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         I would like to dedicate this book to my father, Leland Barnett. “If it’s worth doing, it’s worth doing right,” has become

            a part of my very being. His love of sports, his competitiveness, and his passion for his family has been missed for some

            16 years now.


      My only wish is that he could have shared this season with me, my family, my team, and my mother.
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      Preface


      

         There is magic in the way Gary affects people.

      


      As I look back on the beginning of our relationship, I still remember being intrigued. I was sharing a seat in sophomore P.E.

         class with a tall, attractive, muscular young man with fantastic forearms. This was the same guy who had been a stout, annoying

         jokester with dark horn-rimmed glasses the year before. After this initial meeting, Gary asked me to help him collect coins

         for the March of Dimes. I accepted his invitation and the course of my life changed completely. I was, and continue to be,

         completely enamored with Gary. Little did I know then what was in store for us.

      


      Over the 28 years of our marriage, I have come to appreciate what an extraordinary communicator Gary is. He has a special

         way of motivating and encouraging people (myself included) to find the inner strength, will, and determination to succeed.

         With this confidence comes the ability to accomplish great things.

      


      Gary has the uncanny ability to teach complex ideas through the use of concrete and visual stories. A gifted storyteller,

         he creates an inspiring and motivating vision that everyone can take home. I have been on many a mission to find the perfect

         magic water pitcher or scientific scale (complete with beans and nuts) to illustrate his points. Players, coaches, and just

         about anyone can draw from Gary’s philosophical lessons and insights to achieve and exceed their goals. Sometimes I take Gary’s

         gift for granted, yet it is amazing to see how he can ignite a spark and help others achieve far more than they ever imagined.

      


      Of course, Gary is incredibly competitive. Living with him can be looked at as a series of challenges. When we are both driving

         separately to the same destination, we will have a contest to see who arrives first. These are among the contests I am likely

         to win, simply because Gary spends most of his driving time en route to the office or airport, unaware of my shortcuts. I

         have learned that most situations provide a challenge, and Gary loves a challenge.

      


      

         From my point of view, Gary’s strongest coaching attribute is his genuine care and concern for the football family—the players,

         coaches, and their families. Somehow, Gary communicates to everyone involved that they are a critical link in the chain necessary

         to build a successful football program. The coaches’ wives are genuinely appreciated for all the contributions they make to

         the program—from bringing players home-baked goodies to manning the canned food drive or hosting recruiting events. As demanding

         and time-consuming as this profession is, it is exciting when the team families collectively help move the band wagon.

      


      Gary’s nature makes him quite vulnerable. He regularly blames himself for most things that go wrong, many of which he has

         no control over. He is incredibly hard on himself, yet I find this an endearing quality—frustrating, but endearing. As a father,

         Gary has high expectations and can be tough with our children—yet he is really quite gentle. He has a great sense of humor

         and always seems to have the perfect one-liner or story to ease any friction or tension. He always has just the right words

         to make us all feel better and realize that our problems are simply unsolved possibilities. We are both very proud of our children: Courtney and Clay are our greatest achievement.

      


      The coaching life is intense. Its cyclic nature delivers a new phase just when change is drastically needed. Recruiting, spring

         ball, summer camps, the regular season, bowl games, and then the anticipation of starting all over again. I guess Gary, the

         ceaseless planner, is fortunate to have found his opposite—we are a good balance. He has encouraged me to be my own person,

         and in turn, I have helped support and push him toward his goals.

      


      I wouldn’t change a thing. However, in all honesty, with the success we have had with the Big Ten championship, I must admit

         that I am having a little difficulty sharing my husband with all the people and well-wishers who want a piece of his time.

         But if that is my only complaint, things must be going pretty well.

      


      I am extremely happy for Gary and the success he’s had, and I know, like everything in our life together, this is just the

         beginning—a stage in a progressive process. I am excited and ready to push my way through the next series of challenges. I

         am proud of the ethics and relationships Gary has built over the years and his reputation as a coach. What Gary has done is

         one of those rare examples of how sheer determination and passion, coupled with a great staff and extraordinary kids, can

         truly—and collectively—bring about amazing results.

      


      —Mary Barnett, June 1, 1996


   

      Introduction


      

         In the abyss between Northwestern University’s Rose Bowl seasons, in its stupefying 46-season futility dance, the toothless

         Wildcats became the chewtoy of the Big Ten Conference, a trifle to be alternately gouged and pawed at.

