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1// Covering Everything

November 1970

THE WORDS KEPT COMING, wafting over a deliberate monotone most 

likely designed to convey a tone of seriousness the topic did not quite 

deserve. “The bus will take us straight to the hotel,” said Coach Paul 

Martel. “There, we will be dropped off, and we will check into our rooms.” 

Bob Thibaut, a team captain who was finishing his third season under 

the coach’s leadership, rolled his eyes, knowing too well what was in store 

for us over the next few minutes.

It was unclear on that frosty Thanksgiving Day morning in the late 

fall of 1970, and has remained largely unclear decades later, why Coach 

Martel regarded it necessary to recite the logistics of our travel plans to 

Columbia, Missouri, for the state championship football game, in such 

agonizing detail, right then and there on the miserable school practice 

field, as 50 members of the St. Louis University High School Junior Bil-

likens team focused mostly on potential remedies for frostbite. 

“We will have lights out at 10 p.m. In the morning, it will be a bacon 

and eggs situation.”
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A “bacon and eggs situation”?! Coach was making breakfast sound 

like a strategic military operation.

I caught the eye of Tim Kellett, our starting offensive left tackle, 

and we strained to keep from laughing. Thibaut, Kellett and I had spent 

the previous summer getting paid to deliver rented tables, chairs and 

party supplies to St. Louis County public high schools and the homes 

of wealthy St. Louis families who lived in mansions in our community’s 

toniest neighborhoods. During those suffocating tropical days we mostly 

laughed, and did not think much of our chances for a state football title.

No team in St. Louis U. High history had ever played a football game 

during the last week in November. Therefore, it was likely that no team 

in school history had ever been asked to endure a practice in the frigid, 

windy conditions of the “lower field,” as a St. Louis autumn was feebly 

yielding to the roar of the coming winter. 

“OK, men, let’s huddle up over here,” Coach Martel had called out, and 

we were thankful we had survived the last full practice of the 1970 season. 

Soon, we knew, we would peel off for the last time the stained, re-

markably durable practice football trousers we had worn on about 80 of 

the previous 110 days. For most of us, the stains from mud, sweat, blood, 

and God knows what other human effluence survived the mere six or 

eight encounters with a washing machine during the season. These pants, 

which compressed the legs and posteriors of the young men who had 

worn them from August 15 through the end of November, likely could 

have taken the field on their own, empty of human flesh, and given some 

of the lesser teams on the SLUH schedule a competitive game. It would 

be good to shed these stinking pants for the last time. 

Of course, Coach Paul Martel had details to convey. “You should pack 

a toothbrush and toothpaste,” he went on. 

Cripes, it was freezing. As several players had done, our star linebacker 

and running back Bill Ziegler had covered the ear holes of his helmet with 
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athletic adhesive tape, to block the blasting wind from entering. Some 

of us improvised to turn blue fingers back to their normal color. As the 

starting center, I would need fully functional fingers to grip the football 

for snaps to the quarterback. I cupped them in front of my mouth, and 

emptied my lungs of hot air, and that seemed to help. Dan Calacci, whose 

hands were perhaps the most important on the team, jammed them down 

the front of his pants. Our quarterback, Calacci had to have full use of 

his palms and digits if we were to stand a chance in the championship 

game against the bigger, faster, favored, undefeated Kansas City Center 

High Yellowjackets. 

Most of us bounced up and down, hoping our extremities would 

get the message that we were still faintly alive. At least Errol Patterson, 

our star receiver and defensive back, was prepared for the cold weath-

er—he was snug in the long underwear he had procured and worn in 

our triumphant state tournament semifinal game the previous Saturday. 

Fortunately, for reasons we were to find out much later, he already had 

decided against wearing them in the championship game on the upcoming 

Saturday afternoon.

It was at a different one of these post-practice gatherings that the 

legend of Paul Martel had grown a somewhat rare humorous tributary. 

While engaged in one of his customary soliloquies about one arcane foot-

ball concept or another, Coach Martel absent-mindedly put his embered 

pipe into his pocket. A moment or two later, as smoke began to emerge 

from near his hip, he scrambled to extinguish the thing as members of 

the team looked on in awe. On this particular day, I suppose, we would 

have welcomed a little flame of our own down there.

After nearly 25 minutes of the kind of attention to detail that made 

Paul Martel the successful mastermind of high school football that he 

surely was, with the players mostly numb, Coach Martel turned to Ebbie 

Dunn, his lone assistant coach. 
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“Coach Dunn, you have anything to add?”

Ebbie Dunn, an Irishman whose substantial girth certainly gave him 

an advantage in staving off the cold but whose red face had shaded toward 

a crimson not often seen on a human being, was as cold as the rest of us. 

I clearly recall a tiny mucus bubble dangling from the tip of his nose, a 

snotsicle petrified like a stalactite from the frigid air. Often an advocate 

for the underdog, Coach Dunn delivered a remarkable understatement, 

a perfect line that clearly answered the question, but doubled to offer us 

oppressed victims a comic respite that I swear was needed to thaw us 

enough so we could commence trudging in to our locker room.

“No, Coach,” Ebbie said, holding onto a dramatic pause for the perfect 

length of time. “I think you covered just about everything.”

It was good to see Pat Bannister laugh at that. My neighbor and my 

closest friend since we first sat near each other in kindergarten in 1958, 

Bannister had not frozen to death, as I had feared.

2// Going to State

THE IDEA OF A PLAYOFF for the state high school football cham-

pionship in Missouri was still something of a novelty in November of 

1970. After decades without a means to declare an official state champion, 

the Missouri State High School Activities Association had inaugurated 

a post-season playoff tournament two seasons earlier. Of hundreds of 

high schools in the state, 16 would play beyond their regular seasons to 

compete for four state titles, one in each of four classifications based on 

the size of their student enrollment. McCluer High, a large public school 

in Ferguson, Missouri, one of the northern suburbs of St. Louis, had 

won the first two state titles in the Class 4A division, which was for the 

schools with the largest student enrollments. 


