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I grew up playing football in Chicago and I still recall watching the Rose Bowls with my father and brother during the late 1960s and early 1970s. Most of the memories involve USC, but not only because they appeared in Pasadena almost every January 1. Watching from the frozen Midwest on our Zenith color TV made the images so vivid: the pretty USC Song Girls, the striking white Trojan horse, the cardinal and gold uniforms lit by the sun.

The scores of those games have faded but not how those USC teams played. As a high school running back, I admired the purity of Student Body Right and Student Body Left. That didn’t mean I wanted the Trojans to win, though. Kids in Chicago pulled for the Big Ten in the Rose Bowl, even while knowing deep down the Big Ten would lose.

I got a job in California after college, married an Angeleno, raised three children here, and never left. But I still wouldn’t call myself a USC fan. Nor am I anti-USC. I was drawn to this book in the same way I was drawn to my previous three oral histories on American firefighters, Notre Dame football, and the Los Angeles Dodgers. I like writing about classic institutions.

Cardinal and Gold is based on the first-person accounts of those who lived the story of USC football over the last 40 years. I interviewed more than 125 players, coaches, athletic department members, and a handful of plugged-in writers and broadcasters. Most of the interviewees are the former USC players, who I found as a group to be funny, direct, and perceptive. Some were tough on their head coaches and athletic directors, just as firefighters tend to grumble about their commanders. But I never heard one bad word about the university itself. The opposite was true. They often used the words love and great education when discussing their alma mater.

Still, their particular school and the game of football are synonymous. USC has produced 11 national championships and 7 Heisman Trophy winners. It has sent 31 players to the College Football Hall of Fame and 12 players to the Pro Football Hall of Fame. The NFL has drafted more Trojans (488) and more of them in the first round (79) than it has drafted from any school in the country.

In 2009, the ESPN research department created a formula to determine the top football programs since 1936, the year the Associated Press started ranking teams and naming a national champion. USC finished No. 2 to Oklahoma. Then again, every true Trojans fan knows what happened when the two schools last met: USC demolished the Sooners, 55–19, in the 2005 Orange Bowl.

Before the birth of USC football, there was a fledgling university, and before that a region known as California. In 1850, two years into the Gold Rush, California became the 31st state in the union. In 1880, USC opened its doors in the lively frontier town of Los Angeles. The original 53 students and 10 teachers convened a few miles away from what is known today as downtown LA.

USC took up football in 1888. The first team went 2–0 and did not allow a point in both of its games against the Alliance Athletic Club. The program began its ascent in 1919 with the hiring of Elmer “Gloomy Gus” Henderson, who went 45–7 before being dismissed in 1924 mainly because he never beat rival California. USC attempted to hire Notre Dame’s rising star Knute Rockne, but he chose to stay in South Bend. Rockne then recommended his friend Howard Jones, who made his reputation at Yale and Iowa.

That was when everything changed. After hiring Jones in 1925—two years after starting to play in the newly built Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum—USC emerged as a national power. As college football surged in popularity, Jones and Rockne became America’s most famous coaches during the Great Depression. Jones’s 16 USC teams won all five of their Rose Bowls, seven Pacific Coast Conference championships, and the school’s first four national titles in 1928, 1931, 1932, and 1939. Jones retired after the 1940 season and died the next summer of a heart attack.

By the late 1950s, the program had lost its way. The Trojans hit bottom in 1957 when they went 1–9 while under heavy sanctions from the Pacific Coast Conference because the players had received cash from an outside foundation. By 1960 the school was off probation when it named the relatively unknown John McKay as its head coach. First he returned USC to national relevance. Then he established it as the country’s leading program in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

In 1976, McKay left USC after 16 seasons for a much better-paying job in the NFL. That pivotal time, 40 years ago, is where Cardinal and Gold begins.
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In 1976 in the state of California, Jerry Brown dated the enormously popular singer Linda Ronstadt while serving his first term as governor. Two years after resigning over the Watergate scandal, Richard Nixon lived in exile in San Clemente and the Warner Bros. studio in Burbank released its Oscar-winning film All the President’s Men. A San Francisco jury convicted Patty Hearst of participating in an armed bank robbery with the revolutionaries who had kidnapped her. The first year of a terrible two-year drought battered farmers and ranchers and ended up producing nearly $1 billion in economic losses. On a more pleasant note, Napa Valley rejoiced when one of its red wines and one of its whites were deemed superior to the finest French wines at a legendary blind tasting in Paris.

In 1976 in Los Angeles, the fabled John McKay left USC to become the first head coach of the newly formed Tampa Bay Buccaneers. McKay later said, “I wanted to make some money—it’s that simple.” In 1975, USC had paid him $48,000 a year to be its coach and athletic director. Tampa Bay, the new NFL expansion team, had reportedly offered him a ten-year deal at $250,000 per year.

Back in 1960, he was still an obscure USC assistant when he replaced the struggling head coach Don Clark. Los Angeles wasn’t thrilled at the news of McKay’s promotion or when his first two teams won a total of eight games. Then, in 1962, USC went 11–0 and won its first national title since 1939 under Howard Jones. McKay went on to win three more national championships in 1967, 1972, and 1974. His 16 USC teams also won nine Pac-8 titles and five Rose Bowls and three times went undefeated.

McKay did not invent the Power I formation, but he nearly perfected it. The five dynamic running backs he coached—Mike Garrett, O.J. Simpson, Clarence Davis, Anthony Davis, and Ricky Bell—earned the school the nickname Tailback U. Garrett and Simpson won USC’s first two Heisman Trophies in 1965 and 1968. Davis should have won the third in 1974, but the player known as AD perhaps had too much swagger for the predominantly white Heisman voters. They awarded it instead to Ohio State’s talented and more reserved Archie Griffin.

