wrongly, is a sports- crazed 
country, and we often see games as a metaphor for what we are 
as a people.”14 Although many Americans perceive the overrepre-
sentation of black athletes in a few high- profile sports as evidence 
of a colorblind ethos and a post- racial society, the panel’s discus-
sants drew attention to persistent inequalities that continued to 
plague sports and society, emphasizing the dangers of classifying 
racism as a bygone phenomenon.

A number of critics were skeptical about the motivations behind 
Clinton’s gestures. Some believed they were a way to curry favor 
with black voters. Others speculated they were designed to deflect 
attention from the president’s sex scandals. Political scientist Claire 
Jean Kim asserts that his actions risked glossing over lasting prob-
lems. She classifies the “One America” enterprise as “a high- profile 
example of how superficial multiculturalist rhetoric could be used 
to simultaneously grant minorities symbolic recognition and dis-
tract attention from the impact of racism on their material exis-
tence.”15 It may be that public commemorations do the same type 
of cultural work— that is, granting symbolic recognition to the 
contributions of people of color and to the racism they endured 
while concurrently distracting public consciousness from real and 
continued inequalities in both sport and society.

Sport, Race, and the Politics of Commemoration

In addition to those involving Trice, Simmons, and Bright, a num-
ber of other racialized, sports- related events occurred within the 
larger “politics of regret” that characterize the turn of the twenty- 
first century.16 Taken in isolation, each initiative may seem august, 
penitent, or noble. Taken together, however, cultural efforts to 
remember the accomplishments and tribulations of black athletes 
raise questions about their underlying motivations.

At nearly the same time that Iowa State dedicated Jack Trice 
Stadium, the United States Tennis Association unveiled Arthur 
Ashe Stadium, honoring the pioneering African American tennis 
player, scholar, and activist. Yet, as sport sociologist Nancy Spen-
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cer argues, it may have been orchestrated to “ward off allegations 
that [the association] had not done enough for minorities.”17 The 
stadium not only venerates Ashe and secures his name in pub-
lic history but also shields the tennis organization from criticism 
regarding racial deficiencies, in much the same way that Jack Trice 
Stadium does for Iowa State University.

Arthur Ashe Stadium, along with a controversial statue of the 
man in his hometown of Richmond, Virginia (situated among mon-
uments dedicated to white “heroes” of the Confederacy), came in 
the wake of his untimely death.18 The passing of track- and- field 
great Wilma Rudolph likewise motivated a spate of memorials. 
At the dedication of a statue in her birthplace of Clarksville, Ten-
nessee, her former coach, Ed Temple, expressed that the tribute 
was “almost 40 years too late” and should “have happened many 
years ago.”19

Sociologist Harry Edwards similarly commented on the San 
Jose State University statue for Tommie Smith and John Carlos, 
two athletes initially condemned for protesting American rac-
ism during the 1968 Summer Olympic Games. “It’s 40 years late,” 
Edwards told reporters at the statue’s 2005 dedication ceremony, 
“but it’s right on time.”20 These observations should encourage us 
to think about the historical context in which commemoration 
occurs. Why didn’t these tributes happen decades earlier? What 
changed in the past four decades to generate commemorative inter-
est? What makes a particular historical moment “right on time”?

Time may not heal all wounds, but it can have an analgesic 
effect. In 1968 many white Americans saw threatening hostil-
ity, disrespectful arrogance, and anti- American acrimony in the 
demonstrations of Smith and Carlos. But hindsight, presentism, 
and racial progress have transformed the men’s “silent gestures” 
from signifiers of militancy to emblems of activism, from men-
acing black power salutes to dignified commentaries on the state 
of contemporary race relations. Sport studies scholar Maureen M. 
Smith reads the San Jose State statue as a form of “reparation”—
as a way for the school to make amends for its failure to support 
its athletes during their Olympic fallout.21
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A number of cultural forms, including the statue, re-narra-
tivized the 1968 protest as one of romance. The media launched 
commemorative vehicles marking the twenty- fifth, thirtieth, and 
fortieth anniversaries of the 1968 Games, offering “revisionist” 
histories that “reinterpreted” and “rehabilitated” the legacy of 
Smith and Carlos, according to sociologist Douglas Hartmann.22 
In these tributes, as well as in films such as Fists of Freedom (1999), 
Black Power Salute (2008), and Salute (2008); in academic histories 
including Hartmann’s Race, Culture, and the Revolt of the Black Ath-
lete (2003) and Amy Bass’s Not the Triumph but the Struggle (2004); 
and in ESPN’s awarding Smith and Carlos its 2008 Arthur Ashe 
Courage Award, the athletes’ once- maligned reputations have 
been redeemed.23

