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Disclaimer: The terms “negro,” “colored,” and “colored person” are used only in direct quotes or titles and are used strictly for purposes of historical accuracy.




“A great football story will be written one day. The story of an All-American. The story of a Negro, his thoughts, his hopes, and his fears.”

Eddie West

Santa Ana Register

1939




FOREWORD

It was not a big deal for me when I first met Kenny Washington. I mean, well, I was only about six, and he was about seventeen and a football player on my dad’s team at Lincoln High School, located on North Broadway in Lincoln Heights, Los Angeles. We met on Lincoln High School’s football field at an after-school practice. At home, my dad was a quiet father and never talked much about his teaching or coaching.

Actually, in those days I was more interested and involved in my own football playing on the playground—sandlot style. There were no Little League or Pop Warner games in those days. We had to organize our own “touch” football games on the local grammar school playground located one-half block from our home in San Gabriel, California. We played on dirt or asphalt surfaces. I always got to play or organize the games since it was my football that Dad had provided. Moreover, Lincoln High School was about eight miles from our home (seemed a lot farther), and since our family had only one car, which Dad had at school, I was never able to attend one of his games. Thus, I never saw Kenny play under my dad’s coaching.

Dad never talked—or bragged—about Kenny or his family. Kenny’s dad was named Edgar “Blue” Washington, a nickname given to him by the famous film director Frank Capra when they were both kids living in Los Angeles. Blue was an actor who played in seventy-four films. He also played baseball in the Negro Leagues. If you ever had a chance to see Kenny in action, it would be easy to see where his athletic skills were born—from Blue, of course. Dad was a big fan of Kenny’s but never in awe of his superior athletic talent. Perhaps Dad’s appreciation of Kenny was based on his (my dad’s) own athletic talents. Dad was a high school star at Loyola High School (Los Angeles) and captain of the football, basketball, and baseball (yes, all three) teams at Loyola College. Upon graduation from college, Dad played one year of professional baseball for the Oakland Oaks. He therefore knew talent and how to develop it. Dad was the teacher; Kenny was the student. They worked together famously.

[image: chpt_fig_001]
Figure 0.1 Lincoln High School football coach Jim Tunney with his star player, Kenny Washington. Photo courtesy of Jim Tunney Jr.

My dad had some good teams at Lincoln High but none more powerful and famous than his 1935 team with Kenny as tailback. That 1935 Lincoln High team won the Los Angeles City Football Championship, defeating Fremont High School, 13–9. It’s the only city football championship Lincoln High has ever won, although it has had some excellent football teams and coaches throughout its 107-year history. Yet, the 1935 Tigers’ football team is its only city champion! At that time, the Lincoln High student population was composed mostly of Eastern Europeans, Russians, Italians, and so forth. In fact, actor Robert Preston, at that time named Robert Preston Meservey, better known now to all as “the Music Man,” was on that team.

Dad was vitally interested in Kenny’s future education and encouraged him to go to college. Dr. Norm Duncan, who at one time taught physical education with Dad at Lincoln High, had moved on, obtaining his doctorate and teaching at the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA), a small school located in Westwood (west Los Angeles). With the connections of Dad and Dr. Duncan, they helped Kenny enroll at UCLA in the fall of 1937, where he continued his education on through graduation.

When Kenny graduated, the National Football League was thirty-seven years old, having started in 1920. Few African American players were allowed to play in the 1940s. It’s interesting to note that Frederick Douglas “Fritz” Pollard, a small (5-foot-7-inch, 150-pound) running back from Brown University, broke the color barrier in 1919 playing for the Akron Pros. However, there were only a few Blacks attending UCLA, and only a handful were playing football. The Bruins had five on their team in 1939.

Joining Kenny on that Bruins football team were Woody Strode, Jackie Robinson, Ray Bartlett, and Johnny Wynne. Yes, that Jackie Robinson, who broke that same barrier in 1947 with the Brooklyn Dodgers. Although Kenny was on the UCLA baseball team, he was more widely known for his football prowess. But let’s not overlook his college baseball skills. Kenny hit .397 for the baseball Bruins.