Off the football field, McKay had a famously dry sense of humor. When the Buccaneers turned out to be awful, losing their first 26 games, he was asked to comment on their execution. “I’m all for it,” McKay said. When asked about the importance of emotion, he said, “Emotion is overrated. My wife is emotional, but she’s a lousy football player.” Another time he reminded the Los Angeles press: “There are still over 600 million Chinese who don’t care if we win or lose.”

That was the witty McKay who charmed the writers, boosters, and alumni. Gary Jeter, an All-American defensive tackle, says McKay was distant with players. In Jeter’s case that began when McKay recruited him at his Cleveland high school.


GARY JETER: He was the only major college coach who didn’t visit me. I took that as, I’m not good enough. Then my mother got on the phone and kind of threatened him. She said, “You’re the only coach that hasn’t been there. Joe Paterno and Ara Parseghian and Tom Osborne and Woody Hayes—they’ve all been here but you.” And he still didn’t come to visit. But it worked. I wanted to prove myself to John McKay.

On Saturday he would give you that pregame speech, that halftime speech, that postgame speech. During the week, man, you got nothing. He rarely told his players anything directly. He would drive around practice in his electric golf cart. It was so finely tuned, you literally couldn’t hear it. Then suddenly he’d hit that horn, and it would stop practice. McKay would point at an assistant coach. He would run over to McKay, and McKay would chew out the assistant. Then the assistant would chew out the player or the two or three players. That was just how it worked there then.

If you really wanted to know how John McKay felt about you, you had to read it in the newspaper. He had a little quotation that he would put behind a player’s name. Those words were “I’ve ever seen.” As in “Gary Jeter is the toughest I’ve ever seen” or “Gary Jeter is the quickest I’ve ever seen.” If he said those words, you were anointed, man. It went across the country like wildfire. And it was like he put money in your pocket with the pros.


McKay also was known for his willingness to recruit and start the best players regardless of their race. During the 1960s, when black players were not allowed to play at most southern schools, and many northern schools such as Notre Dame were still primarily white, McKay’s progressive and pragmatic stance brought many top black athletes to USC. In 1970, it was the Trojans’ famous “all-black” backfield—quarterback Jimmy Jones, fullback Sam Cunningham, and tailback Clarence Davis—that led them to their historic 41–21 victory at Alabama.


GARY JETER: You ever hear the line “Sam Cunningham did more for integration in the south than Martin Luther King Jr.?” That was a true story. Bear Bryant and John McKay were good buddies. And the one thing Bear’s Alabama teams lacked was speed. They had all these white kids—gutty white kids that couldn’t run. So McKay said to Bear Bryant, “Why don’t I take my team down there and we’ll play a game?” So they go down to Birmingham in 1970, and Sam Cunningham runs buck wild. Then all these predominantly white fans go, “Wow!” They are in awe. As a result of that game, that’s when the black players started coming into Alabama and the rest of the SEC. Before that game, they weren’t there. That’s what actually got the SEC going.


By 1975, McKay’s final year, Pat Haden had graduated and a junior named Vince Evans became USC’s third black starting quarterback. Before Evans there was Jimmy Jones, the first black quarterback to appear on the cover of Sports Illustrated, in 1969, and before Jones there was Willie Wood, the first black quarterback in Pac-8 history. Evans had grown up in segregated Greensboro, North Carolina.


VINCE EVANS: Before USC I played one year at Los Angeles City College. During that era, there still weren’t very many African American quarterbacks at the D-1 level. But I had seen Jimmy Jones. He was starting at USC, and he was excelling. I thought, They have a white coach and an African American QB. But when I actually got there, I was thinking USC might make me a running back. Coach McKay said, “No, you’re a quarterback. That’s what we recruited you for.” Those were encouraging words from an icon like John McKay.


But in 1975, his first year as a starter, Evans threw for three touchdowns and nine interceptions while completing just 31 percent of his passes. There were bumper stickers on campus saying SAVE USC FOOTBALL. SHOOT VINCE EVANS.


VINCE EVANS: I’d been getting hate mail since I had been there. That year was the worst because USC was used to winning national championships and Rose Bowls and that year we went 8–4. I got another unsigned letter before the UCLA game. It basically said, “Nigger, you go out there today, we’re going to blow your brains out.” I took that letter to Coach McKay. He called the LAPD. I was later told there was extra surveillance around the stadium.

Coach McKay asked me if I wanted to play that game. I said, “I grew up in racist environments. I went to theaters where African Americans sat in the balcony and whites sat on the main floor. Separate bathrooms and all of that. I didn’t come 3,000 miles to be intimidated by something like this.”


USC lost, 25–22, and Evans played so poorly in the second half, Sports Illustrated wrote that “he couldn’t have thrown a football into the Grand Canyon while standing at the rim.” Evans would return for his senior year with that criticism still fresh in his psyche and without McKay, the coach who had given him a chance.

In 1975, McKay’s farewell season, defensive back Danny Reece was a team captain. He is still second all-time at USC with 18 career interceptions.


DANNY REECE: We had no stars on those teams. Coach McKay was the only star. As a freshman, I had never flown on an airplane. I was scared to death. But once I got on the plane and Coach was on there, I said to myself, This plane’s not gonna crash. We got Coach McKay on this thing.

He was coach and athletic director, so he had to keep some distance. Not all the players liked that. A lot of kids coming into college were needy. But he wasn’t the type who would put his arms around you and hug you. He would sometimes say, “If you guys win, I’ll treat you like men. If you don’t, we’ll practice on Sunday.”


Quarterback Rob Hertel played two seasons for McKay and started as a senior after McKay departed.