The same is true for boxing great Muhammad Ali, who in 
recent history has become a hero and cultural icon. But there 
was a time— in the late 1960s and early 1970s— when many Amer-
icans denounced his outspokenness, his race pride, his opposition 
to the Vietnam War, and his membership in the Nation of Islam. 
By 1996 with his once- controversial voice all but silenced by the 
ravages of Parkinson’s disease, Ali became the subject of public 
veneration as his tremorous hand raised the Olympic torch at the 
opening ceremony in Atlanta. That moment, according to schol-
ars Trevor B. McCrisken and Andrew Pepper, sealed Ali’s “social 
and political rehabilitation” and “completed his transformation 
into a ‘safe’ all- American hero.”24 Confronted with the boxer’s ill-
ness, asserts cultural critic Gerald Early, the public now “wants 
to drown him in a bathos of sainthood and atone for its guilt.”25 
Stripped of his oppositional clout and absolved of his transgres-
sions by time, disease, and popular culture, Ali has ascended to 
the highest ranks of America’s sporting pantheon.

Jack Johnson, a predecessor and idol of Ali’s, is also the focus 
of compensatory efforts. In the course of making his 2005 docu-
mentary Unforgivable Blackness: The Rise and Fall of Jack Johnson, 
acclaimed filmmaker Ken Burns, backed by Senators John McCain 
and Orrin Hatch and Representative Jesse Jackson Jr., sought a post-
humous presidential pardon for the former heavyweight champion 
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of the world. Johnson’s 1913 conviction for violating the Mann Act, 
which forbade the transportation of women across state lines for 
immoral purposes, is routinely acknowledged today as a racially 
motivated act.26 “We can never completely right the wrong perpe-
trated against Jack Johnson during his lifetime,” McCain explained, 
“but this pardon is a small, meaningful step toward acknowledg-
ing his mistreatment before the law and celebrating his legacy of 
athletic greatness and historical significance.”27

Several colleges and universities have similarly attempted to 
amend racialized grievances. The University of Maryland, for 
instance, apologized for insisting that Syracuse University bench 
its African American quarterback, Wilmeth Sidat- Singh, during 
the 1937 football contest. Maryland representatives invited Sidat- 
Singh’s surviving family members to join them on the field between 
the first and second quarters of the 2013 Maryland- Syracuse foot-
ball game, and the Syracuse team, which included “dozens” of 
African American players, wore helmet decals with Sidat- Singh’s 
number 19 as a tribute. Syracuse coach Scott Shafer told the press 
that the event was “a teaching moment and an opportunity for 
our kids to look backwards and look at the history of our coun-
try and the history of our country’s ugliness at times in the past 
and be part of righting a situation that was horribly wrong just 
75, 76 years ago.”28

Another benching, that of New York University (N Y U) football 
player Leonard Bates in 1940, also generated institutional consid-
eration. When NYU officials capitulated to the “gentlemen’s agree-
ment” with the University of Missouri, a group of students initiated 
a “Bates must play!” campaign. Still Bates stayed home when the 
team traveled to Missouri. The students redoubled their efforts 
later that school year after a basketball player and several track ath-
letes likewise suffered the indignity of N Y U’s discriminatory prac-
tices. Administrators suspended the protest leaders in 1941. Sixty 
years later the university hosted a banquet to honor those leaders, 
the so- called Bates Seven. NYU representatives were careful to call 
the event a “tribute” and not an “apology.”29 Said spokesman John 
Beckman, “Fundamentally, what we want to do is embrace these 
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members of our community and hold them up as models of peo-
ple who fight for an important cause. I would call it an acknowl-
edgment of good work and courage shown by members of our 
community.”30 Put differently, in honoring the Bates Seven, N Y U 
honored itself.