      


      Between 1971, when it last achieved a winning season, and 1995, Northwestern mustered a mere 46 victories in 253 games and

         in the process came up 4,649 points shy of its foes. In one particularly appalling span, dubbed “The Tranquil Period” by Northwestern

         insiders, the school lost 34 successive games and went five years without a Big Ten victory.

      


      The school’s humiliation reached a crescendo in 1981, when Northwestern went 0–11 in gaudy style. The combined score for the

         season: Opponents 505, Wildcats 82.

      


      Even Northwestern’s 1949 cameo appearance in Pasadena was largely a contrivance: The Wildcats had finished as runners-up in

         the Big Ten that season but were beckoned west for New Year’s Day because of a no-repeat rule prohibiting conference champion

         Michigan from accepting the berth.

      


      Northwestern last had enjoyed football prosperity around the turn of the century—when its typical schedule featured the likes

         of Englewood High School, Transylvania, Chicago Physician & Surgeon and Municipal Pier—and had won at least a share of four

         Big Ten titles from 1926–36.

      


      In the modern era, though, the prestigious institution amassed titles in more cerebral pursuits, such as a record eight National

         Debate Tournament championships. On the football field, the only consistent rebuttals to the weekly beatings came from the

         sparsely filled stands at Dyche Stadium, in Evanston, Illinois, where a generation of students consoled themselves with chants

         of, “That’s alright, that’s okay, you’re going to work for us someday.”

      


      

         Scuttlebutt persisted that Northwestern, the only private school in the Big Ten, would de-emphasize the sport—insert your

         own punchline here—and attempt to join the Ivy League.

      


      In the 10th game of the 1992 season, Gary Barnett’s first as coach, Iowa hammered Northwestern 56–14. After the game, Iowa

         coach Hayden Fry approached Barnett and said, “Hope we didn’t hurt any of your boys.”

      


      —Vahé Gregorian, June 1, 1996


   

      Part One:


      Belief Without Evidence


   

      1.


      Expect Victory


      

         

         

         “Failure is not an option.”


      —from the Universal Studios movie Apollo 13


      When it comes to Northwestern football, most people who weren’t paying close attention might have thought of a different quote

         from that movie. Like, “Houston, we have a problem.” After all, we had gone 8-24-1 in my first three seasons, beginning in

         1992. You couldn’t blame the uninformed for thinking the program still was going nowhere fast.

      


      What they didn’t understand was that at 211 degrees, water is just hot. At 212, one more degree of temperature, water turns

         to steam, which can create enough energy to move a train through a mountain pass. We were simmering at 211.

      


      In the spring of 1995, I firmly believed we were on the precipice of something special. I’m not going to say I knew we would

         lead the nation in scoring defense—but I knew we would have a healthy, rugged Big Ten Conference-worthy defense. I can’t say

         I knew we would go to the Rose Bowl—but I knew we were ready to win games.

      


      I thought we might be a year from maturing and blossoming, but during the Big Ten preseason media luncheon I said, “We’re

         ready to make a move in this league.” When I was asked who I thought would win the conference, I smiled but wasn’t exactly

         joking when I said Northwestern. People reacted like I had been smoking weed.

      


      But everything was unmistakably building and brewing in the spring. You could just sense it. When we finished spring practice,

         I held up a picture of a Velociraptor from the movie Jurassic Park. I told our guys, “This is what happened this spring: A baby Velociraptor has just broken through its egg.

      


      “We have three months to grow up,” I said, pointing to this nasty picture, “and become this.”


      

         For someone not intimately involved, it would have been hard to have a sense of where we were. I gained a real appreciation

         of this in the spring of 1996, when I was the color commentator for SportsChannel’s broadcast of our spring game. As I sat

         up in the booth and watched, the first thing I thought was, “No wonder broadcasters and sportswriters can be so critical.”

      


      Up there, insulated behind the glass, far from the field, they can see the game but they can never feel it. On the sideline,

         you feel it—the speed, the struggles, the pain, the noises, the strategies, the smells, the accomplishment of making even

         a first down. The beauty and all the remarkable aspects of football, more than any other game, come from being immersed in

         the environment.

      


      If you’re not down in there, well, you’re just watching plays unfold. So when I take the local beat writers out to dinner

         before this season—something I do every year—I may challenge them to spend some time with us on the sideline this year.