ROB HERTEL: John McKay was Catholic, and he respected Notre Dame. But I remember one game we were standing on the sidelines. He’s talking to us, but he’s looking at their coach, Ara Parseghian. McKay says, “Right 28 pitch. Right 28 pitch.” He was looking straight at Ara and challenging him! Like, I’m coming after you, Ara. I said 28 pitch. Did you hear me?


By then McKay and Parseghian were two of the epic figures in the Trojans-Irish rivalry. The most popular origin story for the glamorous series has the wives of USC athletic director Gwynn Wilson and Notre Dame coach Knute Rockne laying the groundwork for the first USC-Notre Dame matchup while riding a train together in 1925. In reality, the series probably began in 1926 because both schools envisioned large payoffs from an annual game against another national power. The big money started flowing in 1927, when USC-Notre Dame drew an estimated 115,000 fans at Soldier Field in Chicago.

In 1974, McKay’s most famous win came at the expense of Parseghian and the Irish. In their regular-season finale, sixth-ranked USC and fifth-ranked Notre Dame played at the Coliseum before 83,552 fans and millions more who watched on ABC. Dave Farmer was a sophomore running back.


DAVE FARMER: Notre Dame went up on us 24–0, and you could hear a pin drop in the Coliseum. We were getting the shit kicked out of us, and we never got the shit kicked out of us, ever.

GARY JETER: 24–0 and it wasn’t even halftime! So I’m getting emotional and I almost get thrown out in the first half. I run over to their sidelines, and I’m chasing their quarterback, Tom Clements. He goes to step out of bounds, but he’s not out of bounds yet and I blast him. Steve Sylvester, their offensive tackle, gets in my ear. Then here comes Ara Parseghian. Here’s a guy [who] a year ago wanted me to come to Notre Dame. He was in my living room. Now he’s screaming and hollering at me. So I gave him a few expletives: Go to hell and screw you.

I go in our locker room at halftime. Now we’re down 24–6 and my tears are coming. We can’t lose to Notre Dame like this. So I sit down, and it’s quiet as a church mouse. McKay is in front of us with that doggone cigar. He made a couple comments, and then he got down to it. He said, “I just signed a new contract. I’m going to be here. You guys play like this in the second half, a lot of you guys won’t be.”

DAVE FARMER: We go back on the field, and they kick off to Anthony Davis. He runs it back for a touchdown, and the Coliseum lights up. What I remember about the rest of the game is that we had the perfect call against every defense. We clicked like nothing else you’ve ever seen.


Most of those calls were made by John Robinson, the offensive coordinator who would later succeed McKay as head coach. In a surreal second half, the Trojans outscored the Irish 49–0. After USC won, 55–24, Sports Illustrated called it “one of the most remarkable scoring blitzkriegs in college football’s history.”

I asked Jeter whether as USC poured it on against Notre Dame, he and his teammates went wild or remained professional on the sidelines.


GARY JETER: Are you kidding me? Professional what? That’s Notre Dame over there. Stanford, Cal, UCLA—put them all together and it’s not even close to the hatred that we had for Notre Dame. I’ll spell it out for you. The Methodists versus the Catholics. The blacks versus the whites. Let’s be honest. That’s what it was. You’d look over there at their sideline and they’d have a few brothers and a whole bunch of white guys. You’d look at our sideline and we had a few white guys and a whole bunch of brothers.


Of course, at USC, there have always been plenty of white guys who can’t stand Notre Dame either.

In October 1975, as the rivalry resumed one year after the 55–24 pounding, there were persistent rumors that the NFL might lure away McKay. By then he had turned down several legitimate offers, most of them coming from the Los Angeles Rams.


DAVE FARMER: We knew Coach McKay would leave one day, but when? And the more talk about him leaving for the NFL, the more distracted we got. Then he told us in a team meeting after the Notre Dame game.

VINCE EVANS: When the announcement came, it was almost like there was a death that happened.

DANNY REECE: Everything was going great that season—we were 7–0—until he announced he was leaving. Then the wheels came off. A lot of guys didn’t know how to handle that. They were in a fog. They came to USC to play for John McKay.

GARY JETER: That Friday before we left to go play Cal, he calls a meeting. McKay walks in and says, “Hey, I’m going to Tampa Bay.” He was matter of fact, like he always is. But shit, you’d have thought we were all on the Titanic. It was chaos, man. The assistants didn’t know what was going on with their situation. A lot had been offered jobs in Tampa by McKay, but some didn’t want to go and it was really a mess. There were all these questions being asked by the press. Then we lost our last four games. Went from 7–0 to 7–4.

DANNY REECE: We went to the Liberty Bowl in Memphis. The last ten practices, Coach McKay let us have a little more freedom. We were coming home from one practice two or three days before the Liberty Bowl. I was on the defensive bus, and it pulled over and our assistant Marv Goux went into a liquor store and bought a couple cases of beer. We were allowed to drink the beer. They were treating us like men because we were men by then. Well, at least the seniors.

GARY JETER: We played Texas A&M in the Liberty Bowl. We were only 7–4 and they had a good team, but we dogged them 20–0. That was McKay’s last game. So he did go out a winner. But it wasn’t emotional before that game. It wasn’t a “win one for coach” thing. Maybe some guys will lie and say yes. But we weren’t close to McKay. He wasn’t close to us. He was a very distant coach who got his point across.

I think McKay left USC for the money and because he wanted a new challenge. He wanted to see if what worked at the college level could work in the NFL. And I thought he had a great chance. He didn’t kill us in practice. He got the best players and the best assistant coaches. There was no yelling and screaming. It was very, very professional. That was one of the reasons why we sent so many guys to the NFL. It was like a semi-pro team, the way he ran everything.