The “gentlemen’s agreement” tapered off in the “romantic era” 
of desegregation, but new inequities soon took its place.31 As the 
civil rights movement gained steam and more black athletes joined 
the college ranks, they replaced the earlier ethos of assimilation 
with outspokenness and even militancy, banding together to cor-
rect a system that continued to disenfranchise them. Their efforts 
advanced into what Edwards called the “Revolt of the Black Ath-
lete,” and the late 1960s saw a number of racial protests in col-
lege sports.32

In 1969 African American players on the University of Wyo-
ming’s football team told their coach, Lloyd Eaton, they planned 
to wear black armbands during the game against Brigham Young 
University in protest of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter- day 
Saints’ policy that barred blacks from the priesthood. Eaton sum-
marily dismissed the “Black 14” from his squad; university offi-
cials and the governor of Wyoming upheld Eaton’s decision. In 
1993 four of the athletes returned to campus for “recognition from 
school officials.”33 Nine years later as a symbol of institutional 
remorse, Wyoming administrators unveiled a bronze sculpture 
of a football player’s arm encircled by an armband and extending 
into a raised fist, the symbol of black protest and pride so strik-
ingly articulated by Olympic athletes Smith and Carols. A plaque 
bearing the name of each member of the Black 14 accompanies 
the monument.

Syracuse University officials similarly discharged nine black 
football players (though they were called the Syracuse 8) who, 
in 1970, boycotted spring practice as a way to show their discon-
tent with Coach Ben Schwartzwalder and what they considered 
the “racist behavior” of the coaching staff.34 Schwartzwalder sus-
pended them from the team in what an investigative committee 
later determined to be “an act of institutional racism unworthy 
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of a great university.”35 In recent years the school has offered the 
Syracuse 8 Scholarship Fund, awarded the spurned players letter-
man’s jackets during the halftime of a football game, and bestowed 
them with the Chancellor’s Medal for courage, one of the institu-
tion’s highest honors.36

Allegations of Coach Schwartzwalder’s racial offenses were 
largely absent from the 2008 film The Express that dramatizes the 
story of Syracuse University’s Ernie Davis, who, in 1961, became 
the first African American to win the Heisman Trophy. In fact with 
the new millennium have come a number of historical sport films 
that work to reconcile the country’s racist past. Among them was 
Disney’s 2006 Glory Road, which tells the story of Texas Western 
College’s 1966 national championship men’s basketball team that 
started, for the first time in NCA A tournament history, five African 
American players. Upon the film’s release, the Wheaties cereal box 
paid tribute to that momentous Texas Western team— an acco-
lade (and commodification) not granted to them in the 1960s.37 
The movie also garnered the team’s former members an invita-
tion to the White House. Both honors, one might argue (as with 
Rudolph, Smith, and Carlos), came forty years past due.

Yet Glory Road and other celebratory sport films that revisit the 
civil rights era, argues critic Christopher Kelly, raise additional 
problems, for they seem “content to congratulate moviegoers (look 
how far we’ve come!) instead of unsettle them (look how much 
work is still left to be done!).”38 As commemorative vehicles they 
present a progressive view of history that imagines racism as a 
discrete, finished phenomenon and that “allows us,” according to 
one reviewer, “to grow misty- eyed without ever really contem-
plating the depth of this country’s racist heritage or the consider-
able work still needed to overcome it.”39

Sport historian Charles Martin took a more sanguine view of 
Glory Road: “That the Disney Corporation would release such a 
hard- hitting story in our conservative age, when many white Amer-
icans claim that all racial problems were solved decades ago, is a 
remarkable development.” 40 To the contrary, it is precisely these 
types of narratives that appeal to audiences living in the conser-
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vative age, for the film constructs the past as something tempo-
rally dislocated from the here and now. Audiences can watch Glory 
Road and its depiction of the virulent racism of the 1960s and praise 
themselves for the racial progress of the past fifty years, thereby 
supporting the belief that “all racial problems were solved decades 
ago.” Sport films, like other commemorative vehicles, may actu-
ally create historical and contemporary blind spots.

Cultural Memory and “New Racism”

What begins as a cursory glance at recent commemorative efforts 
designed to redress racial wrongs quickly becomes an exercise 
in cataloging an overwhelming number of events. This is more 
than mere coincidence. Clearly something about the turn of the 
twenty- first century facilitates racialized memory. Part of it has 
to do with the general “surfeit of memory” that surrounds us. For 
a culture often accused of historical amnesia, American lives are 
littered with references to the past. We are steeped in a heritage 
industry that fertilizes the ground on which any number of cul-
tural memories might begin to sprout.41

Still other ways of thinking about the currency of racialized 
memory in fin de siècle America connect with the undeniable 
changes since the era of Jim Crow racism. Landmark antidiscrim-
ination legislation precipitated great progress in terms of segrega-
tion, hiring practices, schooling, voting rates, home ownership, 
and political office, among other cultural institutions and prac-
tices. This transition happened on structural and ideological lev-
els, and polls show that Americans from all walks of life report 
improvements in race relations.42 These changes not only make 
it “safe” to travel back in time and confront the legacies of rac-
ism but also contribute to an abiding desire to gauge just how far 
we’ve come.