      


      During the first three years at Northwestern, coaching was like learning to drive a stickshift. You had to consciously hit

         all the pedals, shift the levers, hit the accelerator, steer. Every movement was conscious and labored. At some point in 1995,

         Northwestern football turned into a smooth-shifting automatic.

      


      All I had to do was point the team in the right direction and provide a little acceleration now and then. Even then, most

         of the time I could put it on cruise control. There was so much positive energy in the group that I just had to rev it up,

         let it go and keep out of the way.

      


      To me, beating Notre Dame in our first game required no quantum leap—even if on the way back from South Bend, Indiana, I experienced

         one of the most intense feelings I’ve ever had. I sat there on the bus grinning like I had physically given birth to my first

         child. I remembered when my wife, Mary, had our boy, Clay. She stayed up all night smiling, and now I sort of knew how that

         must have felt. Sort of.

      


      Those of us in the eye of it all just felt like what we were doing was right. We were taking the necessary steps and doing

         what we as coaches had decided were the right things to do in all these situations. It seemed to lead to a logical, sequential

         outcome, and the truth is any program can do what we did. Many, many times along the way it was hard to feel like we were

         making any progress, but those who could be close to it all yet step away enough to be objective could see something shaping.

      


      The discipline of not falling off the road you’ve chosen is 

         essential, but the guidelines we came to use are actually pretty basic. They’re simple concepts for success that you don’t

         necessarily need a football coach’s affirmation to make special.

      


      We always approached our goals with more than just the football field in mind, because we didn’t want to be about winning

         at all costs. The true satisfaction for us was going to be in turning the team around and knowing we had done it properly

         and fairly, without compromising our values or priorities.

      


      No matter what somebody does in his or her particular walk of life, there are issues of right and wrong to make decisions

         about. It’s usually harder to do the right thing and honor your conviction. What the right things for us at Northwestern were

         always seemed obvious. They had to do with belief and trust and patience. Caring. Listening. Having faith. Extreme hard work.

         Hunger.

      


      Those might sound trite, but that’s only because too many people talk about those qualities without understanding them or

         taking them to heart. To overcome our many obstacles, each of those qualities had to be there. They were all part of the puzzle,

         and we had to focus keenly to know how to integrate them all.

      


      A picture that comes to mind is this: When you walk across stones in a stream, you must concentrate on the stones—because

         the minute you look up to see what’s passing by, you’re going to slide in the water. You have to focus on the stones and precisely

         where your feet are going.

      


      That kind of focus comes naturally for me, though I have to admit it’s not necessarily always a virtue. I probably inherit

         the stick-to-it-iveness from my mother, Edith, and in me it’s almost obsessive. Even when things probably need to be stopped,

         I can’t let go until they’re absolutely finished.

      


      For example, when I get up on a Sunday, there might be three or four things I’ve decided I have to do. It might not be anything

         important, just stuff like running or watching part of a golf tournament or going over to the office to look at a film. But

         if I don’t find some way to do all four or five of those, I almost turn into a jerk—don’t I, Mary?

      


      If I’ve decided on a flight plan, that’s it. I’m on the flight plan, and you can’t get me off it. It doesn’t need to be that

         way. I mean, at times it’s ridiculous at home. But it’s probably okay at work.

      


      I’m an extension of my mother in other ways, too: Every single person is important to her, and they are to me, too. That’s

         why when I meet people I work hard at remembering their 

         names. I say to myself that a person’s first name is one of the most important things they have, and I know how valuable it

         is to be able to say, “Hey, Hudhaifa,” instead of, “Hey, how you doing?”

      


      That feeling probably is also why I always thank people for asking me for my autograph. I consider it an honor to be asked.

         I always will.

      


      Even if I wasn’t totally surprised by the good that came on the field in 1995, I won’t pretend I was remotely prepared for

         the sideshow that followed.

      


      The steadily growing attention from the public and the media, I had gotten used to. But from the minute Michigan beat Ohio

         State to leave us the undisputed Big Ten champion and launch us into the Rose Bowl, our world spun out of control. In fact,

         everything began to change in the middle of that game.

      


      When it looked like Michigan might win, strangers cascaded into our football building, the Nicolet Center, where we were watching

         the game in the auditorium. Hundreds of people were there by the end, blowing horns, waving flags and hollering.

      


      Roses were everywhere, although the Rose Bowl people kind of messed up by not being there to personally present us with the

         bid. They did it by camera. Just for the fun of it, I didn’t accept right away. I said I needed to ask our players whether

         they might be interested. It turned out they were.

