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n the morning they said the final
solemn words over this fine
voung golden football player, this
fallen athlete with a quiet courage and a
special grace, the San Francisco news-
papers were jammed with stories about
professional players who were demand-
ing millions of dollars from their employ-
ers because nature had capriciously given
them exceptional physiques. There was
Joe Roth, perhaps the finest college quar-
terback in the nation, lying in his colfin,
and Fitzgerald's eulogy for Hobey Bakerof
Princeton kept pouring through the
mind. In death he seemed no larger or
more appealingthan he hadin life. He was
just the same.
The mourners kept pouring across the

Pro scouts labeled Joe Roth the best pure passer to come out of college since Joe

Namath.

University of California campus, some
dressed in denim, others in three-piece
suits and ties, a few in sandals and cutoffs.

They came from the whole spectrum of

society, Old men who had bought season
tickets before Pappy Waldorf's Rose Bowl
teams were born sobbed right next to
small children who had only seen Joe
Rothin television films, while post-hippie
types wept at the side of middle-aged,
football-worshipping ex-fraternity men.

The young man who evoked this range
of emotion was an All-America, All-Pac-
Eight quarterback and a brilliant, record-
selting passer. Pro scouts had come to
Berkeley and watched him studiously.
They called him the best pure passer to
come out of college football since Joe
Namathadecadeearlier. They said he was
even better than Steve Bartkowski, which
is high praise indeed. The latter had pre-
ceded him at Cal and was selected first in
the annual pro football draft,

Joe Roth was an exceptional athlete, but
the thing that made him stand out in the
hearts of those close to him was that he
was an extraordinary human being. He
died of cancer late last winter, just a few
months after the football season, but the

way he dealt with the cancer while he was
still alive will be remembered a long time.

He had had a malignant tumorremoved
when he was stillinjuniorcollege, and felt
sure he had been cured. By his second
seasonal Cal, his senioryearthere, he was
being touted forthe Heisman Trophy, col-
lege football’s highest honor. But midway
through the season he discovered arecur-
rence of the melanoma, a particularly le-
thal form of the disease. Undergoing
treatment with no public announcement
ofthe problem, Joe completed the football
season, passing for 1,789 yards (fifth best
nationally), and continued to lead a nor-
mal campus life. Instead of dropping out
or moving back home, he remained active
in his classes, played on an intramural
basketball team, and helped his coaches
with recruiting.

Even late, when it became obvious that
the situation was deteriorating, his posi-
tive outlook and acceptance of the situa-
tion made it so much easier for his friends
and family. His approach to life in those
final weeks and months served as an in-
spiration, eliciting such comments as “a
phenomenal guy,” “great courage and a
desire to live,” "so positive and hopeful,”
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and “never complaining.”

This was a genuine hero in the classic
American sense. He was a profile in cour-
age and decency, dead long before his
time. He had deep faith and honest mod-
esty. In a cynical age, with people losing
the ancient belief that college athletics
builds character, Joe Roth had escalated
everyone's values. Despite the cancer, he
was more fretful about upsetting other
people who might have worried about
him than sitting around contemplating
his own impending doom. He touched so
many people in so many ways that, as
Hemingway said, he could not help but
die cleanly and well. He was a young man
who had softened the hearts of "the
most cynical and far-out campus in the
country,” said one observer.

Before Christmas, a writer asking for a
storysaid, 'Joe, I'dlike to see you anddoa
magazine piece on you now that the col-
lege season is over. They think you may be
drafted first by the pros and I just want to
do somethinglight and pleasant on howil
feels. I did a story like that on Steve
(Bartkowskil a few years back. When can |
meet with you?”

well, he said, the liming was a little off.
Cancer had flared up again and he pre-
ferred not to have it made public. He had
these two desires, Joe Roth wanted to
graduate from Cal and he wanted to be
drafted in the first round by the National
Football League. And, by heaven, he was
going to accomplish both if he could just
be given time enough. He had a 32 grade
average in the school of physical educa-
tion and there were so many teams after
him that it was almost ludicrous.

This was not the sort of athlete who
would insult a newsman with arrogant
indifference. Joe Roth would talk to any-
one as long as they wanted to talk to him.
He considered it a singular compliment
that somebody would consider him that
important, even though he was the best
quarterback around. What's more, he
didn’t want to hire an agent, preferring to
trust his own good instincts. There was a
periodwhenthe University of California at
Berkeley was considered to have an aura
of anti-American spirit, but Roth was not
afraid to challenge that myth, He was his
own man and wanted people to enjoy
football again, but he didnt want 1o be
made out a pathetic character.

“1'd really appreciate it if you didn't
mention the fact that the thing has come
back,” he said: “I've licked it once before
and I'mgoingtotryto doit again. Don'ttell
anybody else about it. I don’t want to be
thought of as a freak. So I'm Joe Roth, the
quarterback from Cal; that doesn't make

Joe Roth never wanted to be thought of
as anything but plain old Joe.

me special at all. If the guy who sold pa-
pers at the corner had the same thing,
nobody would eare. They took that black
mole out from behind my ear a couple of
years ago. Sometimes it works and some-
times it doesn't.”

