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Foreword

Blake Neyland

Growing up in Bristol, Tennessee, I was aware of my grandfather’s prowess as a University of Tennessee football coach and that he was a general in the army. Beyond that, I had very little grasp of the magnitude of his accomplishments.

I saw a recent documentary where several Tennessee fans were asked what they knew about General Neyland. Almost all admitted knowing very little. With rigorous research of documents, reports, newspaper clippings, and through interviews, Tim Johnson provides a rich picture of the man whose name and image are draped across the stadium in Knoxville.

My brother Reese and I have remarked that we wish as older men we could spend time now with our legendary grandfather. The General died when my brother was six years old and I was two. With this biography, Dr. Johnson has given us a generous glimpse into his life, philosophies, character, and personality.

From the book’s beginning, I loved the story of Austin Shofner’s escape from a POW camp and my grandfather tearing up listening to the soldier’s account. Also learning about his dealing with fear as a child, his celebrity status as a pitcher at West Point, more details about how he met my grandmother, and his experiences in France in the First World War were enlightening for me. Concerning all the millions of dollars of projects he oversaw in Calcutta in the Second World War, he recounted that “on my projects we made deadlines.” That quote struck me—timely delivery of commitments was thoroughly woven into my family’s culture. My heart still beats fast if I think I may be late for a deadline.

Tempting as it may be to dismiss General Robert Reese Neyland as a stereotypical demanding army officer, evidence presented in this book casts light on what I have always believed—he had a unique ability to reach and move his troops and players. My mother (his daughter-in-law) told me stories of his playfulness—for the benefit of his nearby grandchildren, he would bellow out loud Tarzan calls. When my ultra-straitlaced father (Bob Neyland Jr.) would express a disdain for Elvis and his “inappropriate behavior” as an entertainer, the General would go around the house singing “You Ain’t Nothin’ but a Hound Dog.”

While he was demanding, he was not a screamer. I loved the “so far and no farther” story about his level of tolerance on the practice field. He was calm on game day. In one of the later chapters, a reporter asked him why he was just “sitting and watching” when all in the stadium were on their feet screaming as Tennessee drove the field for a come from behind victory over Alabama in 1950. The story of him dancing in the locker room before the 1951 Cotton Bowl to calm his players is one I have heard many times from more than one former player.

Finally, like a veteran infantry officer, Dr. Johnson charges headlong to attack what may be a great misperception. I always thought of my grandfather as a Hall of Fame football coach who happened to be an army officer. Perhaps we should consider him a highly decorated army officer (which he was) who happened to coach college football successfully. A quote from my grandmother, the General’s wife: Robert Neyland “always regarded himself as an Army officer first and a football coach second.” Equally revealing, he considered his proudest achievement developing Calcutta into the army’s most prolific military base.

Cognizant of world affairs, my grandfather kept an eye on the approach of the Second World War. Aware of the threats that lay ahead, he desired to develop young men who could protect the United States from the challenge of “Communist despots.” For him, training young men of character was far from shallow coachspeak and window dressing. Dr. Johnson’s research indicates that the General made it his mission to develop sound young men in both football and the military. Especially significant, he saw the most important characteristics in both football players and soldiers as the same—technical ability, physical condition, and high morale.

While he took ideas from a variety of coaches, his unquestioned mentor was General Douglas MacArthur. MacArthur had written about the value of competitive sports in developing morale and physical condition among troops. My grandfather often quoted General MacArthur: “There on the field of friendly strife are sown the seeds which on other days will yield the fruits of victory.”

In this relatively short book, Tim Johnson convinced me of his dual excellence—Robert Reese Neyland, a great, highly decorated Brigadier General of two World Wars who also developed a perennial national powerhouse in football.
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Introduction

Tears welled up in Robert Neyland’s eyes as he sat in his office on the University of Tennessee campus listening to his former player describe his experience as a prisoner of war during the Second World War. Austin Shofner grew up in Shelbyville, Tennessee, and played football at the university in 1935–7. He was not a star, not even a starter, but the lessons he learned on the gridiron were manifold. In 1946 he was paying his old coach a visit in Knoxville, and during their conversation Shofner told Neyland that what he had learned from him had saved his life.