      


      Had we gone to the Citrus Bowl, which was where we were heading if the Rose Bowl hadn’t worked out, I’m not sure the ensuing

         publicity would have been what it was. Once we got the Rose Bowl bid, everything just kicked up into turbo. Everything tripled

         in magnitude: I’m talking media, fans, everything.

      


      One day, the voice mail and E-mail systems at the university just blew up because they were so overloaded with congratulations

         and ticket requests. Hundreds of letters came in almost every day, from Italy, Switzerland, all over this country.

      


      I tried to give a handwritten response to each one—every time I got on a plane I’d write notes—but I’ve still got a couple

         of stacks waiting to be answered. Hopefully I haven’t offended anybody.

      


      It all reached a speed and excitement level that I had never experienced before, not even when I was an assistant coach at

         Colorado and we won the national championship. I didn’t know it could be that way. I don’t think I understood how important

         the Rose Bowl was.

      


      

         Mary and I got home that first night and there were roses all over our front porch. People had just stopped by and left single

         roses. Many came from people we didn’t even know. Around Evanston, people hung big Northwestern flags in front of their houses

         and drove around the streets with Northwestern banners on their cars. I hadn’t seen any of that before.

      


      At stores downtown, there were actually lines of people to buy Northwestern gear—and they were selling out. The Locker Room,

         a store across from Dyche Stadium, got phone calls requesting bumper stickers from as far away as Singapore and Morocco.

      


      It was hard for me to fathom the interest we generated. It seemed like someone from every facet of society contacted us at

         one point or another.

      


      House Minority Leader Richard Gephardt called from my home state of Missouri. He’s a Northwestern graduate. I called him back

         and said, “Dick, how you doing?”

      


      He said, “Congratulations. You know, we Democrats have been getting our butts kicked in Congress. We need to maybe have you

         and [our voluntary motivational coach] Steve Musseau come in here and talk to us. We need to believe again.”

      


      I said, “Okay,” but I still hadn’t heard back from him as of mid-May.


      Our feat even reached various houses of worship. After the Rose Bowl, I got a letter from another Northwestern grad, the Rev.

         Richard B. McCafferty of Livermore, California.

      


      “Two weeks ago you were compared to John the Baptist in a homily delivered at all three of our Masses,” he wrote. “Let me

         explain: One of our regular preachers is a Dominican nun, Sister Rebecca Shinas. Central to her homily was John the Baptist,

         the herald of Jesus Christ. She commented on the TV closeup of you (in the Rose Bowl) as your kicker hit the left goalpost

         as the game wound down. You had a wry smile on your face, more resigned than angry.

      


      “Sister’s point was that it was obvious that you felt much more sorrow for your kicker than for the loss; as John the Baptist

         was always thinking of not himself but the person who would come after him and was far greater than he…. You have wrought

         a miracle, not quite on the level of the loaves and the fishes but certainly comparable to David downing Goliath.”

      


      Obviously, I’m a little uneasy about such comparisons and remarks, but it did become clear to me that we had captured the

         

         hearts of America. That’s what I said when Ann-Margret—another Northwestern alum—presented me with the “ESPY,” ESPN’s award

         for coach of the year.

      


      Even if at times I felt awkward about the way people were viewing us, I have to admit we managed to have a lot of fun with

         the situation.

      


      I mean, Wheaties featured Northwestern football helmets on its cover. It wasn’t exactly the same as your childhood dream of

         having your face on a Wheaties box, but it was close. Pretty close.

      


      Minnie Mouse gave me a smooch at Disneyland. At our pep rally in Pasadena, so many actors who were alumni of Northwestern

         showed up that it seemed like a Broadway show. Hollywood took notice, too. In one interview I had talked about how much the

         movie City Slickers had meant to me. There’s a scene where Curly, played by Jack Palance, holds up his finger and says, “You know what the secret

         of life is? This. One thing. You stick to that, and everything else don’t mean…”

      


      I almost came out of my chair when he did that. It was a defining moment for me: The way you live your life is the secret

         to life. And you do one thing, you stick with it and do it absolutely well.

      


      The thing was, in the interview I then called City Slickers this “dumb movie.” A week later, I got an overnight package from Billy Crystal, who directed the movie and played the character

         Mitch. He wrote:

      


      “Dear Coach Barnett:


      “I’ve been following your football team with great interest. My daughter is a graduate of Northwestern during the good ol’

         days of ineptitude when the football team was terrible but the math team was unbelievable.