Joe Roth was a young man of greal
character and decency, his courage
deeply grounded in religious faith. He was
a special kind of human being, the kind
who would lead a 41-year-old newspaper
columnist to remark (after his first meet-
ing and interview) that he wished his
daughter could find someone like that
when she was old enough to get married,

It was an emotional thing to say, and in
two vears at California, Joe never did any-
thing that would make him change his
mind. He was always pleasant and always
courteous. When another writer called
him to ask why he hadn't been able to play
in the East-West Game, he gave one of
those "aw shucks” statements. There was
an ache in his back, and he'd been losing
weight, but he'd be willing to sit still for an
interview in a week ortwo. He just wanted
to be in the Hula Bowl and play a few
downs.

By mid-January, many California
sportswriters knew. But keeping faith
with Joe Roth seemed awfully important,
even at the risk of deceiving one’s col-
leagues. Oh, Joe was fine, just fine. No,
there was no recurrence of the cancer.
Back in the office a reporter called adoc-
tor, and the medical-type said that it was
hopeless. But Joe was one of those people
whom vou could lie about and not feel
guilty. It seemed like an intelligent matter
and nobody from the San Francisco Bay

Area wanted to let him down, because he
was spending his last few weeks on the
planet talking to groups of people who,
like him, had terminal diseases.

He never kept the appointment for that
interview. He was goingto speak to alarge
gathering, as many as 450 people; after-
wards, he was going to visit with a San
Francisco columnist and talk about cop-
ing with cancer. His doctortold the writer
that Joe Roth had maybe three months at
the most because the disease was spread-
ing; don’t count on talking to him. The
doctorwasright. On the evening he wasto
speak, he was backin the hospital, having
taken a sudden turn for the worse.

Ironically, he was going to talk on how
he had overcome cancer, It was Lo have
been his first public statement on actually
being a cancer victim.

One teammate, tackle Ted Albrecht,
was absolutely stunned by Joe Roth's
courage. "1 don't know how he can liye
with that thing, or how he can handle it so
easily. He just calms everybody with his
courage. A lot of writers are sitting on this
story. They know about it and they won't
use it because they like him. 1 think they
are tired of athletes who think only of
themselves. Nobody will ever say that
aboult Joe.”

In the East-West Game in Palo Alto it
was reported that Roth had a bad back
and couldn’t play. People who watched
him knew that he had lost weight. He was
down around 175 pounds and he seemed
almost unable to carry the weight of the
shoulder pads hewould have to wear. The
cancer was getting much worse, affecting
almost every part of his body. In the Hula
Bowl in Hawaii he played afew downsand
threw some passes and took a modest
beating from some defensive linemen
who were aware of his situation and tried
to knock him down gently, but with re-
spect. Then in the Japan Bowl, he com-
pleted five passes for 100 yards and
walked away a happy man. A little more
than a month later he was dead.

“Dying is not sa tough,” he said to a
friend. " For the last three years I've lived
with the realization that the next day
might be my last. I'm lucky to be here as
long as I was, s0 don't feel any pity. Alot of
people younger than me and older than
me have to face up to this sort of thing. I'm
nothing special. I'm just Joe Roth, a stu-
dent and a football player.”

But what he did passess was the ability
to soften the hearts of students and cyni-
cal sportswriters alike. When it became
ohvious to him that it was all over, he told
the doctors that he was leaving the hospi-
tal to be with his family and friends, and
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on February 19, 1977, at 3:55 p.m. (PST) he
died with his friends and family around
him.

A close friend, John Matlock, gave the
eulogy at the high requiem mass. He said
that Joe Roth never wanted to be thought
of as anything but plain old Joe, all that
talk about All-America selections and
Heisman Trophies notwithstanding. He
went on to talk about Joe Roth singing off
key in the shower, overcooking meatloaf,
and drinking beer with the boys. He didn’t
date much, Matlock explained, because
he was afraid that if he got involved, he'd
want to get married and what kind of a life
would it be for a wife to have to move from
city to city while he played professional
football? He figured after he established
himselfhe'd have plenty oftime to indulge
in romance.

“lhadtoincludesome funny stuff,” said
Matlock, “because Joe wouldn't have it
any other way. He didn’t have too many
close friends because he was afraid some-
thing might happen and he didn’t know
how many people could handle this sort
ofthing. Hewas afraid that ifhe got close to
agirland he died, it might mark her forlife.
I think he knew all along this was goingto
happen, so he kind of backed off." Other of
Roth's friends added that he was basically
shy.

When a man of courage dies, it doesn't
mean he's forgotten. They talked about
naming Cal's Stadium after him, which
would have made Joe Roth deeply un-
comfortable had they discussed it with
him while he was alive. But the president
of the student government, with the full
support of vice-chancellor Robert Kerley,
sent a letter to the head of the physical
education department asking that he be
granted a posthumous degree since he
obviously would have earned one. The UC
athletic department established a schol-
arship fund in his name, and scheduled a
Joe Roth Memorial Game for this fall.
There is also a melanoma cancer fund in
his memaory.

"It may be a long time before 1 really
come to understand what Joe gave to us
... what his legacy was,"” said head coach
Mike White. "He had this most amazing
courage. He never feared dying. Other
people would have given up long before
he did, but he never ceased fighting. They
tell me people in his position usually get
bitter., But he was still making jokes and
laughing and all that. So when 1 think of
him, Ilaugh.If idon't do that, ITknow I'll be
letting him down. So I laugh and . ., ifl
didn't...TknowdamnwellI'd cry. To say
that he was an inspiration just isn't
enough.” @