DANNY REECE: Coach McKay didn’t say much before the Liberty Bowl game. He said, “I’m leaving. Win this one.” But I was very emotional during that game. Four years at USC had gone by in a blink. Then one of the A&M players said something about McKay—he needs to leave or something like that—and somebody started a fight and I jumped in. This one dude from A&M stuck his finger into my helmet, and I snapped my helmet down and it just popped his finger.

I was closer to Coach McKay than most guys. I was his last captain. It got to the point where he was my second father. I loved him. I would fight you today if you said something bad about him.


USC had announced that John Robinson would be its next coach back in November, before the Liberty Bowl. He had started his career as an assistant at Oregon for 12 years. In 1972, after two straight 6–4–1 seasons at USC, McKay wanted to spend more time with the defense and brought in Robinson to run the offense. During Robinson’s three-year stint from 1972 to 1974, USC won two national titles while averaging 32 points a game. Robinson called the plays with confidence but rarely did anything slick. Like his predecessor, Robinson believed that a well-executed running game was the key to great offensive football.


JOHN ROBINSON: In 1975, I went up north to work for the Raiders. By then the question of who would replace McKay was already boiling. Everybody figured it would either be Dave Levy or Craig Fertig or Marv Goux, and they were all really good coaches and guys who were loved by the USC alumni. Plus, John Madden was coaching the Raiders. He and I were best friends all our lives. He would call every year and ask if I wanted to come up there. In ’75, I said yeah.

Jack Hubbard contacted me when McKay left. He was the school president when I was there. He had come out to practice and watched me coach and saw that I had more of an in-charge position on offense. So later he basically hired me by himself. There was no committee. Nobody knew about it. We were getting ready for a playoff game in Oakland, and Hubbard called me from a phone booth in Washington, DC. He said, “Hey, I gotta catch a plane. Do you want to be the head coach at USC?” I thought about it for about two seconds and I said, “Yes.”

The LA Times had some kind of headline the day I was hired: USC HIRES JOHN WHO? People were shocked. I was not a popular choice. I also had the problem that McKay took two or three assistants to Tampa. He took Dave Levy and Wayne Fontes, and Craig Fertig got the head-coaching job at Oregon State. The whole thing was a real shock to everybody, and there was a lot of mistrust about the whole thing.


On top of all that, Robinson was only 41, had no head-coaching experience, and was replacing a legend who had won four national championships.


GARY JETER: John Robinson was with the Raiders. When McKay left, I thought Dave Levy should have gotten the job. He was the assistant head coach under McKay. He was the heir apparent. It was just really weird when they picked Robinson. I had no idea why they picked him. I was like, What? Who?

DAVE FARMER: With McKay, you had to make an appointment to see him. With Robinson, you just walked in and said, “Hey, how’s it going?” He was kind of happy-go-lucky. Coach McKay, if you did something wrong, he would embarrass you in front of everybody to pull you out of it. Coach Robinson was the opposite: He wanted to coach you up. He had more of a father-figure approach.

ROB HERTEL: McKay had an intimidating persona. Robinson was the exact opposite: a big, emotional, energetic guy.


As the 1976 season approached, senior quarterback Vince Evans appeared to be the biggest question mark, but Robinson named him the starter before the eighth-ranked Trojans opened at home against unranked Missouri. It was Robinson’s first game as a head coach at any level and the first time in 16 years that anyone but McKay had led USC.


JOHN ROBINSON: Vince Evans had struggled the year I was with the Raiders. He had just been awful. I hired a quarterback coach, fella by the name of Paul Hackett, who did a great job of working with him on fundamentals. Still, Vince Evans was not a popular choice. I named him the starting quarterback, and that pissed everybody off. Then he plays terrible in the Missouri game and we coach terrible. With about one minute to go, Vince gets hurt and he’s lying out there on the field. I go out on the field, and I’m bending over him. He gets up, and we walk together. And 90 percent of the people at the Coliseum are booing me and Vince Evans as loud as they could boo.

VINCE EVANS: They wanted to run him and me out of SC. The hate mail continued to come. And even just the regular naysayers weren’t pleased that Robinson had picked me to lead the team.

DAVE FARMER: Missouri beat us 45–26! Our defense played so bad, we had to practice in pads the next day on Sunday. We had tackling practice! Tackling practice? This is not Pop Warner.

GARY JETER: We got plastered, at home. That was ridiculous. But Robinson did not screw up that game. The players did. And boy, did we get shellacked by the press. We had all these potential first-round draft choices, and Missouri just killed us.

JOHN ROBINSON: The team had only been 8–4 the year before I got there, but it looked like our team would be good in ’76. Also, I had been aggressive in saying I thought we would have a really good year. So the LA Times said the next day, “How could one man ruin a great program so fast?”

After that game, they had a big alumni event: 7,300 people at Heritage Hall. I got up to speak, and people were just in a state of shock. I said, “This will never happen again. I will never have a team that is not prepared to play.”

That was my first week as head coach. I still kind of knew the team would be good, but the trouble with something like that is that everyone sort of loses confidence in you and you lose confidence in yourself. But I just told myself that I knew the answers.


Keith Van Horne was a freshman offensive tackle. By his senior year, he was a consensus first-team All-American and a runner-up for the Outland Trophy, given to the best college lineman on either side of the ball.


KEITH VAN HORNE: It was our very first game ever under John Robinson. And we literally got booed off the field. Then we got into the locker room. John is a pretty laid-back guy, but he’s not so laid-back at this point. He said, “Gentleman, I will never be booed off my home field again. Do you understand me?”