      


      “I read an article where you quote a scene from City Slickers. I’m glad that it affected you in a great way. But then imagine my surprise when you then referred to it as a ‘dumb movie.’

         Coach, I am very proud of the film. I am sure you didn’t mean it as it was printed, but these stories get picked up and those

         words take on a life of their own. So, Coach, next time you refer to City Slickers (which I hope you do), please don’t call it dumb. I would really appreciate that.

      


      “Best of luck in your march to a bowl game. I really am a fan and thank you for getting people to forget the Lombardi years

         of the Northwestern math team.”

      


      

         He signed it, “Kindest personal regards” and even included an autographed script of City Slickers.


      Charlton Heston, an alum who had written me a note of encouragement during the season, on our behalf returned to his role

         as Moses in The Ten Commandments and parted a Purple Sea for us at Universal Studios. As he did it, he said, “Behold the power of the Lord! The very waters

         shall honor thee, turning to our school colors, purple and white.”

      


      When we were in California, we also got to go on The Tonight Show with Jay Leno. When I had been running earlier that week, I came up with an idea to get a huge, long chin strap for Jay. Bill Jarvis, our

         equipment manager, put it together.

      


      Leno was wonderful. He made you feel so comfortable, it was easy to do the show. He is a legitimately funny guy, and he is

         so humble. He’s overcome a lot of adversity, and I can see how he’s done it. He’s got a spirit about him that’s almost contagious.

      


      The whole team was there for the show, and they were excited since the other guests included Gena Lee Nolin from Baywatch and Donna Summer, the singer. When I sat down, I told Jay, “You know, one of the things that happens after our games is that

         all of the young kids want our players to give them their chin straps. It’s a nice memento.”

      


      Then I pulled out the giant chin strap and said, “I know after your last game back at, I think, Andover, you gave some lad

         your chin strap. We talked that young man into giving it back.” Jay didn’t know I was going to do this, and he really got

         a kick out of it.

      


      That night probably was the highlight of our trip. The kids had so much energy, and Leno showed the film clip of the skit

         they had done with Charlton Heston. The idea was that the team had been stranded because of a flood, so we couldn’t get to

         the Rose Bowl. As it turned out, there was a real irony to using that image.

      


      Among the pre-Rose Bowl traditions is the “Beef Bowl” at Lawry’s, where players from each team compete to see who can eat

         the most meat. I believe our guys ate 673 pounds of beef, so we beat USC by about 70 pounds. I think we could have had another

         150 pounds, but Lawry’s cut us off. We had some guys lumbering around a bit after that, but at least we won that competition.

      


      Some neat things happened in the months afterward, too. Growing up in Mexico, Missouri, I’d listen to the St. Louis Cardinals

         

         game every night on KXEO. That’s what you did. We didn’t have television, but even if we did we would have listened to the

         Cardinals.

      


      Harry Caray and Jack Buck did the games every night, and every night I’d lie there and drift to sleep and my dad, Leland,

         would come in and turn the radio off. Baseball probably was my favorite sport. So when I was asked to throw out the first

         pitch at Wrigley Field to open the 1996 baseball season, well, the Rose Bowl topped everything but this had to be second.

      


      I remember seeing President Clinton throw a high, arcing, slow pitch when he tossed out an opening day pitch once, and I didn’t

         want to embarrass myself by doing that. I actually practiced for about four days. But when it came to the moment of truth,

         I didn’t get to warm up any at Wrigley. My pitch was a little off the mark, but at least I threw it hard.

      


      Then I got to go up to the press box and sing “Take Me Out to the Ballgame” with Harry Caray. It was incredible, even if I

         did sing the wrong words and got razzed about it on the radio later.

      


      Seventeen national coach of the year awards came in for me, and there was another from Playboy that I declined to accept. I don’t want to sound holier-than-thou, but I just thought it was the right thing to do considering

         my family.

      


      One of the particularly interesting awards I got was the one given by the Downtown Athletic Club of Glenwood, Iowa. The superintendent

         of schools, a shop teacher, the chief of police, and a banker there started it up a year ago, in a coffee shop. They came

         to town for a Chicago Bulls game and brought the trophy over to my office. The trophy is beautiful—it even has a map on it

         showing where Glenwood is.

      


      But probably the two awards that made the greatest impact on me were the ones that actually went to the entire staff: the

         American Football Coaches Association Award, voted on by my peers, and the Bobby Dodd Award.

