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smith

MIAMI – In the Sixties, the 
Orange Bowl became the pre-
ferred holiday attraction for 
most college football teams 
except for those in the Pac Ten 
and the Big Ten.

The Rose Bowl annually 
matched the winners of those 
conferences at Pasadena, a de-
lightful California garden spot. 
However, the rest of the teams 
in those two leagues were not 
allowed, for a long period of 
time, to accept other bowl invi-
tations. The Southeastern Conference and 
other conferences had no such restrictions. 
With the preponderance of bowl games 
originating in Southern locales, owing 
to more favorable weather, you will find 
many of the bowl records belonging to 
SEC teams.

Beaches, bikinis, palm trees waving in 
golden sunshine—what was there not to 
like about Miami? The Orange Bowl, for 
a spell, became the best promoters, the 
best bowl organization.

The passing of time has caused the 
name and memory of Earnie Seiler to fade 
away, but anyone with a connection to the 
Orange Bowl’s past, would be eager to tell 
you about the man who became known 
as the “Mad Genius.” He ran the Orange 
Bowl for nearly a half century and created 
what many felt was, “The Greatest Show 
on Earth,” with his parades and halftime 
extravaganza’s.

A vignette from the lore of the Mad 
Genius had to do with the 1961 halftime 
show, which featured Nero and the Ro-
man circus. It involved two lions, which 
had been trained to roar on cue. Without 
the roar, the show would be a failure. Ear-
nie took no chances. He laid copper wire 
along the bottom of the cages and attached 
a battery. When it was time for the lions to 
roar, Earnie had arranged for two charged 
wires to connect at just the right time. The 
lions gave an Academy Award winning 
roar.

He organized halftime sensations which 

enhanced ratings and came up 
with the idea of kicking off the 
game at night as the Orange 
Bowl became the last game to 
be played on New Year’s Day, 
replacing the Rose Bowl which 
enjoyed that long time status.

Owing to a long-time friend-
ship with John Underwood, a 
senior editor at Sports Illustrat-
ed, I was given the assignment 
of putting together a book on 
the Orange Bowl’s first fifty 
years: “Fifty Years on the Fif-

ty.” I will always be indebted to Under-
wood for this opportunity, which took me 
to several campuses and addresses across 
the country, researching the past with for-
mer players and coaches.

That, of course, included the three times 
Georgia played in the game. 1943, 1949 
and 1960. Frank Sinkwich held the Or-
ange Bowl record for total offense (365 
yards) for years and provided offensive 
fireworks never seen before by Orange 
Bowl supporters. He was handy and so 
were the other Georgia stars.

TCU coach, Dutch Meyer, who was 
given credit for creating the modern 
spread formation, died in 1982. Unfor-
tunately, I never had the opportunity to 
meet up with him with a pad and pen to 
hear him pontificate on the nuances of 
the spread. However, there were long in-
terview sessions with Johnny Rodgers of 
Nebraska in San Diego, J. C. Watts, before 
he became a political sensation, in Nor-
man, along with a handful of Oklahoma 
greats including Barry Switzer. Lee Roy 
Jordan, Alabama; Tommy Nobis, Texas; 
Ray Perkins, Alabama; LeRoy Selman, 
Oklahoma and Bob Pellegrini, Maryland, 
were generous with their time.

A favorite vignette came when col-
lecting lore from the 1939 game be-
tween favored Oklahoma and Tennessee. 
The Volunteers won 17-0 in a game that 
“made” the Orange Bowl. At the end of 
the game, Gen. Robert Neyland, the Vol-
unteer coach, congratulated his team on its 

success and said that he was “damn well 
pleased with the result,” and then added, 
“Be ready for spring practice, Jan. 15th.” 
Not even Nick Saban and Kirby Smart 
could get away with that today.

Time spent with Bud Wilkinson, Okla-
homa coach who practiced with 13 play-
ers on defense (only the team and coaches 
knew who the “live” players were) to con-
fuse any sneaky eyes was not only infor-
mative, but great fun. Conversations with 
Frank Howard, Bobby Bowden, Joe Pa-
terno, Tom Osborne, Bob Devaney, Dar-
rell Royal, Lou Holtz and Bill Murray did 
not quality me for a coordinator’s job any-
where, but I will never forget those con-
versations which are sprinkled throughout 
the book on the Orange Bowl’s first fifty 
years.