Some observers interpret these shifts as indicative of our trans-
formation to a “post- racial” society, characterized, according to 
social psychologist Thomas F. Pettigrew, by the claim “that we 
are now entering a new era in America in which race has sub-
stantially lost its special significance.” 43 Nothing buttressed this 
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position more than the 2008 election of Barack Obama as the forty- 
fourth president of the United States. Certainly the momentous 
occasion signaled real and symbolic significance, yet critics have 
cautioned against getting swept up in a wave of “uncritical opti-
mism” that may engender a “false sense of hope, masking the 
realities of gross racial/ethnic disparities.” 44

Although it may seem safe to revisit the past because of the 
racial progress in sport and society, legal scholar Roy L. Brooks 
argues to the contrary: “The great majority of African Americans 
are beset by a dearth of financial- , human- , and social- capital defi-
ciencies inherited from slavery and the Jim Crow Era.” 45 Imagin-
ing a color- blind society might even cause additional damage, for 
“political proponents of postracial thinking are agitating for the 
end to all race-  and ethnicity- centered social policy mechanisms 
aimed at reducing social inequities,” as critical race scholars Mar-
tell Teasley and David Ikard argue.46

The illustrious historian John Hope Franklin, who served on 
President Clinton’s Advisory Board to the Initiative on Race, issued 
a related assessment. Although the early twenty- first century is no 
longer rife with the “open, blatant racism” of the past, he reflected, 
it is nevertheless “characterized by subtle, elusive, and even discreet 
forms of racism equally sinister and more difficult to handle.” 47 
Scholars have devised different theories to explain this line of think-
ing, promoting theories of “symbolic racism,” “modern racism,” 
“color- blind racism,” “laissez- faire racism,” and “new racism.” 48

The terms have their own unique and clever meanings, but at 
their core, summarizes sociologist Lawrence Bobo, contempo-
rary racism “is a more covert, sophisticated, culture- centered, and 
subtle racist ideology, qualitatively less extreme and more socially 
permeable than Jim Crow racism with its attendant biological 
foundations and calls for more overt discrimination.” This “new 
racism,” he continues, “yields a powerful influence in our culture 
and politics,” of which sport plays a prominent role.49

In describing her conceptualization of “new racism,” sociolo-
gist Patricia Hill Collins explains, “recognizing that racism even 
exists remains a challenge for most White Americans, and increas-
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ingly for American Americans as well. They believe that the pas-
sage of civil rights legislation eliminated racially discriminatory 
practices and that any problems that Blacks may experience now 
are of their own doing.”50 The perpetuation of this ideology aligns 
with what critical race scholars Hernán Vera and Andrew Gor-
don call “a sincere fiction”; these ideas are “sincere” because many 
people believe them to be true and simultaneously are “fictions” 
because they ignore the legacy and continued presence of white 
privilege and racial prejudice in America.51

One might cite any number of statistics to support the enduring 
presence of systemic racism in the United States, including racial 
differences in education, unemployment, housing, the criminal jus-
tice system, health care, life expectancy, infant mortality, wealth, 
and poverty. As social theorist Joe R. Feagin summarizes, “Being 
black means living with racial oppression from cradle to grave.”52 
Even though issues have unquestionably improved as a result of 
civil rights struggles, iniquitous gaps persist. For instance, in 1967 
the black unemployment rate was approximately double the white 
unemployment rate, a ratio that has remained constant over time. 
In 1967, black households earned 55 percent of what white house-
holds earned; by 2013 that discrepancy narrowed slightly, with 
black households earning, on average, 59 percent of that of white 
households. Constituting 12 percent of the U.S. population, Afri-
can Americans hold just 3 percent of U.S. wealth. Data from 2010 
determined that black men were six times more likely than white 
men to be incarcerated in federal and state prisons, a rate that has 
actually increased since the mid- twentieth century.53 Meanwhile 
attacks on affirmative action and other racially ameliorative pro-
grams continue. In 2013, for example, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 
unconstitutional key aspects of the 1965 federal Voting Rights Act. 
Critics argue the finding will undermine African Americans’ sig-
nificant socio- political gains of the past four decades.