      


      My feeling was, and I said this, that I got to win those awards with 10 of my best friends. You know that the reason you win

         any of these awards is that everybody else did a great job. In my case, it was my staff—and the people who touch our kids

         directly: academic support, trainers, weight-room people, equipment managers….

      


      All the fuss that was made about the season naturally changed our daily lives. Mary and I couldn’t go into restaurants anymore

         without hearing people whispering my name and staring and 

         coming up to congratulate us. Before when people recognized me, it was along the lines of, “Poor baby.” Now it was like, “You

         get to do that?!”

      


      At Chicago’s O’Hare Field, I was having to get security escorts because I’d get stopped so frequently. It wasn’t that I didn’t

         want to talk to people, but I was almost missing flights and if I didn’t get help I was going to have to offend someone or

         walk away from someone.

      


      Often it’s flattering to be recognized, but there are times you’d just as soon be anonymous. For example, back in Evanston

         shortly after the Rose Bowl, somebody drove by me on the road and flipped me off. I had no idea why. I drove maybe another

         200 yards then said, “Man, this is bull. I don’t have to take that.”

      


      I turned around and followed the guy probably three miles, then I got stuck at a light. I saw where he was going, though,

         and my heart was pounding while I was waiting. The light turned green, and I jumped out ahead of everybody and turned into

         the parking lot. There he was.

      


      He had parked his car, and he was getting out. I screeched my tires, pulled up behind him and got out. I said, “Excuse me!”

         He turned around, and he was about 65 years old.

      


      “What did I do to deserve to get flipped off?” I said.


      He said, “Hey, aren’t you the Northwestern football coach?”


      “Wait a minute,” I said. “That’s beside the point. What did I do to deserve to be flipped off?”


      “What do you mean, flipped off?”


      “You gave me the finger.”


      He looked at my car and said, “No, no, I gave it to the car behind you. I gave it to a green car that was giving me trouble.”


      Then he said, “Hey, can I have your autograph?”


      I gave him the autograph, thanked him for asking, then got back in the car and drove off.


   

      2.


      Chaos


      

         

         “The remarkable thing is we have a choice
every day regarding the attitude we will embrace for
that day. We cannot change

               our past. We cannot
change the inevitable. The only thing we can do is play on
the one string we have, and that is our attitude.


               I am convinced that life is 10% what happens to me and
90% how I react to it. And so it is with you. We
are in charge of our

               attitudes.”


      —Charles Swindoll


      People ask me what it’s like to coach football at Northwestern. The best example I can give is by contrast.


      When I was an assistant coach at Colorado in the 1989 season, we played for the national championship in the 1990 Orange Bowl

         against Notre Dame. We lost, and it was a bitter disappointment.

      


      By the time we got back to the hotel, it was 1 A.M. and we had an early plane the next morning. At about four in the morning, there was a disturbance out in the hallway and

         I got up to see what was going on. Two of our players were out there high-fiving, low-fiving—celebrating.

      


      “Men,” I said, “what is going on here? We just lost the biggest game of our careers, and you’re out here celebrating?”


      They said, “Coach, you’ve got to understand. We just finished putting together a jigsaw puzzle!”


      I said, “Jigsaw puzzle? When did you start it?” They told me they started in August. “August?” I said. “This is January.”


      They said, “Yeah, but that’s what’s so exciting—on the cover it says the jigsaw puzzle is supposed to be for two to four years.”


      Okay, that’s a joke, so I hope nobody takes offense. But it is a tad different coaching at Northwestern than at most other

         schools. 

         After all, with the exception of Stanford, we have the highest average standardized test scores in major-college football.

      


      I remember when we were at Colorado and struggling to get over the hump, trying to get our kids to understand what it was

         to play hard. Bill McCartney, the head coach and one of the most influential people in my life, stood up in front of the team

         one day and said, “We are going to perform a metamorphosis. Do you know what metamorphosis means?”

      


      No one raised a hand. And he said, “It’s change that’s caused by heat, pressure and time.” It was a vivid, clear analogy,

         and I thought his delivery made a powerful impression.

      


      So in his first defensive team meeting here at Northwestern, our defensive coordinator, Ron Vanderlinden, started out, “Guys,

         we’re going to undergo a metamorphosis. Does anybody know what a metamorphosis is?”