Under the tutelage of Hudson Houck, the great USC offensive line coach, Van Horne later would add to the school’s fabled offensive line legacy. Before Van Horne came Ron Yary and Ron Mix, and after him Anthony Munoz, Roy Foster, Bruce Matthews, Tony Boselli, and others. In 1976, Van Horne’s teammate Brad Budde started at guard as a freshman, a rarity at the time in college football.


BRAD BUDDE: I’m from Kansas City, so losing to Missouri was a double nightmare for me. After that game, Coach Robinson felt he was trying to do too much. From that point we really simplified things and went back to the basics, which meant being a physical team and wearing people out with the 28 pitch play. That became our trademark, and we proceeded to keep on winning the next four years.


Known to the public as Student Body Right or Student Body Left, 28 pitch was a quick pitch to the tailback, who tried to get to the edge with most of the offensive line leading the way. It was no coincidence that 28 pitch resembled the power sweeps run by the Green Bay Packers. McKay borrowed the play from Vince Lombardi and tweaked it until it suited McKay’s I formation.

The Robinson era began righting itself immediately with a 53–0 win at lowly Oregon. As the Trojans played power football, Evans became more proficient, and the defense stiffened, USC won eight straight games after getting embarrassed at home against Missouri. Then the third-ranked Trojans defeated No. 2 UCLA, 24–14, in Pasadena.


JOHN ROBINSON: That was Terry Donahue’s first year and it was my first year. The winner would go to the Rose Bowl. Mid-fourth quarter, we’re ahead 14–0 and we call a quarterback draw, and Vince Evans runs through the whole UCLA team and scores a touchdown. He was going so fast that he ran almost up the tunnel. As he came back, I ran down there and we hugged each other, and it flashed through my mind: Vince, you and I should turn around and give all these people the finger. Because the USC fans were cheering us and I was thinking back to that first Missouri game.


The next Saturday at the Coliseum, third-ranked USC beat No. 13 Notre Dame, 17–13, a signature victory for Robinson in his first season. The 10–1 and second-ranked Trojans were now headed to the Rose Bowl to meet 10–1 and third-ranked Michigan. After USC won a brutal defensive battle, 14–6, Sports Illustrated wrote, “The Wolverines arrived in Pasadena leading the nation in total offense, rushing offense and scoring. But they left exposed as just another tough, solid upstanding Big Ten football team without a passing attack.”

An efficient Evans completed 14 of 20 passes for 181 yards, ran for one touchdown, and was named the game’s most valuable player. USC, at 11–1, argued that it should win the national championship, but the AP voters gave it to 12–0 Pittsburgh.


GARY JETER: After that loss to Missouri, we won 11 in a row. Pittsburgh had that schedule—that Notre Dame schedule—playing Temple and all those other goofy teams. Pittsburgh went 12–0. But we went 11–1 with a much harder schedule. 


Still, Robinson won a Rose Bowl in his rookie season. Evans completed 54 percent of his passes, up from 31 percent the previous year, and threw for 1,440 yards, up from 695. I asked him what he recalled most fondly from his senior year at USC.


VINCE EVANS: Winning the Rose Bowl with my teammates, and John Robinson standing behind me.


In 1977, Evans played for the Chicago Bears, Rob Hertel replaced him as starting quarterback, and the Trojans entered the season ranked No. 4. By the time USC hosted Alabama in October, it was 4–0, ranked No. 1, and had won 15 straight games since the Missouri loss. Linebacker Steve Busick and tight end Hoby Brenner, who later would play 20 NFL seasons between them, recall the big game against the 4–0 and seventh-ranked Crimson Tide.


STEVE BUSICK: We were ranked No. 1, but we may not have been as good as our ranking said. We were very young. I was a freshman and I was playing, so that tells you something.

HOBY BRENNER: Our defense wanted to be ready for Alabama’s wishbone. So we had a full-contact practice on the Sunday before we played them. That was the only time in college or in the NFL that we had a full-contact practice the day after a game.

ROB HERTEL: We were down 21–14 at the Coliseum. Then we scored in the final minute to make it 21–20. There was no overtime in those days. Coach Robinson and I discussed it on the sideline. He said, “What do you think?” I said, “We have to go for two. We’re number one in the country. We can’t settle for a tie.” We went for two, and the play didn’t work. I threw an interception.


Hertel actually played a strong second half, passing for 230 yards as USC charged back from a 21–6 deficit. Still, it was a crushing loss as the 5–1 Trojans headed into their rivalry game at Notre Dame. I asked Budde and Van Horne, the hard-nosed offensive linemen and close friends, if they were among the players who hated the Irish.

Budde tends toward diplomacy. Van Horne has no filter.


BRAD BUDDE: Did I hate Notre Dame? I don’t know. I think hate and respect are synonymous in a way. 

KEITH VAN HORNE: I’ve heard many people say, “My favorite team is whoever is playing Notre Dame.” And it’s not just USC people. That’s people all over the country. It’s their self-entitlement and their arrogance. They say they have a higher standard for who they take there. That’s bullshit. They have guys who get in trouble too.

It’s a great place to get an education. Don’t get me wrong. But when I went to USC, of course that rivalry became ingrained in me. What really bugged me was their players’ arrogance. Not all of them. Actually Joe Montana was a real nice guy. And they produced some solid citizens. They’ve produced judges and whatnot. But they really do believe God is on their side. To have the nerve to call their mosaic on the side of the building Touchdown Jesus? I mean, please. Brad Budde and I used to look at that thing, and I won’t even tell you what we used to do. Touchdown Jesus, my ass. Every time we scored a touchdown, we’d look straight at him.

I actually received a letter from Notre Dame in high school. They said, “We’d like to review your film and see if you’re somebody we’d be interested in.” So we sent them my game film. Then I got a letter back signed by Dan Devine. It said, “We reviewed your game films and we’ve come to the conclusion that you’re not the quality of player we desire here at Notre Dame.”


