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On October 6, 1968, Marlin Briscoe became the first black quarterback to start for a 

professional football team in the modern era.  When Briscoe took the field that day for the 

Denver Broncos, he broke a barrier for all black athletes, but especially black quarterbacks. His 

historic start came 21 years after Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier in Major League 

Baseball, and thanks to many other barrier-breaking athletes and the Civil Rights Movement of 

the 1950s and 1960s, many black athletes were playing college and professional sports on 

integrated teams.  However, the quarterback position had been largely denied to blacks because 

many coaches assumed blacks were not qualified to play a highly skilled position.   During his 1

time quarterbacking the Broncos, Briscoe showed that blacks could perform the role of 

quarterback. He had to overcome prejudice from the very start of his football career in Pop 

Warner youth football in Omaha, Nebraska, and throughout his 9-year career in the NFL. 

Through his courage and perseverance, Briscoe was able to pave the way for many future black 

quarterbacks. 

Marlin Briscoe was born on September 10, 1945, in Oakland, California.  When he was 

4-years-old, his parents divorced, and he moved with his mother and sisters to Omaha, Nebraska. 

They eventually settled in South Omaha so his mother could be near the packing plants where 

she worked.  In his autobiography Black Quarterback, Briscoe remembers facing segregation in 

Omaha.  

“This was 1950, and in Omaha, Nebraska, it was hard for young African-American kids 
to understand why we were all pinned down in one area in town.  The same sort of 
segregation existed in housing; blacks were clustered in small areas of both South Omaha 
and North Omaha.”  2

 

1 Patrick Hruby - “‘We’ve come so far’: how black quarterbacks defied a racist past to become the NFL’s future” 
The Guardian, September 20, 2019, accessed February 9, 2020 
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2019/sep/20/black-quarterbacks-history-stereotypes.  
2 Marlin Briscoe with Bob Schaller, Black Quarterback, Grand Island, NE, 2002), 21. 



 

Briscoe’s interest in playing sports started when his cousin Bob Rose, a teacher and coach, came 

over with a box of sporting gear and showed him how to play many different sports such as 

football. It was Rose who taught Briscoe the fundamentals essential to playing quarterback.  3

When he tried out for his local Pop Warner football team, he convinced the coaches to let him try 

out for QB. They did let him try out, but he didn’t get as many repetitions as the white kids 

trying out.  “The one thing they did tell me was that I would not get as many repetitions or 

opportunities to throw as the other quarterbacks.  This had a lot to do with the perception that 

blacks could not  play quarterback.  So I learned that at a very early age.”   Briscoe did make the 4

team as a quarterback, but was not allowed to start at QB until the next season.  He was aware of 

the barrier at a very young age. 

Briscoe played basketball and football at South High School in Omaha before getting 

scholarships for basketball, football, and academics at Omaha University.  He had hoped to get 5

more attention from Division I schools, especially the University of Nebraska,  but they never 

called so he started looking at other options. Some schools wanted him but not as a QB.  “As 

with Nebraska, other Division I schools shied away from me because I wanted to play 

quarterback.  Certainly, Nebraska and those other schools would put black athletes at other 

positions where they could help out the team, but not at quarterback.”   The same barrier that had 6

made it difficult for him to play quarterback at the Pop Warner level was still there.  Then 

Omaha University called him saying they wanted him to play QB.  Briscoe believes this 

3 Briscoe, Black Quarterback, 39-40. 
4 Briscoe, Black Quarterback, 45. 
5 Omaha University is now the University of Nebraska at Omaha. 
6 Briscoe, Black Quarterback, 57. 



ultimately helped him. “In the end, I have to thank the University of Nebraska for not recruiting 

me. Had I signed with the Huskers, I wouldn’t have had the chance to become the player I 

did-likely I wouldn’t have played quarterback in college and made it to the NFL.”    For many 7

of Briscoe’s classmates, the story was very different.  Racial barriers made it seem impossible 

for them to escape a life of hard labor in the packing plants.  In his book 24th and Glory: The 

Intersection of Civil Rights and Omaha’s Greatest Generation of Athletes, Dirk Chatelain 

describes the situation. 

“Briscoe attended South High with classmates who didn’t see a way out of the projects 
via books or balls. They got packinghouse jobs as 11th graders, liked the smell of a 
paycheck and never graduated.  For him, the packing house was something different.  A 
reminder of what awaited him if he quit sports.  A driving force to break out of the box.”   8

 
He used what for others was a barrier as a motivation.  

Briscoe, nicknamed “the Magician,” played at Omaha University from 1963-1967. He 

had an outstanding final season, throwing for 2,283 yards.  He was named the 1967 NAIA 

all-American quarterback on the first team.  His success at Omaha University drew attention 

from professional scouts.  However, as expected, professional teams did not want to draft him at 

the quarterback position.  He would have to break the barrier once again. 