      


      About eight guys raised their hands: “Coach,” somebody said, “it’s change, caused by heat, pressure and time.”


      Vandy just got this look of shock on his face. That took a little drama out of what he was trying to say, but he collected

         himself quickly and kept on going: “Well, that’s right! It’s heat and pressure over time, and that’s what’s going to happen

         with this football team.”

      


      On our flight to Stanford in 1992, Mary and I were sitting behind Ryan Padgett, who was a freshman offensive lineman. He had

         headphones on, and Mary asked what he was listening to. Ryan said, “Classical music.” Mary’s heart sort of fluttered.

      


      She said, “What are you reading, Ryan?” He was reading Shakespeare. Then he got up after our meal and Mary asked, “Where you

         going, Ryan?” He said, “To brush my teeth.”

      


      Mary couldn’t believe it. She said, “Oh my God: He listens to classical music, reads Shakespeare and brushes his teeth after

         every meal. I want him to marry my daughter. This can’t be a football player.”

      


      Of course, a lot of people had just that image of Northwestern football players—and thought it appropriate considering there

         hadn’t been a winning season here since 1971 and the school had only won as many as four games twice in that time. In our

         football media guide under the category of “Selected Northwestern Firsts and Facts,” the last real mention of football on

         the time line is 1949—when Northwestern beat California in the Rose Bowl.

      


      When you think about the great traditions of college football, then, maybe it was only fitting that Northwestern’s was students

         

         tossing marshmallows at each other and the band. After all, they didn’t have anything else to do.

      


      The students also seemed to have a thing about tearing down goalposts. I try to avoid dwelling on the negatives of the past,

         but I heard somewhere that they even tore down the goalposts after some record-setting loss and chanted, “We’re the worst!”

      


      What was important to me wasn’t what had happened or why but that it be changed. All I cared about was understanding where

         we were so we could get to where we wanted to be. As much as I didn’t want to know about the past, though, the fallout was

         impossible to ignore.

      


      They used academics as an excuse for our poor athletic performance here, but the truth is the academics should have been a

         boost for athletics—not an obstruction. But they had to have some excuse, or how could anyone condone what had been going

         on? People acted like if you could write or speak, that meant you had some congenital condition preventing you from being

         able to run.

      


      I don’t like the converse of that view, either: the assumption that because we had success in football last season we must

         have forsaken our standards. Like our defensive tackle Matt Rice once said: “We’re no dumber now than when we stunk.”

      


      The reality is that this had become a slothful football program that people distanced themselves from. It was so embarrassing,

         I guess the only way alumni or people on campus could deal with it was to ridicule it or disassociate from it. Certainly,

         no one wanted to risk the emotional or financial commitment to try to change it.

      


      Soon after I took the job—and probably a little before I took it—I found out that everybody around the program shrank back

         from the thought of truly investing themselves in it. Everybody thought small; the first answer to everything we wanted to

         try was automatically, “No,” instead of, “Let’s find a way to do it.”

      


      This was the basic environment I walked into, and this is where the jigsaw puzzle comes in.


      People think that there’s one or two or three things that you do to make a change or a difference in a negative environment,

         or that there’s some type of master blueprint you can draw up and use as a guide. Frankly, I don’t think there’s any one thing

         I can put my finger on. But the closest analogy I have for our situation is a jigsaw puzzle.

      


      When you buy a jigsaw puzzle, the only way you know what 

         that puzzle is supposed to look like is by looking at the picture on the top of the box, the vision of what the puzzle should

         ultimately be. But when you open the box, the first thing you see is chaos.

      


      What a jigsaw puzzle represents, though, is a system for turning chaos into order. That’s what we set out to do, just like

         we used to do on our card table at home when I was growing up.

      


      Before we could do anything else, we had to figure out precisely what the cover—our vision—was going to be. At the first staff

         meeting, I said, “If you can’t see the invisible, you can’t do the impossible.” Invisible and impossible as it might have

         seemed, what I saw was the Rose Bowl.

      


      At our basketball arena later that night, January 11, 1992, I was introduced to our student body. When I was handed the microphone,

         I blurted out, “We’re going to take the Purple to Pasadena”—to the Rose Bowl. The students all went nuts, and as I left the

         court I sort of wished I hadn’t said it. But once I made that statement, which came from a sentiment of former Northwestern

         player John Yale, it became the top of the jigsaw puzzle. We had committed ourselves to that vision.