Van Horne became a first-team All-American and a first-round draft choice of the Chicago Bears, where he protected Jim McMahon, opened holes for Walter Payton, and played on the 1985 team that won the city’s only Super Bowl. Then again, Devine also had been flat-out wrong about Joe Montana, who began his junior year in 1977 as the No. 3 quarterback behind Rusty Lisch and Gary Forystek. Despite the public protest, Montana still wasn’t starting by the third week against Purdue. Then he entered the game with 11 minutes left and the Boilermakers ahead, 24–14. Montana drove Notre Dame to 17 straight points and a thrilling 31–24 victory. By the USC game three weeks later, the “quarterback controversy” that never should have been finally was put to rest.


HOBY BRENNER: At Notre Dame, Joe Montana wasn’t advertised much. I knew Rusty Lisch’s name more than I knew Montana’s. It was really the 49ers and the NFL that set his name on fire.

KEITH VAN HORNE: Starting Rusty Lisch instead of Montana? And Montana was like third string, right? Hey, I had to play with Rusty Lisch on the Bears. That guy was terrible.


In October 1977, the Trojans were 5–1 and ranked No. 5 when they faced the 4–1 and 11th-ranked Irish. The game was in South Bend and Montana was in place, but USC was favored anyway. Over the last ten years—nine of them under McKay—the Trojans had lost the rivalry game just once.


BRAD BUDDE: The ’77 game was when Notre Dame wore their green jerseys. I remember looking at their uniforms during warm-ups and thinking, Who’s the color coordinator for this team? At that point they still had their blue jerseys on, but they had yellow and gold socks. Then they went back inside before the kickoff, and that’s when they changed into green.

ROB HERTEL: They brought out this Trojan horse in the middle of their field. Their four captains jumped out in these four Kelly green jerseys. It sounded like a bomb went off in the stands.

KEITH VAN HORNE: An actual Trojan horse. They built it, they wheeled it out. Then the rest of their guys run out in their green jerseys, which they hadn’t worn in like 20 years. Then the place really goes crazy. I never heard a place get as loud as that. And it’s kind of like, Oh, shit, here we go.

I got in at the end because the game was over. They were talking trash because they were kicking our ass. But that score was misleading. We played a physical game, but we had a ton of turnovers. And they had a quarterback—his name was Joe Montana. So they did hand it to us that day. But they had to resort to their little tricks to do it. That’s what I say, anyway.

JOHN ROBINSON: It was a good old-fashioned ass kicking. They had been unsettled at quarterback, but they were really good. They won the national championship that year. I always thought Joe Montana was the best player I’d ever seen, and that was the beginning of it.

Some people said the green jerseys were the turning point. But I never thought that. I always liked playing on the road and the opposing fans’ enthusiasm. I used to tell the team that those were the best games: when you win on the road and their fans are silent filing out of the stadium. I used to bullshit our team like that all the time. And they would believe me. So I don’t think we were intimidated by the crowd. They were really good, and Joe Montana went on to have a great season.


Montana passed for two touchdowns and ran for two others. Notre Dame thrashed USC, 49–19, in the famous “green jerseys” game and then went on to win the national title as the DUMP DEVINE bumper stickers went back into storage. The Trojans ended up just 7–4 and went to the lower-tier Bluebonnet Bowl, where they beat Texas A&M, 47–28.

Still, 8–4 at USC was equivalent to 6–6 at most other programs, and the 30-point loss in South Bend was embarrassing. In Robinson’s second year, he and his Trojans took a step backward.
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After going 8–4 the previous year, the 1978 Trojans entered the season ranked No. 9, a pretty nice accolade for the standard college football program. At powerful USC, it was the lowest preseason ranking since 1966, one of the aberrational McKay years.

The Trojans had bountiful talent—37 of them ended up on NFL rosters—but as Robinson said before the first game, “This will be a very interesting team. It has great potential, but in six years as an assistant and head coach, it’s the youngest USC team I’ve ever been associated with.”

Dennis Smith was part of the strong sophomore class, which included Ronnie Lott, Keith Van Horne, Hoby Brenner, and Jeff Fisher. Smith would establish himself as one of the most ferocious USC safeties ever, a reputation he later burnished as a six-time Pro Bowl selection with the Denver Broncos.


DENNIS SMITH: That season we were young, but we thought we’d win every game. The thing about USC, they brainwash you to believe you’ve got the best coaches, you’ve got the best players, and the only way you lose a game is if you run out of time. That’s a great attitude to have as a college player and a great attitude to take into the pros.


The raw and gifted Trojans were 2–0 and ranked No. 7 when they ventured into the south to face 2–0 and No. 1 Alabama. The rankings were reversed from the previous season, when the Crimson Tide, ranked seventh, upset the top-ranked Trojans, 21–20, at the Coliseum. USC wanted payback, but even more than that a national title.

It was also the Trojans’ first trip to Alabama since the historic 1970 game, which helped break the SEC’s racial barrier. But according to linebacker Riki Ellison, who later won three Super Bowls with the 49ers, the Trojans were still perceived as foreigners.


RIKI ELLISON: It was the late ’70s, and their fans saw us as these long-haired hippies coming in from LA. And there was this SEC, Alabama arrogance, like we were not at their level. But it was still pretty badass seeing Bear Bryant on the other side of the field.

STEVE BUSICK: We were in our hotel lobby, and all their fans were clones of Bear Bryant. They were all wearing the same hat he did.

KEITH VAN HORNE: It was hot and humid and loud, and there’s Bear Bryant, a legend, with his hat and his checkered coat or whatever the hell he wore. Houndstooth, right? That was an electric atmosphere. It’s the SEC and Alabama, and here come the Southern California guys.