Then there was the Sooner’s Tommy 
McDonald who gained great incentive to 
succeed because he was told from grade 
school in Roy, New Mexico, on to the 
NFL that he was too small to play. He 
showed ‘em.

In 1963, President John F. Kennedy, 
a friend of Oklahoma’s Bud Wilkinson 
spoke to the Sooners before kickoff which 
only incensed the Alabama team which 
was aware of what had taken place. The 
Tide won, 17-0.

Perhaps the most unforgettable vignette 
resulted from a conversation with Steve 
Van Buren, LSU’s power running fullback 
who had a sensational career as a running 
back for the Philadelphia Eagles. When 
he wasn’t at practice or games, Van Bu-
ren spent all his time at the race track. For 
years, following retirement from the NFL, 
he was always at a track somewhere—like 
every day, year round.

After spending a morning interviewing 
him at his apartment, I asked a predictable 
question. If he had his life to live over 
again, would he live it the same. “Yes,” 
he grinned without hesitation. “I’d have 
another lifetime to try to beat the horses.”

Loran Smith is a syndicated columnist 

and longtime University of Georgia radio 

personality. 

OB Memories

As another year ends, 
we’re reminded of the frail-
ties of life, of the transient 
nature of our existence and 
how time marches on leav-
ing no man behind.

And yet there are echoes 
of the past, of stories that we 
thought had faded, but are 
still with us, perhaps dressed 
up differently, but still fun-
damentally the same under-
neath.

I’ve been thinking about that re-
ality this month as Russia has been 
saber-rattling along its border with 
Ukraine, threatening war and perhaps 
endangering a wider conflict in Eu-
rope.

Those actions come exactly 30 year 
after the fall of the Soviet Union when 
the phrase “a new world order” was 
born.

We thought things would be differ-
ent as America stood alone as the sur-
viving Superpower on the world stage 
at the end of 1991. Freedom had won, 
or so we thought.

•••
It’s difficult to describe today just 

how much the Cold War between the 
U.S. and Soviet Union factored into 
my youth.

Just two years before I was born, 
the USSR launched Sputnik, the first 
manmade satellite in space.

Americans were shook to the core 
— and scared.

It was in the shadow of Sputnik that 
math curriculums in American schools 
were upgraded and science became an 
important part of the education sys-
tem, something that had been lacking 
much depth before 1957.

It also led to the “space race” of the 
1960s to see which superpower would 
be the first to put men on the moon.

Those were proxy aspects in the 
Cold War, but there were real dangers, 
too.

The Cuban Missile Crisis could have 
led to a nuclear war. The Vietnam con-
flict escalated largely as a proxy war 
between the U.S. and USSR under the 
theory (wrong as it turned out) that the 
U.S. had to stop Soviet communism in 
Vietnam, or all of Asia would fall to 
into the USSR political orbit.

The Cold War was about not just 
which nation would control the future, 
but it was also about whether Western 
freedom would remain, or fall to an 
authoritarian dictatorship.

As a child in the 1960s, I could nev-
er have imagined the world without its 
two feuding superpowers. Just about 
everything in that era, from politics 
to entertainment, was in some way 

connected to or reflected the 
Cold War.

It’s not an exaggeration to 
say that the Cold War helped 
shape and define the Baby 
Boom generation’s psyche; 
we were born into a sim-
ple world of Roy Rodgers 
and stories of the American 
West, but grew up with the 
fear of a nuclear war, or of 
being taken over by Soviet 
Communists.

•••
As fate would have it, I was in Mos-

cow when the Soviet Union fell apart 
30 years ago in December 1991.

It wasn’t my first trip there. I’d 
gone with a group of journalists in 
1985 and spent three weeks traversing 
across multiple republics of the Soviet 
Union.

I didn’t know it then, but 1985 was 
the beginning of the end of the USSR. 
Gorbachev had just taken power and 
was starting to display signs of open-
ness to the West unlike any of his pre-
decessors had done.