Marine Captain Austin Shofner was among the US forces defending Corregidor when the Japanese captured the Philippine Islands in 1942. Taken prisoner in May, he ended up at the Davao Penal Colony, a Japanese POW camp on the southern end of Mindanao Island. Over the next eleven months, he and his fellow prisoners were subjected to beatings, torture, and malnutrition in a camp full of malaria, dysentery, and other tropical diseases. Davao was known for its isolated location and harsh conditions. During the war, 2,000 POWs were held at the camp and over half of them died in captivity.

On April 4, 1943, Shofner and nine other prisoners carried out their long-planned escape into the jungle. They headed north and eluded search parties in the hope of running into friendly Filipino guerrillas. For two days they struggled through the dense foliage and the ten-foot-high sword grass named for its blades, which were sharp enough to cut flesh. Mud, pythons, and swarming insects added to their torment. Two days in the jungle had already taken a toll when they came to a swamp. On they trudged for two more days through the stagnant, leech-infested black water that was sometimes chest deep, their faces swollen red with mosquito bites, their eyes constantly scanning the water for crocodiles. They did not know where they were, only the general direction they needed to go, north and away from Davao. When one member of the group insisted on returning, Shofner threatened to kill him to prevent him from going back. The entire group kept moving forward. Finally, they made it through the swamp and within days located friendly Filipinos who eventually helped repatriate them to US forces.

The twenty-seven-year-old Shofner had a commanding presence, and his determination made him a natural leader. He was sometimes abrasive, but he knew how to motivate using persuasion, coercion, or fear, whichever suited the situation. He also was convinced that he learned how to lead and how to overcome hardship from Neyland, who was a stern disciplinarian and a stickler for detail. Neyland demanded that his players be punctual, precise, and persistent, and he always taught his teams to have a winning attitude even in dire circumstances. He had seven game maxims that hung on the wall in the locker room, and they still hang there today. They were core principles for overcoming setbacks and achieving success, and every player had to memorize them. Shofner knew them backward and forward, and, according to his family, could still quote them years after he had retired from the Marine Corps as a brigadier general.

In their emotional reunion in Knoxville after the war, Shofner assured his mentor that his football training was what got him through his ordeal. “You always taught us to play for the breaks,” Shofner explained, “and when one comes your way, score. That’s what I did.” He did not let up when things went against him, and he carried the fight to the enemy throughout his experience. Neyland drilled into his players the concept that when the line moves forward, we win, but if the line goes backward, we lose. So, when the escapee tried to turn back in the swamp, Shofner forced him to continue forward with the rest of the team. Quitting was not an option.

The discipline that Neyland taught was both physical and mental. His teams were always in top condition, and when they took the field, they believed they were tougher than their opponents. In addition to physical preparation, Neyland emphasized having the proper mindset, and Shofner saw evidence of that at Davao. He noted that heavier men were less capable of enduring the starvation diet and succumbed sooner, and the ones who never exercised were among the first to die. In their demoralizing circumstances, some of the Davao prisoners gave up. When one man expressed a fatalistic view, Shofner implored him to “knock it off. That’s no way to talk.” The depressed soldier responded, “Shof, we’re not going to get out of this, you know that. Every day just prolongs the agony.” Four days later Shofner helped bury him. Learned under Neyland, Shofner saw the value of physical and mental toughness. Neyland “was a winner, and he taught me mind over matter,” remembered Shofner.

Shofner’s experience touched Neyland as he sat quietly and listened, but it was more than a moving story. It was a vindication of Neyland’s techniques and proof that what he had always believed was in fact true: football builds character. Discipline, resilience, and toughness are applicable to life beyond the gridiron. According to Neyland, “The lessons learned upon the football field are carried usefully from the field into life. It has been said that there is guts at both ends of a bayonet. Well, there is guts, too, at both ends of a tackle.”

Most seasoned University of Tennessee football fans remember Robert Neyland as the greatest coach in the school’s history. From 1926 to 1952 he coached the Volunteers for twenty-one seasons with his tenure interrupted twice (1935 and 1941–5) for military service. During that time, he had 173 wins, 31 losses, and 12 ties, which is an 80 percent success rate. Neyland’s record makes him not only the greatest coach in UT history but also one of the best college football coaches of all time. He turned Tennessee Volunteer football into a brand whose dominant characteristics were discipline and defense.