JOHN ROBINSON: That was the biggest game of the season. It was a nationally televised game. And the thing about those big games back then, they were nationally televised for the whole country. There was no other college game on TV that day. So if you lived in Florida, you watched USC-Alabama.

Alabama was ranked number one and they were ten-point favorites, and we really dominated them. We won 24–14, but it was an ass kicking. I remember meeting Bear Bryant at the middle of the field after the game. He was about 6–4, a big man, and he was like a god. Bear Bryant just drawled, “Y’all just beat the living shit out of us.” I said, “Thank you, sir! Thank you, thank you!”


After routing Michigan State in Los Angeles, the surging 4–0 and second-ranked Trojans made the short trip to Tempe to play unranked Arizona State.


KEITH VAN HORNE: That was the year the Pac-8 became the Pac-10. So that was the first game ever between ASU and USC. They were all fired up for that, and of course everyone gets fired up to play against USC. No excuses, they beat us, but by then we had lost all three of our centers. We had a defensive lineman playing center. And there were multiple quarterback-center exchange fumbles. Their place was going crazy, and they beat us. Mark Malone was their quarterback. I think that was the highlight of Mark Malone’s life, frankly.


USC fumbled the snap six times, something you don’t see in high school. ASU recovered four of the fumbles, leading to 13 points and a shocking 20–7 Pac-10 upset. But even with defensive lineman Ray Peters starting at center, the Trojans won their next six in a row, including a 27–25 thriller over Joe Montana and the Irish. Then, at 10–1 and ranked No. 3, they finished the regular season at unheralded and unranked Hawaii.


DENNIS SMITH: Our players were drinking that week like they were on vacation. Game time comes and they weren’t ready. They were thinking, This is just Hawaii.


The hard-drinking Trojans beat the Rainbow Warriors, 21–5, but led only 7–5 early in the fourth quarter. Still, at 11–1, they managed to retain their No. 3 ranking. Then they defeated fifth-ranked Michigan, 17–10, in the Rose Bowl, thanks partly to the famously blown call that everybody in the stadium saw except for the officials on the field.

USC had the ball and a 7–3 lead in the second quarter. With second and goal at the Michigan three-yard line, Charles White ran into the end zone without the football he had just dropped, but line judge Gilbert Marchman signaled a USC touchdown. Oddly, Marchman was a Big Ten official.

The phantom touchdown put the Trojans ahead, 14–3. Dennis Smith intercepted a pass on the next Michigan drive, USC kicked a field goal, and at halftime it led by two touchdowns, one of them so bogus that even the Trojans admit it.

Most of them, anyway.


BRAD BUDDE: I was under the pile. So I didn’t get a good look at it. That’ll be my way out.

JOHN ROBINSON: He definitely fumbled. Thank God there was no replay then. Today they would have turned that over in a second. There was instant replay for the TV viewers, and everyone on TV saw it. It was clearly a fumble.


I reminded Van Horne that O.J. Simpson announced that Rose Bowl for NBC, Simpson called it a fumble, and the USC fans did not appreciate that.


KEITH VAN HORNE: Yeah, well, they don’t appreciate him now anyway, right? We used to call that play the earthquake touchdown. There was an earthquake, and that’s why the ball came loose. I remember the front page of the Los Angeles Times. There was a picture of it. Pretty obvious.

But you know what? They called a touchdown. And Michigan had a chance to beat us in the second half. They didn’t. We won. That’s it. We won the Rose Bowl.


College football is full of surprises and unforeseen heroes. One of the Rose Bowl stars was Hoby Brenner, who later played 13 years for the New Orleans Saints. But until he opened the scoring with a nine-yard touchdown reception in the first quarter, he was largely unknown outside his own family.


HOBY BRENNER: I got three balls thrown at me all year. The third one, I scored our first touchdown of the Rose Bowl. Then you’re getting interviewed on TV and the whole nine yards and you’re thinking, This is so cool.

I thought John Robinson did a great job that season. He was a very good motivator in a subtle way. He wasn’t fire and brimstone, but he knew how to get a team ready. That year was a good example. We were talented but very young. And we went 12–1 and then won the Rose Bowl.


Robinson was 3–0 in the postseason, two of them Rose Bowl wins, and his three teams had gone a combined 31–6. Though clearly up to the task of following McKay, now he wanted something that McKay had accomplished four times: a national championship.

“I don’t know if anyone knows who is number one,” Robinson said in the victorious Rose Bowl locker room. “There are four or five good teams. I’m prejudiced and I’m going to vote for USC.”

Freshman quarterback Scott Tinsley recalls what happened next.


SCOTT TINSLEY: There was an AP poll and a UPI poll. The UPI poll was the coaches, and they voted us number one. The AP poll was the writers, and they voted for Alabama, who we had beaten that season. So we had to split the national championship.

DENNIS SMITH: We knew we blew it when we lost that Arizona State game. We would have been 13–0 instead of 12–1. But for them to put Alabama ahead of us? When we beat them head to head?

RIKI ELLISON: We beat their ass. We’re their daddies. They still know it today. Any of those guys, if we saw them today in person, they know who kicked whose ass in their home stadium. The facts are the facts.

HOBY BRENNER: That was total bull. Not only did we beat Alabama, we beat them up physically. But we were a West Coast team, and there was a lot more bias toward the eastern part of the country in the national polls.

STEVE BUSICK: How can you justify that? But it’s Bear Bryant, and there were some politics. He pulled a lot of weight back in those days.

KEITH VAN HORNE: The Bear had some influence, yeah. But I still have a national championship ring that I’ll show to any Alabama player and say, “You show me yours and I’ll show you mine, and guess what? Hey, Alabama, we whipped your ass.” And I still remember John Robinson telling us, “We know who the number one team in the country is.”

