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Oklahoma vs Nebraska Football History: A Rivalry for the Ages

oklahoma vs nebraska football history is a tale of one of the most intense and storied rivalries in
college football. When you think about the heart and soul of college football in the Midwest, the clash
between the Oklahoma Sooners and the Nebraska Cornhuskers immediately comes to mind. This
rivalry is more than just a game; it’s a tradition filled with drama, legendary players, iconic coaches,
and unforgettable moments that have shaped the landscape of college football for decades.

The Origins of Oklahoma vs Nebraska Football History

The roots of this rivalry stretch back to the early 20th century. The first meeting between the two
teams occurred in 1912, marking the beginning of a fierce competition that would grow in intensity
over the years. While the teams did not meet annually at first, their encounters quickly gained
significance as both programs rose to national prominence.

The rivalry truly took off during the mid-20th century when both teams became powerhouses in the
Big Eight Conference. Nebraska and Oklahoma were often the top contenders for conference titles,
and their matchups frequently had major implications for national rankings and postseason bowl
games.

Early Encounters and Building Momentum

In the early years, Oklahoma often held the upper hand, but Nebraska’s program steadily improved.
The 1940s and 1950s saw Nebraska begin to challenge Oklahoma’s dominance, setting the stage for
some classic battles. These games were characterized by hard-hitting defense, strategic coaching,
and passionate fanbases.

The Golden Era: 1960s Through the 1980s

This period is widely regarded as the golden era of the Oklahoma vs Nebraska football rivalry. Under
legendary coaches like Bob Devaney for Nebraska and Barry Switzer for Oklahoma, the games
became must-watch events.

Bob Devaney and the Rise of Nebraska

Bob Devaney transformed Nebraska into a national powerhouse in the 1960s and early 1970s. His
teams were known for their tough, physical style and innovative offense. The Cornhuskers’ victory in
the 1971 game against Oklahoma played a crucial role in Nebraska’s national championship run that
year.



Barry Switzer and Oklahoma’s Dominance

Barry Switzer took over Oklahoma’s program in 1973 and led the Sooners to multiple national titles.
Switzer’s teams, famous for their wishbone offense, often clashed with Nebraska’s strong defenses in
thrilling contests. The rivalry reached new heights as both teams regularly competed for Big Eight
titles and national championships.

Memorable Games of the Era

Several games during these decades stand out for their excitement and significance:

1971: Nebraska handed Oklahoma a crushing defeat, paving the way for their first national title
in decades.

1978: Oklahoma’s last-minute victory kept their championship hopes alive in a nail-biter.

1981: Nebraska’s convincing win ended Oklahoma’s long winning streak and shifted
momentum in the rivalry.

Big Eight to Big 12: Changing Conferences, Same
Intensity

When the Big Eight Conference merged with four teams from the Southwest Conference to form the
Big 12 in 1996, the Oklahoma vs Nebraska rivalry transitioned into this new era with continued fervor.
The conference realignment did not diminish the competitive spirit between the two programs; if
anything, the stakes were higher as the teams often battled for divisional supremacy.

The 1990s and Early 2000s Showdowns

The 1990s saw Nebraska under the leadership of Tom Osborne, one of college football’s most
respected coaches. Osborne’s Cornhuskers were a national force, winning three national
championships. Meanwhile, Oklahoma, under coaches like John Blake and Bob Stoops, sought to
reclaim their spot at the top.

The 1997 game between Nebraska and Oklahoma remains one of the most talked-about in college
football history. Nebraska, ranked number one, faced off against a powerful Oklahoma squad in a
clash that decided the Big 12 championship. The intensity and quality of play during this period
highlighted why this rivalry was among the best in the nation.



The Impact of Coaching Legends

- Tom Osborne (Nebraska): His strategic brilliance and leadership shaped Nebraska into a
dominant program, emphasizing a balanced offensive attack and solid defense.
- Bob Stoops (Oklahoma): Taking over in 1999, Stoops brought Oklahoma back to national
prominence, winning a national championship in 2000 and consistently challenging Nebraska.

Why Oklahoma vs Nebraska Football History Matters
Today

Even though Nebraska moved to the Big Ten Conference in 2011, ending the annual clash with
Oklahoma, the rivalry’s legacy lives on. The games between these two teams remain some of the
most memorable in college football history, and fans from both sides still cherish the moments shared
over decades.

Legacy and Influence on College Football

The Oklahoma vs Nebraska rivalry helped elevate the profile of college football in the Midwest and
nationally. Their games showcased top-tier talent and innovative coaching strategies that influenced
how the sport evolved. Many players who starred in these matchups went on to have successful
careers in the NFL, further highlighting the rivalry’s impact on football at all levels.

The Rivalry’s Role in Shaping Conference Dynamics

During the Big Eight and early Big 12 years, the showdown between Oklahoma and Nebraska often
determined the conference champion. This rivalry influenced recruiting battles, media attention, and
fan engagement, making it a cornerstone of college football culture in the region.