Despite his impressive career, there is much about Robert Neyland that has been forgotten. Younger fans know that the stadium bears his name, but that is generally the extent of their knowledge. Most people, young and old, who follow the Volunteers cannot tell you why he is referred to as “the General,” except for maybe a vague awareness that he was once in the army. The proper pronunciation of his name is another fact upon which, sixty years after his death, there remains confusion. Some call him “Neeland” while others say “Nayland.” Early in his coaching career he told reporters that his name was “Neeland,” not “Nayland,” but that he would respond to either. Thirty-five years later, when someone called his widow, Peggy, “Mrs. Nayland.” She stopped him, pointed to her knee and said, “My name is Neeland.”

Regardless of how they pronounce it, people know the Neyland name even if they do not know Neyland. This biography aims to provide a more complete picture of the man, not just the talented coach whose accomplishments are well-documented, but the young athlete, a baseball pitcher who turned down major league offers, and the soldier who rose to the upper echelons of the US Army chain of command. Indeed, Neyland’s life can be divided into three segments: athlete, soldier, and coach.

Neyland grew up in Greenville, Texas, and attended the United States Military Academy where he excelled in baseball, football, and boxing. The army sent him to France during the First World War and afterward to Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) for a year’s study in engineering. Then in 1921, his superiors sent him back to West Point to serve on the staff of Superintendent Douglas MacArthur and to be an assistant coach on the Army’s baseball and football teams.

During his lifetime, Neyland said several times, “I never intended to be a football coach. I’m an engineer.” However, in 1925 his life plan gave way to opportunity when he moved to Knoxville, Tennessee, to take charge of the ROTC program at the University of Tennessee and to be an assistant football coach. A year later, the university promoted him to head coach, and for ten years he divided his time between football and the army. Neyland quickly built a football program that became known as the “Tennessee System,” and over time his dedication to the army gave way to his growing renown as a coach. His coaching was interrupted in 1935 when the army sent him to the Panama Canal Zone, and a year later he retired from the army and returned to Knoxville, where he orchestrated the first dynasty in Southeastern Conference history. Then in 1941 the army recalled him to active duty, and he was out of coaching for the duration of the Second World War.

During the war Neyland served as an engineer on the home front until 1944 when the army sent him to China, then India. He amassed a stellar record in logistics and supply, and by the time the war was over he had risen to the rank of brigadier general. If he had commanded troops in combat, that part of his life would have been as celebrated as his coaching career. However, as an engineer whose expertise was in building and logistics, his military life quickly faded beneath the long shadow of his gridiron success.

When he returned from the war, he coached for seven more seasons, fending off critics who argued that his twenty-year-old system was antiquated. However, this “relic of the past,” as some called him, fooled his antagonists by winning a partial claim to the national title in 1950 and a consensus national championship in 1951. The following year declining health forced his retirement from coaching, but he remained as UT athletic director for another decade. When he died in 1962, the University of Tennessee named the stadium in his honor.

This biography gives due credit to Neyland’s military vocation, and it also emphasizes how he used each of his two professions in tandem. His knowledge of the military informed how he coached and his knowledge of sports informed the way he commanded troops. This study also highlights how the evolution of football in the first half of the twentieth century mirrored the evolution of military doctrine.

Neyland the military engineer found his life’s calling in building, but he also found purpose in building men: turning eighteen-year-old boys into disciplined and responsible young adults. As John Heisman wrote in his 1922 book Principles of Football, “The coach can use his singular power to the greatest possible good for a young man … The coach’s word is the law and the gospel.” Neyland had read Heisman’s book, and he agreed with its assertion about the nature of young men: “Certain things are much more apt to get control of his mind, his heart, his emotional nature than others. One of these is football,” wrote Heisman. Neyland sought to use his influence as a coach to build a winning football program because he had a thirst for success, but he also believed that in so doing he was developing the kind of men who would make society better.