JOHN ROBINSON: We kind of dismissed Alabama, as in hey, we beat them. But we didn’t spend a lot of time being pissed about it. It was also not as big a deal back in those days. My wife and I were in Heritage Hall when they made the announcement that we were national champs in one of the polls. Somebody had a bottle of champagne, and 15 people stood around and had a sip of champagne and that was it.


It was a very big deal, of course. In only his third season—the same length of time it took McKay—Robinson won his first national championship. No one knew it would be his last. No one dreamed it would be USC’s last until a coach named Pete Carroll did it 25 years later.

In 1979, almost every preseason poll placed the Trojans at No. 1. They had 16 starters returning from a 12–1 team that had won the Rose Bowl and the UPI national title. Paul McDonald returned at quarterback after a school-record 19 touchdown passes, which today sounds modest, but that was back in the day at run-oriented USC. Heisman Trophy candidate Charles White also returned as a senior, running behind an NFL-ready line featuring Anthony Munoz, Budde, and Van Horne.

The Trojans were 3–0 when they traveled to Baton Rouge for a characteristically crazed night game at Tiger Stadium. Or as Budde said afterward, “It makes Notre Dame look like Romper Room.”


JOHN ROBINSON: LSU is one of the most difficult places to play year in and year out. Their fans are fanatical. We were also ranked number one in the nation, and their coach, Charlie McClendon, announced that he was retiring after that season. So they were building this up as one of the biggest games in LSU history.

HOBY BRENNER: We pulled up to their stadium for a practice that Friday night, and there were thousands of LSU students yelling “Tiger Bait” at the bus.

JOHN ROBINSON: They wouldn’t let us off the buses. They were rocking the buses. It looked like a ’70s demonstration. But our guys were a pretty cocky group. Charlie White was running up and down the aisle laughing and saying, “They don’t know who they’re fucking with when they do this to us.”

HOBY BRENNER: We had to wait until they got the police in there to escort us into the stadium. This was for a stupid Friday practice. It was crazy at LSU. The fans in Birmingham, at Alabama, were obviously active. But it was nothing like LSU and Baton Rouge. They were standing up and screaming the whole game, and you couldn’t hear anything. My dad went to that game, and he told me afterward, “When you walk through a parking lot at a college football game, usually you see piles of beer cans. There were no beer cans. There were empty fifths all over the place.”

KEITH VAN HORNE: Yeah, it’s different down there. When we got off the bus, there were a few thousand LSU fans lined up. We could literally only walk single file through those fans. That’s all the room they would give us. They were pointing at us and yelling—“Tiger bait, Tiger bait, Tiger bait!” And they had the damn fucking tiger in a cage. And they would stick him with the thing, so he would roar.


On the sticky and deafening evening at 20th-ranked LSU, the top-ranked Trojans trailed, 12–3, with 12:23 left in the fourth quarter. Then they scored two straight touchdowns, including the game winner with 32 seconds left. As Tiger Stadium went deathly silent, stout-hearted USC escaped with a 17–12 victory.


RIKI ELLISON: If you look at USC history back then, we took down the best the SEC had. We took down South Carolina and George Rogers. We took down Alabama at Alabama. We took down LSU at LSU. Man, we rocked back then against the SEC.

KEITH VAN HORNE: We won at Tennessee, too, and those people are a little wacko, too. And that song to this day makes me want to throw up. That “Rocky Top” shit?


After hammering Washington State, 50–21, the Trojans were 5–0 and still ranked No. 1 when they played at unranked Stanford in a game that haunts them still.


DENNIS SMITH: Going into that year, we thought we were better than the year before. We still basically had the same guys and we had more experience. Then that Stanford game blew our whole season for a second straight national championship.

RIKI ELLISON: They were coached by Bill Walsh, my coach later in the NFL. When I was at USC, we were the antithesis of Bill Walsh football. We were simple, big man on big man football. Bill Walsh loved to beat that kind of team because he hated that kind of football.

We had more talent that season than probably any USC team I played on. But John Robinson started pulling the starters out in the second quarter and third quarter of games. So prior to playing Stanford, I don’t think our first units had ever played four quarters. Maybe the LSU game. So now we’re up 21–0 against Stanford, and we put our second stringers in. They took advantage of that.

STEVE BUSICK: It was John Elway’s freshman year. No one knew who he was at that time. Our coaches knew him, though. In film study that week, there was another quarterback we were watching, but one of our coaches said, “If this young kid gets in the game, their whole game plan changes because he can run all over the field and his arm is like a cannon. If he comes in, we may have some problems.”

We’re up 21–0 at halftime. Suddenly Elway comes in, as a freshman, and he’s running all over the place and he just shreds us. They ended up tying the game, 21–21. Then I played with Elway on the Broncos, and he never let me forget it. He used to rip me about that.


The Trojans took it out on their next five opponents, including a 49–14 crushing of UCLA in the regular-season finale. Then, in its second straight Rose Bowl, 10–0–1 and third-ranked USC faced 11–0 and top-ranked Ohio State. The day before the huge game, Robinson signed a five-year contract extension, but the deal was not yet made public.

One of Robinson’s closest colleagues was Artie Gigantino, then in his second season as the USC linebackers coach. He later moved up to defensive coordinator, and Sports Illustrated once named him the second best recruiter in the nation.


ARTIE GIGANTINO: We were getting ready to play Ohio State in the Rose Bowl, and there was speculation that John Robinson would go to the NFL. John had been offered the Washington Redskins job before they gave it to Joe Gibbs. John is a renaissance man. He’s more than just football. Likes music, likes politics
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