Why did this barrier for black quarterbacks exist?  The answer is mixed with the long 

history of racism and segregation in the United States. When it began in 1920, the NFL allowed 

black players, but that changed in 1933 when the league secretly banned black players; the 

owners agreed not to hire them.  Segregation was a policy in other sports like baseball where 

there was a separate league, the Negro League, for black players.  Jim Crow segregation and 

racial discrimination were present almost everywhere in the United States.  Sadly, the racist idea 

7 Briscoe, Black Quarterback, 57. 
8 Dirk Chatelain, 24th and Glory, Omaha World Herald, 2019, 49. 



that black people were somehow less evolved or less intelligent was very common, and it 

contributed to the idea that blacks couldn’t be quarterbacks.  The NFL ban ended in 1946, but the 

stereotypes of blacks continued. Patrick Hruby writes about the impact of these ideas on football 

in his article ‘We’ve Come So Far’: how black quarterbacks defied a racist past to become the 

NFL’s future.”  

“As football and American society continued to desegregate in the 1960s and 70s, the 
sport was rife with what sociologists call “racial stacking” - a sorting process in which 
individuals are funneled into certain positions based on stereotypes.  From Pop Warner to 
the NFL, the down-the-middle positions of center, inside linebacker and quarterback 
were considered to be “thinking” spots.  As such, they were seen as too cerebral for 
African American athletes, who additionally were thought to lack the leadership and grit 
to lead other players and perform under duress.”  9

 
Hruby goes on to write that because of this there just were not that many black college 

quarterbacks for pro teams to sign, and it was impossible for those who were signed to have an 

equal chance at being allowed to play quarterback.  Considering these deeply held prejudices, it 10

is surprising that Briscoe was able to break the barrier against black quarterbacks when he did. 

But, it was not the only barrier in his way. 

Nineteen-sixty-eight was a tense year in the U.S. for many reasons.  In April of 1968, the 

Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated.  This tragedy set off race riots around the 

country. North Omaha experienced a serious race riot in the summer of 1969.  The Vietnam 11

War and the protests against it were reaching a peak in 1968.  Racial tension spilled over into the 

sports world.  

“On October 16, American sprinters Tommie Smith and John Carlos climbed the medal 
stand in Mexico City, bowed their heads and raised their black-gloved fists in protest - 

9 Hruby 
10 Hruby 
11 Chatelain, 160-162 



the enduring image of the ‘68 Olympics.  The International Olympic Committee banned 
Smith and Carlos from the remainder of the Games.”  12

 
It was in this atmosphere of discrimination, violence and racial tension that Briscoe entered 

professional football in 1968. 

Briscoe was drafted by the Denver Broncos in the 14th round, pick 357, of the 1968 

AFL/NFL Draft.   The Broncos informed him that they wanted him to play cornerback.  Briscoe 13

had been warned about this and was ready with a proposal. He said,  “I will play cornerback, 

however, I want it written into my contract that I will get a three-day tryout at quarterback.”  14

The team agreed to the terms. When the tryout came, Briscoe knew that he was most likely not 

going to get a fair trial at QB, but it was an open tryout so he was hoping to impress the fans and 

the media.   He was right about it being unfair. There were eight quarterbacks trying out for the 

position.  Briscoe was the last to have a turn in each of the drills and got half as many throws as 

the other QBs. However, the media took notice of his ability to throw deep passes. Despite being 

a small 5-foot-11-inches, he threw the ball farther than anyone else at the tryout.   15

“I had no real illusions of playing quarterback in professional football.  But I was smug 
about having outsmarted them and letting them know that a black man could clearly play 
quarterback at that level.  My view was that if I weren’t going to create a spot for myself, 
then maybe in some small way I’d create a door for a black quarterback to come through 
the next year or down the road.”  16

 
Briscoe believed that the tryout itself helped break down barriers for future black quarterbacks. 

Despite the unfairness of the tryout, Briscoe would get his chance at QB in Denver.  On 

September 29, 1968, he went in as quarterback in the 4th quarter vs. the Patriots and almost 

12 Chatelain, 154 
13 The Broncos were part of the AFL, formed in 1960 as a rival to the NFL.  The leagues held a combined draft and 
the AFL eventually merged with the NFL in 1970. 
14 Briscoe, 80 
15 Briscoe, 83 
16 Briscoe, 84 



made an amazing comeback.  This made the front page of his hometown newspaper, The Omaha 

World Herald.  “Former Omaha University quarterback Marlin Briscoe became the first Negro 

ever to play quarterback in the American Football League Sunday and left the fans hollering for 

more.”   Because of his effective play, he was selected to start the next game vs. the Bengals on 17

October 6.  The Broncos won the game 10-7, and Briscoe secured a spot in history as the first 

black quarterback to start in a professional game.  After starter Steve Tensi broke his collarbone, 

it was announced that Briscoe would start for the Broncos the rest of the season.  In the seven 

games he started and the four others in which he played back-up, he threw for 1,589 yards and 14 

TDs, which are both Bronco rookie records to this day. He was also named the runner-up Rookie 

Of The Year.   Briscoe felt the extra pressure of his role as the first black starting quarterback. “If 

I succeeded or failed- and I hate that word fail- it would cement people’s perceptions, one way or 

another, about a black man’s capability of playing quarterback.  I knew I was championing a 

cause.”  Briscoe felt that he had succeeded in breaking down barriers for other black 18

quarterbacks, but unfortunately, his own short career as a quarterback was about to end. 