Notable Players Who Left Their Mark

Several legendary athletes made their names known in this rivalry, contributing unforgettable plays
and performances:

Barry Sanders (Oklahoma State, but notable in era): While not directly involved in the
rivalry, his era highlighted the talent level in the region.

Tommie Frazier (Nebraska): A dynamic quarterback whose leadership and skill were crucial
in Nebraska’s dominance in the mid-1990s.

Adrian Peterson (Oklahoma): One of the greatest running backs in college football,



Peterson’s explosive runs often defined Oklahoma’s game plans.

Jason Peter (Nebraska): A defensive powerhouse who played a key role in containing
Oklahoma’s offense during critical games.

The Future of Oklahoma vs Nebraska Football History

With conference realignments and the evolving landscape of college football, the annual Oklahoma vs
Nebraska game is no longer a fixture on the schedule. However, fans and analysts often speculate
about potential future matchups, whether in bowl games or non-conference arrangements.

The rivalry’s rich history serves as a reminder of how college football rivalries can transcend the game
itself, becoming part of the cultural fabric of the communities involved. Even as college football
continues to evolve with playoff expansions and new media dynamics, the spirit of Oklahoma vs
Nebraska football history remains an enduring source of pride and excitement.

Whether you’re a die-hard fan or a casual observer, understanding this rivalry offers valuable insights
into how passion, competition, and tradition come together to create some of the most thrilling
moments in sports history. It’s a story of two great programs pushing each other to new heights,
season after season, game after game.

Frequently Asked Questions

When did Oklahoma and Nebraska first play each other in
football?
Oklahoma and Nebraska first played each other in football in 1912.

Which team has the all-time lead in the Oklahoma vs.
Nebraska football series?
Oklahoma holds the all-time lead in the series against Nebraska.

What was the significance of the Oklahoma vs. Nebraska
rivalry in college football history?
The Oklahoma vs. Nebraska rivalry was one of the most intense and important in college football,
especially during the Big Eight Conference era, often determining conference championships and
national title contenders.



When did the Oklahoma-Nebraska football rivalry end as an
annual game?
The rivalry ended as an annual game after the 2010 season due to conference realignment when
Nebraska joined the Big Ten Conference.

How many national championships were decided or influenced
by games between Oklahoma and Nebraska?
Several national championships were influenced by the Oklahoma-Nebraska matchups, particularly in
the 1970s and 1990s when both programs were national powerhouses.

What was the longest winning streak in the Oklahoma vs.
Nebraska football series?
Oklahoma's longest winning streak against Nebraska was 7 games from 1990 to 1996.

Are there any notable players who made a significant impact
in the Oklahoma-Nebraska rivalry?
Yes, players like Barry Sanders for Oklahoma State (note: Oklahoma State is a different team), and
Tom Osborne for Nebraska as a coach, and players such as Sam Bradford (Oklahoma) and
Ndamukong Suh (Nebraska) made significant impacts in the rivalry games.

Additional Resources
Oklahoma vs Nebraska Football History: A Storied Rivalry in College Football

oklahoma vs nebraska football history traces one of the most intense and celebrated rivalries in
American college football. This historic matchup between the University of Oklahoma Sooners and the
University of Nebraska Cornhuskers has spanned decades, leaving a significant imprint on the
landscape of the sport. Both programs have been powerhouses in the NCAA, and their clashes have
often carried championship implications, conference titles, and national prestige.

The rivalry, once a cornerstone of the Big Eight and later the Big 12 Conference, epitomized
competitive excellence, fierce regional pride, and a deep strategic football tradition. Oklahoma vs
Nebraska football history is rich with memorable games, legendary coaches, and iconic players whose
legacies continue to influence college football today. This article will explore the evolution of this
rivalry, highlight key moments, analyze the shifting competitive dynamics, and examine the broader
impact on college football culture.

The Origins and Early Years of the Rivalry

The first meeting between Oklahoma and Nebraska took place in 1912, marking the beginning of
what would become a defining series for both teams. Early contests were sporadic but competitive,



with Nebraska initially holding an edge in the win-loss record. The rivalry gained intensity as both
schools joined the Missouri Valley Intercollegiate Athletic Association and later the Big Eight
Conference, where their frequent encounters became a highlight of the college football calendar.

During the 1940s and 1950s, the rivalry began to take on national significance. Nebraska’s consistent
success under coaches like Bob Devaney and Oklahoma’s rise under Bud Wilkinson set the stage for
epic showdowns. These decades saw the teams vying not only for conference supremacy but also for
national rankings, drawing large crowds and significant media attention.