In the 1940 NFL draft, no Black players were drafted, despite Kenny’s incredible college football career. So, Kenny played in the smaller Pacific Coast Football League for a team called the Hollywood Bears. My first time seeing Kenny play was when he was with those Bears. Dad was a college football official and also officiated those Bears games, as well as the Los Angeles Dons. The Bears played their home games at Gilmore Stadium in Hollywood, California, which is no longer there. It’s now where CBS Television City and Farmers Market are located.

If I may digress for a brief note on Jackie Robinson. As a seven-, eight-, nine-year-old kid, I would carry my dad’s gear bag when he was officiating. He officiated in the Pasadena Rose Bowl many times. In fact, Pasadena Junior College, where Jackie went to college before UCLA, played its home games in that iconic Rose Bowl. During one game, because of little or no security (well, maybe one cop), I got to sit on the PJC’s bench. Jackie was the star running back for PJC. As clearly as if it were yesterday, I remember my dad approaching me at halftime of one of those games and saying, “You watch this colored kid [as most were called with no disrespect intended in 1938]; he’s really gonna be something.” As I said earlier, Dad was a great judge of superior talent.

When the Cleveland Rams of the NFL relocated to Los Angeles in 1946, they wanted to play in the Los Angeles Coliseum and signed Kenny to play for them. Kenny was the first Black player from the West Coast to be signed by an NFL team. The Los Angeles Coliseum was not going to allow the Rams to play in there unless they would allow Black players. Kenny, indeed, was the player that broke that “color barrier” in Los Angeles. Joining Kenny on that Rams team was his UCLA teammate, Woody Strode, as end.

When Dad retired from officiating in 1947, I was attending Occidental College in Los Angeles and focusing on my education and my athletic and officiating career and sort of lost track of Kenny. I do recall that Young’s Market, a growing wine, beer, and spirits distributor, was wanting to build strong, positive relationships with the booming Southern California community. They hired Kenny. With the reputation Kenny had established at UCLA and with the Rams, he was the perfect man for the job in those days.

In 1971 I was working as the educational director of the (Herb) Alpert Family Foundation when I heard that Kenny was ill. He had big medical bills. I contacted Mike Frankovich, a UCLA alum and former Bruin football player and member of their Hall of Fame. In 1971 he was a film producer and had made more than thirty movies. When I talked with Mike about helping Kenny, he said of course, since he knew all about Kenny’s UCLA accomplishments.

We decided to put on a dinner and through Mike’s connections contacted the famous Hollywood Palladium, located on Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood. Our advertisement was mostly through word of mouth as well as through UCLA sources. Our entertainment was simple, with Mike as our master of ceremonies. Our attendance was about 1,000, and everyone was enthusiastic to meet and hear from Kenny. It was a special evening for him.

Lincoln High School has remembered its wonderful athlete by naming its football field as well as an annual football game in his honor. It always seemed sad to me that the Lincoln student body never got to meet such a legend. But I will always remember!

Jim Tunney Jr.

Thirty-one-year NFL official and son of Kenny’s coach, Jim Tunney Sr.
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INTRODUCTION

Bright floodlights illuminated the cavernous Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum. To many of the 40,000 who pressed through the turnstiles, more than just a lush, green playing field was brought from the darkness on this Friday night. An aura of anticipation wafted about the stadium. Football was back from its annual spring and summer dormancy. Long-suppressed expectation flowed freely in the form of an energetic buzz.

Among fans of the home team, UCLA, optimism spawned from third-and second-place finishes in the Pacific Coast Conference the previous two seasons. Many were anxious to see if the next three months would produce even better. Those confident that their Bruins would be a title contender reached that belief because of a heralded new player.

UCLA’s fans had been teased throughout the summer months by notes in local newspaper columns, articles that featured provocative headlines, and boasts about this new player, a sensation, certain to help the team ascend to new heights. This game with the University of Oregon would offer Bruins fans their first glimpse of the player, a talent they had been assured was unlike any they had ever seen before.

The September night was warm, 73 degrees. It was the kind of heat that, through summer months, produced a flawless playing field. As forty-eight players on the UCLA and University of Oregon sidelines readied for kickoff, Bill Spaulding approached his new halfback. “How do you feel?” he asked the gangly nineteen-year-old. “I feel alright,” Kenny Washington answered.1 The young man’s voice, however
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