Redbird-Titan football rivalry came to an end in 1969
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 The Pantagraph ran this cartoon on Sept. 20, 1969, the day of the final game in the often-bitter football rivalry between Illinois State and Illinois Wesleyan universities. The Redbirds defeated their Twin Cities rival 27-6. “Gonfalon,” by the way, is a fancy word for banner or flag. (For The Pantagraph/McLean County Museum of History) 

Sunday is the 40th anniversary of the last football game between gridiron rivals Illinois State and Illinois Wesleyan universities. On Sept. 20, 1969, the Redbirds defeated the visiting Titans 27-6 before a Hancock Stadium crowd of 15,000, bringing an end to an often-bitter series that began in 1887.

Given the imperfect record keeping and irregular schedules of 19th century collegiate football, no one is quite sure just how many games the two schools played. ISU says the series stands at 36-35-7 while IWU has it at 34-33-6. Regardless, both agree that the Redbirds hold a one-game advantage.

According to The Pantagraph, the Redbird-Titan rivalry was the nation's 10th longest when it came to a close.

For much of the first half of the 20th century, the Bloomington versus Normal fall classic was one of the highlights of the annual sports calendar.

Both schools were inaugural members of what would become the Illinois Intercollegiate Athletic Conference, and the season usually ended with a game between the two programs. In those early years, IWU thoroughly dominated ISU, going 25-1-3 from 1912 to 1942.

In 1946, Illinois Wesleyan joined what's now known as the College Conference of Illinois and Wisconsin (CCIW).

Illinois State remained in the IIAC, though the "Illinois" in the name eventually became "Interstate" as the league became home to large public universities from Illinois and Michigan.

Beginning in 1946, the Normal squad went 20-3-1 against the Bloomingtonians, winning 15 of the last 17, and outscoring them 88-13 in the final three contests.

In his lively memoir, Illinois State basketball player and St. Louis Cardinals broadcaster Campbell "Stretch" Miller maintained the rivalry "was one of the bitterest in the nation." Pranks were common between overzealous supporters.

"On one occasion," Miller recalled, "a full-suited football dummy was swiped from one of the Wesleyan displays, and when the two teams played later that fall, a small plane flew over the scene and the dummy came hurtling down on the football field. Hundreds in the stands, not knowing it was just a dummy, screamed in horror, and a couple of girls fainted."

The final years of the rivalry offered plenty of dramatic moments. In 1960, IWU athletic director Dennie Bridges led his Titans to a 7-6 victory, the school's first against ISU in nearly a decade.

Tempers flared in 1961 (a 16-6 ISU win) resulting in the ejection of three players in the fourth quarter.

Wesleyan's final victory in the series was a 34-7 romp in 1965, highlighted by several spectacular catches by Denny Matthews, now a National Baseball Hall of Fame broadcaster with the Kansas City Royals.

ISU opened the 1969 season with a victory over the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee in what was said to be the first college football game in Illinois played on artificial grass.

The university decided to install AstroTurf to transform Hancock Stadium into an all-purpose facility better suited not only for Redbird athletics, but also physical education classes, intramurals and local prep football.

IWU was next up on the schedule. Unfortunately for Titan boosters, the Redbirds had little trouble, using "force rather than finesse" to win 27-6. ISU gained 317 of its 354 yards of offense on the ground.

IWU didn't even garner a first down until 1:32 remaining in the first half, and their only touchdown came in the third quarter when they recovered a fumble on the Redbirds' 38-yard line.  

Illinois State fullback Bruce Cullen ran for 85 yards and two touchdowns on 21 carries.

A 220-pound junior, Cullen was ISU's most valuable player for the season, setting the school's single-season records for rushing yards (862) and touchdowns (14).

He went on to play for the Detroit Wheels of the short-lived World Football League.

ISU finished the season 5-5, with losses to Akron (40-14) and Western Illinois (55-13).

IWU finished 3-6, with wins against Elmhurst, Carroll and North Central.