Bud Wilkinson and Bob Devaney: Coaching Titans

Two coaches are central to understanding the Oklahoma vs Nebraska football history: Bud Wilkinson
(Oklahoma) and Bob Devaney (Nebraska). Wilkinson’s tenure (1947-1963) transformed Oklahoma into
a national powerhouse, highlighted by a record 47-game winning streak. Devaney, who took over
Nebraska in 1962, revitalized the Cornhuskers, leading them to national titles in 1970 and 1971.

Their coaching styles and philosophies defined the rivalry’s character during the mid-20th century.
Wilkinson’s disciplined, methodical approach contrasted with Devaney’s innovative tactics and
emphasis on physicality. Games between the Sooners and Cornhuskers during this period were not
just battles on the field but clashes of football ideologies.

Peak Rivalry Years: 1970s to 1990s

The 1970s through the 1990s are often considered the golden era of the Oklahoma vs Nebraska
rivalry. Both programs were consistently ranked among the nation’s best, frequently competing for
Big Eight titles and national championships. The annual games were marquee events, often nationally
televised and eagerly anticipated by fans across the country.

Memorable Games and Turning Points

Several encounters stand out as defining moments in the rivalry:

1971 Game: Nebraska’s 35-31 victory at Lincoln helped secure their second consecutive
national championship. The game showcased Nebraska’s explosive offense and resilience, with
quarterback Jerry Tagge leading the charge.

1983 Clash: Known as one of the most thrilling games in college football, Oklahoma edged
Nebraska 28-24 in a tightly contested battle. This game symbolized the intense competitiveness
and parity between the programs during the 1980s.

1997 Showdown: Nebraska’s 24-20 upset over a highly ranked Oklahoma team had significant
national implications, contributing to Nebraska’s eventual national title that season.



These games exemplify the high stakes and drama that characterized the rivalry. The competitive
balance fluctuated, but the intensity never waned, with both fanbases investing deeply in each
contest.

Impact of Conference Realignment

The rivalry’s continuity was affected by changes in college football’s conference landscape. The
dissolution of the Big Eight and formation of the Big 12 Conference in 1996 initially preserved the
Oklahoma vs Nebraska rivalry, maintaining annual matchups. However, Nebraska’s move to the Big
Ten Conference in 2011 ended the regular meetings between the two programs.

This realignment altered the dynamics, as the teams now compete in different conferences, reducing
the frequency and immediacy of their rivalry. Despite this, the historical significance of Oklahoma vs
Nebraska football history remains a touchstone for fans and analysts alike, often cited when
discussing college football rivalries and traditions.

Statistical Overview and Comparative Analysis

When examining the Oklahoma vs Nebraska football history through a statistical lens, several
patterns emerge that highlight the rivalry’s competitive nature:

Total Games Played: Over 70 matchups have been recorded since the rivalry began in 1912.

Win-Loss Record: Oklahoma holds a slight advantage overall, with a series lead that reflects
periods of dominance, especially during the 1950s and 2000s.

Margin of Victory: Many games have been decided by close scores, underscoring the evenly
matched nature of the teams.

National Rankings: Both programs have often been ranked in the top 10 at the time of their
meetings, amplifying the rivalry’s national significance.

Comparative analysis also reveals differing strategic strengths. Oklahoma historically emphasized a
high-powered offense, particularly under coaches like Barry Switzer, while Nebraska often relied on a
powerful running game and stout defense, especially during the Devaney and Tom Osborne eras.

The Rivalry’s Influence on College Football

Beyond the games themselves, Oklahoma vs Nebraska football history reflects broader trends and
shifts within college football. The rivalry helped elevate the prominence of the Midwest and Plains
states in the national football conversation. It showcased the importance of conference play and
regional pride in shaping college sports culture.



Moreover, this rivalry contributed to the evolution of coaching strategies, player development, and
fan engagement. Iconic players such as Heisman Trophy winners Billy Sims (Oklahoma) and Eric
Crouch (Nebraska) emerged from these programs, further cementing their legacies.

Legacy and Modern-Day Perspectives

Although Oklahoma and Nebraska no longer face each other annually, their football history remains a
benchmark for excellence and rivalry intensity. The memories of classic games, coaching battles, and
championship pursuits continue to resonate with alumni, fans, and sports historians.

In recent years, occasional non-conference matchups or bowl games have reignited interest in the
Oklahoma vs Nebraska football history, reminding newer generations of the rivalry’s significance.
Discussions about potential future renewals of the matchup often surface, reflecting the enduring
appeal and commercial value of this historic rivalry.

The rivalry also serves as a case study in how college football rivalries evolve over time due to
external factors such as conference realignments, television contracts, and the changing priorities of
athletic departments. Despite these changes, the foundational elements of passion, competition, and
tradition remain central to the Oklahoma vs Nebraska narrative.

---

In sum, the Oklahoma vs Nebraska football history is a rich tapestry woven with decades of fierce
competition, strategic innovation, and cultural significance. It stands as a testament to the enduring
power of college football rivalries to captivate audiences and shape the sport’s trajectory across
generations.
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