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Football was ticket out of cotton fi elds for Rains
By Jay Pace
Staff Writer

Billy Rains remembers it 

like it happened yesterday.

The strapping 5-foot-11, 205 

pound interior lineman from 

Moulton returned home from 

a date at 1:00 a.m. on a crisp 

morning in early January 1955 

to find University of Alabama 

assistant coach Bubba Nesbitt 

along with a prominent Decatur 

eye doctor sitting in his living 

room.

The two traveled to Moulton 

in the dark of night with a 

football scholarship from the 

University of Alabama destined 

for Billy Rains’ signature.

"I knew that night that  

(signing that scholarship) had 

got me out of the cotton patch," 

said Rains, who was raised on a 

farm by row cropping parents. 

"It was a lot of hard work."

All the hard work and long 

hours spent beneath the swel-

tering Alabama sun paid off 

handsomely for Rains.

At a very early age, Rains 

learned that hard work, dedica-

tion and sacrifice were the only 

means to surviving.

Rains learned the value of a 

dollar and the benefits of hard 

work.

Billy Rains' high school 

football career began humbly 

enough as a hard-nosed inte-

rior lineman for coach Grady 

Elmore's Lawrence County 

High School team way back 

in 1949.

Rains spent the remainder 

of his high school career under 

Louis Watkins before setting 

sail for Tuscaloosa in the sum-

mer of 1955.

Rains’ father hired a local 

man to carry him to Tuscaloosa 

because the family did not own 

a car. "That was the only way 

I could get there. My daddy 

bought his gas so that he could 

take me down there."

After an especially gruel-

ing set of summer practices in 

the torrid Alabama heat Rains  

made his college debut that fall 

as a member of the Crimson 

Tide's freshman team for his 

first collegiate game versus 

Georgia Tech.

At the time, freshman were 

prohibited from playing on the 

varsity squad.

"We played three games that 

year," says Rains. "We played 

Georgia Tech, Georgia and 

Auburn."

Rains lettered during his 

sophomore season at Alabama 

before garnering second-team 

All-SEC honors a year later in 

1957. 

"In my sophomore season 

we started playing with the one 

bar facemasks and the high-

top shoes. The equipment back 

in those days wasn't anything 

compared to what it is nowa-

days," says Rains. "As far as 

safety and protection, its just so 

much better now and lighter.

"Back then, everything was 

so heavy. Probably the only 

thing heavier in today's game 

than back in those days was the 

helmet.

 "In today's game, the hel-

mets are much heavier than 

when I played but they're much 

more protective."

The equipment is not the 

only thing that has changed 

in the five-plus decades since 

Rains' final season at Alabama 

in 1958.

"There was no such thing as 

free substitution," says Rains. 

"You could only substitute one 

player at a time accept on a 

timeout.

"You had to have your kick-

ers in the game. Your kick-

off man, your punter and your 

extra point man was generally 

always the same person.

"And you only had two kick-

ers on the whole ball team 

because you couldn't get them 

in the ballgame.

"It didn't do any good to 

have them because everytime 

the ball changed possession you 

had to have somebody come in 

for the quarterback or he would 

have to stay in (the game).

"The quarterback was gener-

ally the only person that would 

come off the field," he says. 

"That was it. Everybody else 

stayed on the field.

"There was no such thing as 

kickoff team, punt return team 

and all of that stuff.

"Everybody on the team 

pretty much played both ways 

and hardly ever came off the 

field."

Case in point; Rains played 

59:36 of a 60 minute game 

in the 1957 Iron Bowl ver-

sus eventual national champion 

Auburn.

Rains’ performance against 

Auburn was indicative of not 

only the 1957 season but rather 

his entire career.

Rains’ devotion to his team 

along with his tireless perfor-

mances earned the scrappy 

lineman a spot on the all-oppo-

nent team 

"At the time we had that," 

explains Rains of the all oppo-

nent team. "Your opponents 

picked you for that team at the 

end of the season."

Later, Rains called it one of 

the biggest honors of his superb 

career. 

"It was the same way at 

practice," explains Rains. "You 

had to do all the kickoffs, all 

the punts, all the extra points 

and all the offense and all the 

defense and when they did make 

a change they would change the 

whole team."

Rains spent three of his four 

years at Alabama in a deep 

Crimson purgatory during the 

mostly forgettable J.B. "Ears" 

Whitworth era.

During that dubious era, tra-

dition steeped Alabama limped 

to a 4-24-1 overall mark. 

After a winless freshman 

campaign in 1955 the Crimson 

Tide posted consecutive 2-7-1 

finishes in 1956 and 1957.

Then, of course, Mama 

Called and college football in 

Tuscaloosa or otherwise was 

never the same.

"That fourth one," says Rains 

referring to the 1958 season 

when one William Paul "Bear" 

Bryant left his post at Texas 

A&M to return to his alma 

mater. “Was something special

"He was so rough on us 

seniors," remembers Rains 

"where he didn't care if we 

played or not. I mean he really 

didn't care whether we even 

tried to play or not.

"And he even told us that 

because he had to build a team 

and he wasn't going to build 

with somebody that was only 

going to be there one year."

When discussing the magical 

1958 season that was the subject 

of a book entitled Turnaround 

by Thomas C. Stoddard, Rains 

recalls an early encounter with 

a ornery, ole grizzly "Bear."

"He called me into his 

office," says Rains "and told 

me I couldn't play for him.  'He 

said you seniors are not going 

to be able to play for me. He 

said because you've got to be 

twice as good as that sopho-

more or junior that's playing 

behind you...

"He meant that, he really 

did. He just came right in and 

forced that on us."

Through it all though Rains 

says the "Bear" was "...just and 

honest. Even though he was 

rough and tough he was fair. 

And that was the basic thing 

you could ask for was that he 

was always fair with you.

"He told you exactly what 

he expected of you and what 

he wanted you to do and how 

he wanted you to do it," Rains 

says.

And he didn't expect any-

thing less than that.

"We didn't know a whole lot 

about him," admits Rains. "We 

knew he had won at Kentucky 

and we knew he had won at 

Texas A&M.

"We knew who Bear Bryant 

was. We'd heard a little bit 

about the legendary trip where 

he had taken them out to 

Junction..." says Rains in refer-

ence to Bryant's now infamous 

"Junction Boys" gang prior to 

his first year at Texas A&M.

"But that didn't play into us 

knowing anything about him 

really. When he walked into 

that room," says Rains of the 

first team meeting Bryant had 

with his 1958 Alabama team, 

"that was the first time I'd laid 

eyes on the man, right there in 

that first meeting.

"He walked into the into the 

meeting room," he says. "He 

walked into that meeting and 

he opened up his talk by saying 

'I don't give a damn if all you 

seniors get up and  walk outta 

here right now'."

Many of the seniors present 

in that first meeting heeded 

Bryant's advice.

"I don't know it to be exact,"

says Rains "but I'd say some-

where around 60 percent of 

those guys didn't make it to 

spring training.

"And a lot of the ones that 

did, didn't make it all the way 

through.

"Every night you could hear 

them cleaning out their lock-

ers." 

Rains, wasn't among them.

No matter what, Rains 

hadn’t come this far too quit. 

He stayed the course until an 

injury midway through the sea-

son ended his career.

Although his season didn't 

play out the way he'd hoped, 

Rains certainly wasn't going to 

let the mean ole' Grizzly Bear 

get the best of him. 

Billy Rains had too much 

P R I D E                                   

Billy Rains is proud of the days when he played football for the Alabama Crimson Tide. 
His last year at Alabama was Paul “Bear” Braynt’s fi rst year at Alabama.


