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Berry Tramel
New book chronicles OU’s untouchable 47-game streak

2001-07-08
By Berry Tramel
Sports Editor


Jim Dent calls it college football’s lost story. 
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Maybe it is. History fades fast. The long-ago days of Oklahoma football, when mythical Sooner heroes reigned, was the ’70s. 

The dinosaur days are the ’50s, when Bud Wilkinson coached OU to heights unscaled before or since. Prehistoric. 

And on first thought, if there’s one subject that doesn’t need another dad-burned book, it’s Oklahoma football. 

The topic’s been well covered. 

But make some shelf space. One more Sooner book is coming your way, and this one has nothing to do with Bob Stoops and Josh Heupel. 

Dent has found an unrecorded niche: the players’ perspective on Wilkinson’s epic 47-game winning streak. 

“The Undefeated” is scheduled to hit bookstores in mid-August, and it’s a dandy. I just finished the advance proofs, and it ranks with George Lynn Cross’ “Presidents Can’t Punt,” Barry Switzer’s “Bootlegger’s Boy” and J. Brent Clark’s biography of Joe Don Looney as the best books about the Sooner football phenomenon. 

“The Undefeated” is an easy read (240 pages), with a storytelling style and, best of all, tales that for half a century sailed under the radar screen. 

“It’s a look at a long-lost era of America’s sporting consciousness,” said Dent, a long-time Texas sportswriter who moved to Oklahoma City in April 2000 to work on the book. He has authored “The Junction Boys,” the story of Bear Bryant’s legendary boot camp with Texas A&M, and “You’re Out and You’re Ugly, Too,” with baseball umpire (and OU fan) Durwood Merrill. 

“No one will ever break the 47-game streak,” Dent said. “It’s the lost story. The best story in college football. 

“What happened, Switzer did so well, everybody’s forgotten about this great period of time.” 

With Stoops’ remarkable success, the ’50s likely are to be even more submerged in the memory of all but the eldest of OU fans. But chew on this: over an 11-year span, 1948-58, the Sooners went 107-8-2. 

Dent brings alive that era, with yet another edgy take on Wilkinson, “The Great White Father.” For decades in these parts, Wilkinson was a mythical coach with few spots. But Clark revealed a different side of Wilkinson in his Looney book, and now Dent too digs below the Wilkinson veneer, uncovering an earthy, competitive man. 

Dent recites tales of Wilkinson’s womanizing and drinking. But he also flushes out a master motivator and unsurpassed program builder. 

Dent weaves tales that maybe you’ve heard and maybe you haven’t. 

How the winning streak stayed alive through the efforts of back judge Don Looney (yep, Joe Don’s father) in the 1954 TCU game. 

How the great Okie migration to California during the Dust Bowl sucked up Darrell Royal and almost profoundly impacted the football fortunes at two schools. 

How boosters like Eddie Chiles recruited and paid players, like other powerhouses of the day only better. 

How Prentice Gautt, OU’s first black player, overcame racism even among teammates. 

How a Notre Dame spy helped end the streak in the historic 1957 game. 

How all-American Tommy McDonald worried about his own streak of touchdowns, much to the chagrin of quarterback Jimmy Harris. 

How president Cross found an ingenious way to discard his vodka bottles. 

There are great stories about colorful characters. John Herman Bell. The Burris brothers. Ed Gray. 

Even Marlon Brando and Bugsy Siegel make cameo appearances. 

Is it the gospel truth? It’s the truth as the players remember it. It’s fun and it’s interesting and a sweet look at a time past. 

It’s a tribute to the Undefeated, the Sooners who almost 50 years ago staked a claim that hasn’t been approached since. 
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