He had to do that. By 1985, the im-
pending economic collapse of the So-
viet Union was evident on every street 
in Moscow, Kiev and other Soviet cit-
ies. I was shocked to see the level of 
poverty there.

Communism had failed and left mil-
lions of people destitute, or worse. For 
all its military power, the Soviet Union 
was a weak house of cards just waiting 
for the right moment to collapse.

•••
When I landed at the Moscow air-

port on the morning of Dec. 9, 1991, 
my contact quickly told me that “the 
Soviet Union doesn’t exist anymore.”

The evening before, three of the 
USSR’s largest republics, including 
Russia and Ukraine, had signed a res-
olution to dissolve the Soviet Union 
and to form an independent confeder-
ation of republics free of Soviet rule.

That morning while I was in Mos-
cow, Russian President Boris Yelstin 
told Gorbachev the USSR was no 
more. I didn’t realize it at the time, 
but that day could have turned out 
badly. Gorbachev could have ordered 
the Soviet military to take those rebel-
lious leaders into custody, a move that 
would have likely sparked a Soviet 
civil war.

He didn’t and the Soviet Union fell 
apart with a whimper.

That night, I met a doctor friend at a 
hotel restaurant for dinner. After sup-
per, we walked to Red Square just out-
side the Kremlin, the heart, soul and 
center of Soviet power. Here’s what I 
wrote at that time:

After dinner, we walked from the 

hotel to Red Square. Snow had dusted 

the onion domes of St. Basil’s Cathe-

dral and the towers of the Kremlin. It 

was dark and the red stars on each 

Kremlin tower glowed through the 

frigid air. A few people were talking in 

the 10-degree cold, but mostly we had 

Red Square to ourselves.

”See, the Soviet flag is still flying 

there and the Russian Republic flag 

is flying over there,” said my friend, 

pointing to government buildings 

looming above the walls of the Krem-

lin. Indeed, both flags were flying as 

an odd symbol of the transitions tak-

ing place. The old system was trying to 

hang on even as the new system rose 

to take its place.

”Do you think the Soviet flag will 

be flying here tomorrow morning?” I 

asked him. Rumors had been that Gor-

bachev might resign that very night.

”I don’t know,” my friend said as we 

turned to walk to the other end of the 

square.

•••
As it turned out, the Soviet flag 

continued to fly above the Kremlin 
for another two weeks.

On Christmas Day 1991, Gor-
bachev resigned and the Soviet ham-
mer and sickle flag came down.

Today, 30 years later, there are 
those in Russia who dream of reunit-
ing the old Soviet Union. The threats 
of war with Ukraine are a part of that 
mentality to recreate a Russian-based 
superpower.

But it is the U.S. that I’m more con-
cerned about today.

One year ago, on Jan. 6, 2021, we 
had our own tense moment when a 
collection of government officials 
and private citizens attempted to 
thwart a legitimate election and, in ef-
fect, overthrow the U.S. government.

Those efforts failed, but the senti-
ments and falsehoods that drove them 
are still with us.

Thirty years ago, the U.S. won the 
international Cold War.

But it remains to be seen if we can 
survive an internal cold war where 
one-half of Americans believe any 
means to a political victory is justi-
fied, even if it means trampling on 
the very freedoms we say we want to 
preserve.

As we end 2021 amid a simmering 
national political strife, it remains to 
be see if America itself will remain 
standing, or if it, like the old USSR, 
will be cast to the dustbin of history.

Mike Buffington is co-publisher of 

Mainstreet Newspapers. He can be 

reached at mike@mainstreetnews.

com.

Remembering the end of the Cold War, 1991
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By David R. Altman

“Both Covid and Amazon 
are existential threats to small 
businesses in general and book-
stores in particular,” said Tom 
Vail, owner of Corner Book-
store in Winder.

He’s not alone.
Karen Schwettman, owner 

of FoxTale Book Shoppe in 
Woodstock says “Covid com-
pletely changed my business 
model and we had to shut 
down for three months,” she 
told Mainstreet News.