General Neyland’s military training and service in foreign wars gave him a unique perspective on the importance of building strong, resilient men. After the Second World War, he was more certain than ever that such a need existed because of the emergence of the Cold War and the threat of communist expansion. Supporters and former players came together to honor Neyland in 1953, and on that occasion he gave a speech, rare for him, in which he articulated the vital role that football plays in building men who are strong in mind and body and thus better able to defend the country’s values. This, thought Neyland, was football’s greatest benefit.

Neyland was much more than a great football coach; he was a man of letters who studied history, read novels, and loved poetry. He was a man of affairs who had seen the world and had fought to save it. He was reserved and in some ways mysterious. He died more than six decades ago and during that time has been the subject of only one biography. With 2026 being the hundredth anniversary of Neyland’s first year as Tennessee’s head coach, it is time for a fresh look at the man they called the General.

Finally, a note to readers. Avoiding the use of superscript citation numbers in the body of the text was intentional. However, loyalty to my training as a historian compelled me to give attribution, especially for direct quotes. In the back of the book, readers will find documentation for the sources that were quoted, as well as a list of “other sources” that, although not quoted, were used in writing each chapter. If a source is cited for a direct quote, it will not be listed in the “other sources” section even though additional information was likely garnered from it.
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Growing Up in Texas: 1892–1912

In the 1890s, Hunt County, Texas, was a farming community fifty miles northeast of Dallas. Almost half of the county’s farmers were either sharecroppers or tenant farmers eking out a living on someone else’s land. Greenville, a town of about 5,000 residents, was the county seat, and its thriving business enterprises made it an oasis of prosperity in a cotton prairie land. None of Greenville’s streets were paved. The same wagons that stirred up choking black dust in the hot summer also bogged down in axle-deep mud during winter. Five railroads radiated out of the town, and its commercial interests included two banks, newspapers, shops, manufacturing establishments, and even an opera house. It was a growing town that would continue to expand well into the twentieth century.

This was the birthplace of Robert Reese Neyland on February 17, 1892. His parents, both native Texans, were Robert Reese Neyland and Pauline Lewis, born in 1859 and 1861, respectively. The father was half of the law firm Neyland & Neyland, the other half being his younger brother Mayo. Pauline taught school, and son Bob remembered that she had “a warm generous nature, was very calm and placid, and unquestionably one of the bravest and most resolute personalities I ever knew.”

The Neylands lived in a spacious frame house that had city water and electricity but no indoor bathroom. Fourteen-foot ceilings helped manage the hot Texas summers and fireplaces provided heat in the winter. A half mile from the town square, the Neyland property was located on Stonewall Street, and it included a large garden along with a barn for animals. Even with a cook and a maid living on the property, there were always plenty of chores around the homestead for Bob, his sister Carroll, and brother Mayo. As the oldest of the three siblings, Bob got the heavy and difficult jobs. He often milked cows and built five fires before breakfast, and after school he worked until dark to finish his chores. However, there was also leisure time and ample opportunities for fun. He loved to hunt and fish, and he grew up playing football, basketball, and his favorite sport, baseball.

Bob Neyland had a rich family history. His father was handsome, with black hair and dark eyes accentuated by a mustache. His sharp intellect resulted in part from his legal training at Kingston Collegiate Institute in Ontario, Canada. He married Pauline, who was from Marshall, Texas, in 1888 and soon thereafter opened his law office in Greenville.

Bob’s paternal grandfather, also Robert Reese Neyland, was born in 1832, and was the son of a Louisiana planter who moved the family to Texas in 1840. (The Neyland family did not affix Roman numerals to successive generations and did not use “Jr.” until General Neyland’s son, who was actually the fourth in the family line of Robert Reese Neylands.) Prior to the Civil War, the grandfather worked as an attorney, Indian agent, and railroad investor. He later became one of the 90,000 Texans who fought for the






[image: A vintage photograph of Robert Neyland as a child in formal attire holding a hat.]
Robert Neyland in 1895 at age three-and-a-half. Courtesy of the Neyland Family.









[image: A portrait of Robert Neyland as a teenager in a suit with a bow tie.]
A teenage Robert Neyland before going to West Point, c. 1910. Courtesy of the Neyland Family.
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