Sport also indicates the long residuals of racial discrimination. 
The prevailing mythologies of meritocracy, egalitarianism, and 
color blindness, along with the overrepresentation of black ath-
letes in a handful of socially prominent sports, too often obscures 
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structural inequalities.54 Thus as sociologist Abby Ferber gauges, 
“The mainstream spectacle of sport does nothing to encourage an 
interrogation of White supremacy and racism.”55 One need only 
look at the significant underrepresentation of athletes of color in 
most sports— including “country club” sports, those contested 
at the Winter Olympics, the X Games, the Paralympic Games, 
and so on— to debunk the idea of black athletic “dominance.” 
Collegiate graduation rates for African American males, espe-
cially those in big- time, revenue- producing sports, lag behind 
their white teammates. Few African Americans achieve those 
leadership positions that wield the most power, privilege, and 
prestige: owner, coach, manager, athletic trainer, and so forth. 
Successful athletes can make millions of dollars over the course of 
their careers, but those careers are scarce, are limited, and exploit 
and destroy their bodies. All athletes, but particularly athletes of 
color, furthermore, face difficulty parlaying athletic success into 
subsequent careers. A successful sports career is tough for any-
one to realize, and athletes of color must contend with the com-
plications of race, despite the dominant mythology perpetuated 
by the popular press.56

So what are the connections between new racism; the racial-
ized memories of Trice, Simmons, and Bright; and their associ-
ated expressions of material culture? My primary concern is that 
symbolic acts, such as naming Jack Trice Stadium and Johnny 
Bright Field, become icons of racial progress. They simultane-
ously remind us of past racial injustice and stand as testaments 
to the end of an era. Without question, they also perform impor-
tant pedagogical tasks and commemorate the achievements and 
adversities of athletes of color— experiences that might be too 
easily relegated to the dustbin of history without some tangi-
ble, prominent type of remembrance. But we should be care-
ful about regarding them as emblematic of some type of end 
point, as a romantic conclusion to what is, in effect, an open- 
ended narrative.

Illustrative of this argument is the 2005 dedication for the statue 
of Tommie Smith and John Carlos at San Jose State. Carlos describes 
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his incredible sense of pride at the ceremony, yet he “couldn’t help 
but notice at the same time that the media kept trying to put a 
divide between what we did then and its application to today. They 
wanted it to be all about ‘those tumultuous days way back when.’ 
I wanted to say that . . . we still have battles to fight. I wanted to 
say that this was a problem that needs to be addressed. But with 
only a few exceptions, that’s when they turned off the cameras.”57

Material formations of cultural memory may also, paradox-
ically, encourage historical amnesia. Neal Rozendaal opens his 
biography of Iowa football great Duke Slater by confessing, “As a 
student at the University of Iowa, I must have passed Slater Hall 
hundreds of times and never given it much thought.”58 Although 
the dormitory ensures the community remembers Slater’s name, 
it does little to flesh out the details of his life (including the fact 
that he could not live on the Iowa campus in the early 1900s). 
How often do we enter a building, stadium, or arena; walk down 
a street; pass by a statue; or settle beside some monument embla-
zoned with an individual’s name? Do we take the time to inves-
tigate? To learn? To even read an accompanying plaque, should 
one exist? We could, but we too often lack the interest, the time, 
or the inclination.

I finished writing this book just as the United States commem-
orated the fiftieth anniversary of the 1963 March on Washington 
for Jobs and Freedom. Standing on the same spot where Martin 
Luther King Jr. delivered his now iconic “I Have a Dream” speech, 
President Obama told those who assembled at the Lincoln Memo-
rial that “to dismiss the magnitude of this progress— to suggest, 
as some sometimes do, that little has changed— that dishonors the 
courage and the sacrifice of those who paid the price to march in 
those years. . . . But we would dishonor those heroes as well to 
suggest that the work of this nation is somehow complete.”59 At 
the risk of sounding grandiose, I remain convinced that the same 
is true when it comes to the memories of Jack Trice, Ozzie Sim-
mons, and Johnny Bright. To suggest that their accomplishments, 
experiences, and misfortunes did not matter, did not make a differ-
ence, is no less an affront than the physical assaults they encoun-
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tered in 1923, 1934, and 1951. Attempts to recognize the men, in any 
type of commemorative form, is better than allowing their lega-
cies to drift into the ether of neglect. And yet, as we remember, 
we should not fall victim to utopian visions that posit some post- 
racist, post- racial society. Rather, the racialized memories of these 
three men and the injuries and insults they sustained while play-
ing college football best serve contemporary society by remind-
ing us that coming to terms with the past must also include efforts 
to engage with the present.
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