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A TRUE TRAGEDY


"I thought I was coming to rebuild a football program," says Lengyel. ‚ Instead it turned out to be a whole community." (Baum)  On the evening of November 14, 1970 southern airlines flight 932 crashed into the side of a hill, just short of Tri-State airport runway. (Pamela). The crash happened at exactly 7:37pm. (Dick). They were on their way back from playing a football game in Carolina. It was the worst single air tragedy to ever happen in NCAA sports history. (Memorial of the 1970 Marshall University Football Team Plane Crash). After that horrific accident nobody thought Huntington, West Virginia would ever get back to normal again. Authorities think that the blame for the crash was placed on a faulty altimeter which deceived the pilot into thinking he was four hundred feet higher than he actually was. (Dick). The days that were to come were full of heartache and sadness, for a town that had lost so many sons and daughters, for a town that had lost so many truly wonderful people. Hollywood does an exceptionally great job of addressing everything that happened to Huntington, West Virginia on November 14, 1970. This is their story. 



"Those were not welcome days; we buried sons, brothers, mothers, fathers, and fiancés. Clocks ticked, 

but time didn't pass. The sun rose and the sun set. But the shadows remained. When once there was 


sound; now there was silence. What once was whole now is shattered." (We Are Marshall).


That dreadful plane crash didn’t only affect the people living in Huntington, but it affects almost everybody all around the country in same way or another. It didn’t just impact the lives of people living at the time but it also effected future generations to come, and anybody that ever lives in Huntington, W.V. The impact upon future generations however great it may be will never equal even half of the impact upon those who were living in Huntington at the time, or the impact upon those who were close to the victims. 


The Marshall University Thundering Herd football team was finally starting to get some momentum in their playing. The entire town thought that they would finally have a shot at getting to the championships, maybe even winning the championship. They might have been able to, but sadly they never got a chance. One source said that the plane could carry up to 95 passengers; luckily there were only 75 passengers aboard. (Nordheimer).


In the movie they said that Red Dawson gave his seat on the plane to another man so he could get home in time to see his granddaughter’s piano recital. Red Dawson wasn’t on the plane but when the paper came out the next day there was a picture of him in there along with everybody else that died on the plane. They were expected back in Huntington in about an hour or two, where they would be greeted by their loved ones like they were heroes. The plane was just seconds away from landing at the airport in Huntington when it crashed and exploded on impact. Not one person from the plane survived the crash. Six of the bodies were never identified because they were burnt beyond recognition. Those six players were buried together in Huntington cemetery next to a memorial site to remember all those lost in that horrific accident.


In the research nothing ever came up about Red Dawson giving up his seat on the plane. All the research said was that he was not on the plane due to the fact that he was on a recruiting trip to get more players. Even though Red Dawson wasn’t on the plane they had his picture in the newspaper along with all of the other coaches that had died in the plane crash. Research says that the plane was only seconds away from the airport when they descended too fast and hit the tops of the trees. The plane went down into the hillside and exploded on impact. Nobody on board the plane survived. Six victims were never identified due to the fact that their body was burnt beyond recognition, so they were buried in adjacent graves next to a monument in Spring Hill Cemetery. (Wulf).


After the crash the University had to decide weather they should keep the football team going or weather they should cancel it altogether. That is what the next two paragraphs are going to be about. ‚ÄúIf Marshall would have dropped the football program the tragedy would have deepened, ‚ÄúSeventy-five people would have died in vain.‚Äù says Morehouse.‚Äù(Wulf).


According to research, there were several players who were not able to make the trip to play East Carolina due to either injuries or the fact that they were freshmen. The school board committee didn‚Äôt think it was a good idea to continue the football program, the students did however. The students thought that it was important to keep the football team going because if they dropped the team it was as if they had forgotten all about those who had died in the plane crash. So after the idea had been discussed again and again they finally decided to keep the program going. That was the easy part the hard and challenging part still lays ahead of them.


In the movie all the surviving football players at Marshall University decided it was time they stood up for what they believed in, and they believed in keeping football. The football players got together every single person they knew and they stood on the lawn together. Nate Ruffin went into the school board committee meeting and told them that the students had something they wanted to say. When the committee looked out the window the students standing out on the lawn started chanting WE ARE MARSHALL, which was their school saying, over and over again countless times. This simple act caused the committee to change their minds and keep the football program. They still had a lot of work to do before nest season.


The Marshall University Thundering Herd football team opened up the next season with a forty man squad, half a dozen players from West Virginia, others were from Florida, Texas, Massachusetts, Ohio, and New Jersey. (Nordheimer). Marshall only won two of their games in their entire 1971 season, but their win-lose record didn‚Äôt matter anymore all that mattered was that they suited up and went out onto the field. 



President Nixon sent Jack Lengyel a letter of encouragement saying, 


‚ÄúFriends across the land will be rooting for you, but whatever the season 


brings, you have already won your greatest victory by putting the 1971 


varsity on the field.‚Äù(Sahadi).


Marshall University started over with a whole new team, a whole new coaching staff; they pretty much started over with a whole new everything. Nobody in the town expected them to do much of anything in that first season back. Some people like Red Dawson thought that they were not honoring those that had died, because Coach Rick Tolley had something that he would say to the kids at every single game. 



He would always say this; ‚ÄúA good effort is not good enough. I‚Äôm proud of 

you, but I will not except losing with you. Because there is only one thing 


they will judge us on, there is only one thing people remember. And it is 


not how we play the game. Winning is everything.‚Äù(We Are Marshall).


In 1984 Marshall had their first winning season in twenty years, and they have not had a losing season since. (Wulf). It is truly amazing that Marshall University was able to pick themselves up like that after such a terrible lose. The job of restoring the town of Huntington, W.V. did not happen overnight or in a month. It took much longer than that and some people would go as far as to say that Huntington still has not fully restored themselves. Finally in 1992 Marshall achieved what nobody thought they would ever get after the crash, they won the Division 1-AA Championship. (Wulf). Then and only then did they finally get to truly honor those who perished in the plane crash.


Nobody will ever truly understand what the people of Huntington had to go through to get over such a tragic event, but We Are Marshall does an excellent job of portraying the events that happened back then. 


Red Dawson left coaching behind after that 1971 season, but he didn‚Äôt move out of Huntington. He just couldn‚Äôt leave the town, he started a construction company. Jack Lengyel stopped coaching Marshall in 1974, after he left he served as a coach and administrator at several other school before finally retiring in 2001 as athletic director at the Naval Academy. (Dick).  Nate Ruffin was a defensive back who was not on the plane due to an injury. 



Nate Ruffin once said; ‚ÄúI was left behind so I could tell the story for those 


men who are not around now. As long as I live, I shall tell the story. As 


long as we tell the story, they shall live.‚Äù (Dick). 


That is what this journey ends with, so listen to Nate Ruffin if we continue to tell their story then they will continue to live, but if we let the story be lost like so many others are then they truly die because nobody will remember them.