      


      When I make a commitment it’s like what Cortez did when he conquered Mexico. He left no way out for his men—he burned the

         boats. There was no turning back; there was only the rest of Mexico. Now there was no turning back at Northwestern. When I

         made that statement, I burned the boats. Every decision from then on was going to be based on whether it would ultimately

         get us to the Rose Bowl.

      


      We immediately got a Rose Bowl banner and hung it in the entryway to the Nicolet Center. I put a 1949 Rose Bowl ticket on

         display on one of my desks. I got a Rose Bowl poster from 1949 and put that up. My high school baseball coach, Don Sparks,

         had sent me a nylon rose that I put in a bowl in my office. We staggered our recruiting mailings with pieces of a jigsaw puzzle

         that came together with a picture of the Rose Bowl.

      


      We had a very, very clear idea of where we were going to go. At least in our minds. Emotionally, there would be many times

         I doubted we could ever get it done. Intellectually, I always believed we would. I guess you could say I’m an idealist. That’s

         why I took this job.

      


      It was like I told Coach McCartney one time: The way I see people is they’re like vines in a window box. When you first put

         a vine in a window box, the box is huge and the vine is small. But eventually, if you give it space and nurturing and freedom,

         that 

         vine will grow into that window box and fill it up. And then you’ll need a bigger window box.

      


      That’s what opportunities are: a chance to grow until you need a bigger box. To me at this job, I was a small vine in this

         huge window box. The only limits on me were the size of the box that I put myself in. And that’s why I wasn’t afraid when

         someone would say, “He’s never done this before,” or “This is going to be totally new to him.”

      


      Before we actually began rummaging through the box, I thought it was important that we as a coaching staff establish an approach

         that would serve as a guiding light in assembling the jigsaw. We had to decide what we were about first.

      


      Our philosophy was: 1) Coaching was about taking people where they couldn’t take themselves; 2) Every player deserved a coach

         who believed in him; and 3) Winning was about getting everybody to play with one heartbeat.

      


      Early on, we also created two Mission Statements that we now print in our media guide, which also is used for recruiting.


      “Our mission is to take the student-athlete where he cannot take himself. We will foster an environment that teaches young

         men to:

      


      “1. Relentlessly pursue and win THE BIG TEN CHAMPIONSHIP!


      “2. Appreciate and embrace cultural diversity.


      “3. Achieve an exemplary foundation of leadership and academic success.”


      “Our mission is based on the values of family, successful attitudes, and team chemistry.


      “We believe in honesty, integrity, strength of character, care, and confidence.


      “We embrace a commitment to excellence, loyalty, selflessness, trust, and humility.


      “We teach overcoming adversity, establishing priorities, goal setting, and the value of diversity.”


      As we looked deeper in the jigsaw box and reached in to begin clustering pieces by color, we found some pieces were missing.

         A lot of pieces didn’t fit or were damaged. So we had to craft the pieces we needed, some of which couldn’t be worked on right

         away.

      


      

         For instance, because of recruiting restrictions, we could basically only change 20% of the team each year. It would be five

         recruiting classes—five years—until we would be coaching exclusively our own players. That’s not to slight those we inherited

         but to say that we had no immediate control of personnel—among other matters.

      


      I can’t even begin to describe how much we couldn’t control. An example is the “police escort” we got for our first home game.


      From our hotel, our bus was stopped at every stop sign. We stopped at every red light. In fact, as we were coming down one

         street the policeman stopped us to let traffic go through! Local drivers had more right of way than we did with a police escort.

         I was sitting on the bus, steaming, and the kids were looking at me like, “We’re pretty big-time here, huh?”

      


      Finally, I couldn’t take it any more. I ran out and told the escort this wasn’t exactly what I’d had in mind and said, “Don’t

         you know we’re going to a game?” I probably sprinkled a few rude words in there, too.

      


      He said, “You get your ass back on the bus, or you’re never getting to the game.” I dropped my head and walked back onto the

         bus.

      


      So we had to begin by trying to reach and influence that which was within our power and scope. We could only craft what we

         could grasp, and that started with assembling the border of the jigsaw puzzle and then addressing individual parts.

      


      I looked at five things, in no particular order, that I thought would create its border.


      One imperative was to create an atmosphere of trust and respect. The great game of football teaches that we need each other.

         When you’re one of the 11 guys with your hands locked in the huddle, it doesn’t matter whether you’re white or black, Democrat

         or Republican, rich or poor. All that matters is being able to count on your teammate.
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