After Briscoe’s first season he returned to Omaha to finish his degree. While in Omaha 

he learned the Broncos had signed a new QB and were having QB meetings without him. He 

asked for his release, knowing that other teams might sign him. Eventually, Briscoe was signed 

by the Buffalo Bills as a receiver because they already had a Pro Bowl QB and had just drafted 

another black QB named James Harris. It was tough for Briscoe after being signed late in the 

preseason and having to learn the position of WR. He made the team and had a good career in 

Buffalo from 1969 to 1971. He was able to help Harris. Harris would become the first black QB 

17 Omaha World Herald, “Briscoe Gets his Chance and Makes the Most of It”, September 30, 1968. See appendix. 
18 Briscoe, 98 



to start a season just one year after Briscoe paved the way for black QBs. Harris and Briscoe 

would become roommates. Briscoe would talk to Harris about what he might endure as a black 

QB. But, it was much worse in Buffalo than in Denver. Harris would receive death threats and 

terrible comments. Harris would push through the year with the help of Briscoe.  Harris paid 19

tribute to Briscoe in a video produced for Briscoe’s induction into the College Football Hall of 

Fame, saying, “I spent most of my life in football, and there is no one that I respect more than 

Marlin Briscoe.  He was a big help in my football career.  When it comes to intelligence, steel, 

and competitiveness, there may have been some his equal but none any better.”  20

After Buffalo, Briscoe played for the Miami Dolphins and won two Super Bowls. He was 

also a part of the undefeated 1972 Dolphins. He went on to play for the Chargers, Lions, and 

Patriots before retiring from football in 1976.  He would go on to be inducted into the Nebraska 

High School Sports Hall of Fame, the Omaha Sports Hall of Fame and the College Football Hall 

Of Fame.  

Warren Moon, the only black quarterback inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame, 

said, “Marlin opened doors for me and a whole lot of people like me.  There are some who know 

about Marlin . . . The strength and courage Marlin showed. . . that’s important. And it’s part of 

our history.”    Jason Reid of The Undefeated notes that 2019 marked the first year in which the 21

reigning NFL MVP, Patrick Mahomes; the No. 1 overall pick, Kyler Murray; the highest-paid 

player, Russel Wilson; and the former MVP, Cam Newton; are all African-American 

19 Briscoe, 123 
20  “Marlin Briscoe: 2016 CFB Hall of Fame Tribute.” University of Nebraska at Omaha, 6 Dec. 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-NY0GD6GApI. 
21 Reid, Jason, “Marlin Briscoe carved a path for black quarterbacks to follow”, The Undefeated (ESPN), September 
14, 2017, accessed February 9, 2020, 
https://theundefeated.com/features/former-denver-bronco-marlin-briscoe-carved-a-path-for-black-quarterbacks-to-fo
llow/ 



quarterbacks.    Clearly progress has been made in the five decades since Briscoe played, but 22

there is still evidence of the barriers for black quarterbacks.  In today’s NFL about 70% of 

players are African American, but of the ninety quarterbacks active in 2019, only 19 (21%) are 

black.   23

After Briscoe left the NFL he would continue to change lives as a director of the Boys 

and Girls Club in Long Beach, California. This organization helps young kids learn life lessons 

so they don’t go down a bad path. Briscoe was also an assistant coach for a southern California 

high school football team. He is now retired full time. 

 Marlin Briscoe paved the way for black QBs in the NFL.  He broke down barriers 

created by racist stereotypes.  At a ceremony at the White House in 2013 honoring the 

undefeated 1972 Miami Dolphins, President Barack Obama shook Briscoe’s hand and called him 

a trailblazer,  adding that Briscoe had set the tone for young black quarterbacks of today. 

Briscoe called it one of the highlights of his life.   Briscoe’s time at quarterback may have been 24

short, but his legacy is still felt in professional football today. 

 

 

  

22 Hruby 
23 Hruby 
24 Dirk Chatelain, “White House trip produces new highlight in Briscoe’s life,” omaha.com, 
https://www.omaha.com/sports/white-house-trip-produces-new-highlight-in-briscoe-s-life/article_6b09f107-4b5e-5e
06-94a9-a0d47aba902d.html 
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 the undefeated 1972 Miami Dolphins. In Briscoe’s autobiography written in 2002,  
he mentioned that we were a long way from having a black president.  I wanted to 

include 
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