As you might expect, Covid 
has had a death-grip on many 
small businesses like Corner 
Bookstore and FoxTale Book 
Shoppe.

Vail says they had to fight 
through some staff hospital-
izations earlier this year—al-
though “it’s gotten better” over 
the past few months. At Fox-
Tale in Woodstock, they were 
affected in a different way.

“Publishers have not been 
sending out authors for book 
tours like they did before the 
pandemic,” said FoxTale’s 
Schwettman. For FoxTale, 
those author appearances and 
book signing were a major rev-
enue stream.

“We still have strong online 
sales and we are seeing more 
people buy in store than we had 
last year,” she added.

But there’s another pandem-
ic-type influence on local book-
stores—but it’s been around 
longer with an even greater 
impact on the health of small 
businesses.

“Amazon continues to be 
a thorn in the future of In-
die Bookstores,” FoxTale’s 
Schwettman continued.

“Our culture does not place 
a value on reading or holding a 
book in your hands, and as long 
as people lean more and more 
toward Amazon, we simply 
cannot compete.”

While publishing has taken a 
hit in the past two years—Ama-
zon just keeps on rolling—and, 
sadly, taking many independent 
bookstores along with it.

And, it’s just not Amazon.
“Last week Barnes and No-

ble sold Diana Gabaldon’s new 
release…at a price that was 
50% less that what the cost is,” 
said FoxTale’s Schwettman.

According to its web site, 
Amazon’s revenues were near-
ly $400 billion last year (yes, 
billion) although only about 
10% of their revenue comes 
from books (imagine that, only 
a paltry $40 billion). That’s still 
more than four times the reve-
nue of the nation’s independent 
booksellers—and there are 
1,700 of them compared to just 
one Amazon.

Amazon has already tak-
en down a number of major 
chains, like Borders and Book 
World, and they continue to sell 
more than half of all books sold 

in the U.S.
Small businesses often suf-

fer in a ‘free market’ econo-
my (look what Home Depot 
& Lowes did for Mom and 
Pop hardware stores or look at 
Walmart, which, according to 
the Washington Post, now sells 
more than half of all groceries 
in the United States).

Why is that? Because it cre-
ates an easy, low-cost choice 
for consumers. Want to buy a 
book and don’t want to drive? 
Click on amazon.com and you 
can get it done in less than 2 
minutes.

But when we do that, we are 
(inadvertently) contributing to 
the demise of one of the last 
great literary intuitions (not to 
mention great shopping experi-
ences) in America: the indepen-
dent bookstore.

FoxTale’s Schwettman says 
“…readers expect the fastest, 
cheapest, easiest and often elec-
tronic books they can get.”

Some organizations have 
surfaced that claim to help out 
the local bookstores, includ-
ing Indiebound.org and book-
stores.org. But they can do very 
little in terms of increasing the 
bottom line of Indie bookstores, 
with one executive saying “…
attacking Amazon is like shoot-
ing at the Death Star.”

So, what’s ahead for these 
neighborhood gems whose 
very existence depends upon 
their local (and very loyal) cus-
tomers?

Corner Bookstore’s Vail 
said he was “optimistic about 
the prospects in Winder—new 
restaurants have drawn new 
people to the downtown area 
and they stop to check out our 
store.”

And, in Woodstock, Fox-
Tale’s Schwettman says she 
has “mixed feelings” about 
the New Year. “We could 
see positive signs that Covid 
is under control and go back 
to more of a business with 
events and the store full of 
people talking about books 
again…but I’m also realis-
tic, as who knows how many 
strains will continue to be 
problematic.”

These are difficult times. 
But all it takes is a little modi-
fication in how we think.

At least once every four 
or five times—don’t take the 
‘easy’ Amazon way out when 
you’re looking for a book. 
Check out your local book-
store either on-line or in per-
son and do what neighbors 
do: buy local.

David R. Altman, a former 

Georgia Author of the Year 

nominee, writes about books 

& writers for Mainstreet 

News. He is a member of the 

National Book Critics Circle 

and the American Academy 

of Poets. He and his wife, 

Lisa, live in Hoschton.

If you’re an 
independent bookstore, 

choose your poison: 
Covid or Amazon?


