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INTRODUCTION


PEOPLE often ask me how I come up with ideas for the books I write—whether I have a system of some kind, or does my publisher make recommendations, or am I trying to write about every sport in existence until I finally get to tae kwon do.


The answer is none of the above. It is far more random than that. I can, however, tell you the exact moment when I knew I wanted to write about the Army-Navy rivalry.


It was in 1990, the year I first went to see the Army-Navy game. I’d made trips to see both Army and Navy play while growing up, and of course I’d watched many Army-Navy games on television over the years. But this was the first time I’d seen the real thing, live.


The game was everything I had expected: intense on both sides, with emotions on a ragged edge as the fourth quarter wound down. It didn’t have the kind of melodramatic finish that has become, it seems, a tradition in recent years, but it was one hell of a football game.


When the game ended, I watched as the players on both teams shook hands and, in some cases, exchanged hugs. Nothing special there. But then I saw something I had never seen in all those years of watching the game on TV. Together, all the players walked to the end of the field where the Brigade of Midshipmen sat on one side, the Corps of Cadets on the other. Since Army had won the game, they walked first to the Navy side. And then they stood, together, hands on hearts, while the Navy band played “Blue and Gold.” Then they all walked to the other side of the field and stood at attention while the Army band played “Alma Mater.”


As I watched, a chill ran right through my body. This was the year that American troops were in the Persian Gulf preparing for what would become, six weeks later, Desert Storm. It occurred to me that the seniors on these teams might in the not too distant future be teammates in a battle far more important than any football game. That’s when I knew I wanted to write this book.


Football coaches love to equate themselves with military leaders and talk about battles in the trenches and going to war. At Army and Navy, the players understand the difference between football and war. That doesn’t mean they play any less hard or care one bit less. If anything, they play with even more commitment than players at other schools. But as much as the players want to beat each other, as important as it is at both schools to win that football game, there is a bond between the players and their schools like no bond between any other rivals in sports. Army and Navy players have fought together in wars, have died together in wars, and will almost certainly do so again in the future. There is also a shared experience: only a cadet can truly appreciate what a midshipman goes through; only a midshipman has a clear understanding of life as a cadet. That’s why there’s no rivalry like Army-Navy.


So, at exactly 6 A.M. on the morning of October 25, 1995, nearly five years after my first Army-Navy game, I drove my car through the Washington Gate of the United States Military Academy. Overhead, stars were everywhere. It would be a cold, clear day when the sun came up, but that was still an hour away.


As I steered slowly down the dark hill to the parking lot behind the building that houses the athletic offices, it was impossible not to notice that the place was already full of life. There were cadets everywhere, some of them out for a morning run, others making their way back to the barracks area for morning formation. Clearly, the day at West Point begins long before the sun shows up to make it official.


After I had parked my car, I walked over the “Beat Navy” Tunnel and past the statues of Colonel Sylvanus Thayer (the founder of West Point) and General Douglas MacArthur (known to the cadets as “MacStatue”) and then along the edge of the Parade Ground. In front of me, every room in the cadet barracks was ablaze.


My memories of the West Point Parade Ground go back to boyhood, when my parents and I would make the drive from New York City to see a game in Michie Stadium. Watching the cadets go through their military paces before the game always seemed thrilling. My assumption then was that the cadets found it just as thrilling as I did.


Of course now I knew different. Saturday mornings at West Point are regarded as a giant headache. There is Saturday morning room inspection, the most stringent inspection of the week; putting on full dress uniform for the parade; returning to the barracks to get into a different uniform; then, if your regiment has been selected that week, having to march onto the football field before kickoff. For those of us watching, it all seemed great. For those performing, it was extra work in a life already filled with work.


I sat down on the steps of the mess hall, which are a few yards from yet another statue—George Washington on a horse—to await my escort for the day, Army football team senior cocaptain Jim Cantelupe. I had told Cantelupe I would meet him at 6:15. I was ten minutes early. At 6:10, Cantelupe appeared. This wasn’t surprising. Army cadets and Naval Academy midshipmen are never late. More often than not, they’re early.


Cantelupe has a very unmilitary mischievous smile and he was wearing it as he approached. “Just couldn’t wait to get here, could you?” he said.


“I figured I’d be in trouble if I missed formation,” I answered, ducking as the doors behind me opened and plebes started pouring out of them. Plebes are expected to be lined up and already in formation by the time the upperclassmen report at 6:25. That means they start showing up at 6:15, after they have carried out their morning duties, which usually include making certain that every upperclassman in the company has a copy of the New York Times on the step when the door is opened in the morning.


“Plebes are usually up by five-thirty, sometimes earlier,” Cantelupe said as we made the short walk to where his company—H-3, aka “The Hurricanes”—was forming. There are thirty-six companies at both West Point and Navy, each with about 110 to 120 members. As we walked up, one of Cantelupe’s fellow first classmen was ripping a plebe for failing to deliver the newspapers on time.


“Not only do I expect the New York Times waiting for me when I get back from breakfast,” he was yelling, “I expect you to be able to tell me everything that’s in it!”


“Yes sir.”


“Will this ever happen again?”


“No sir.”


“For your sake, I hope not.”


Cantelupe watched the scene with a bemused grin on his face. “The guy’s a jerk,” he said, nodding at the first classman. “Most of us, by now, we don’t want to give the plebes a hard time. It’s something you grow out of.”


At precisely 6:25, all the company commanders made their morning announcements: haircut inspections were the highlight of the list. Cantelupe, standing at the back of the formation, wasn’t really listening.


“I’ve been up at this hour almost every day for four years now,” he said. “You’d think you would get used to it, but you don’t.”


Looking around at the entire Corps of Cadets, it occurred to me that Cantelupe and his teammates on the Army football team had to be the only Division I football players in America who were awake at that moment. Two hundred and fifty miles away, Navy’s players would just be rolling out of bed for their 7 A.M. formation and, two time zones away, the cadets at Air Force wouldn’t be up for their 7 A.M. mountain time morning formation for another few hours.


Only at the military academies do athletes routinely wake up at 6 A.M. and worry about things like haircut inspections. The difference between playing football at the military academies and at the other 103 Division I schools was probably best explained by Fred Goldsmith, a onetime Air Force assistant who is now the coach at Duke.


“At every other school in America, the hardest part of any football player’s day is football practice,” he said. “At the military academies, the easiest part of a football player’s day is football practice.”


It has become de rigueur in recent years to put down the Army-Navy game. After all, what used to be college football’s most glamorous national rivalry hasn’t involved a Top Ten team since the 1960s. The last Heisman Trophy winner from either school was Navy’s Roger Staubach, and that was in 1963. According to the critics, only tradition keeps Army and Navy on national TV every year; and the people at Air Force constantly ask why, when their football team has dominated both schools for the last dozen years, people are still fascinated by Army-Navy.


Although Army-Navy may not decide national championships anymore, it means just as much to the players as it ever has—perhaps even more now than in days of greater glory. In ninety-nine cases out of a hundred, the seniors know that the Army-Navy game—always the final game of the season for both teams, barring bowl appearances—is their last football game. Once every decade or so, someone will go on to the pros after military service, but that is the rare exception.


Everyone thinks that their rivalry is the best, the most special, the one that stands above others. But Army-Navy is unique. It is played with the fervor of people who know they are doing something that they love for a final time, that they are closing a chapter in their lives. And it is played by teams who try to crush each other for three hours, then stand at attention together when the game is over.


It is also the tradition and the uniqueness of the scene inside the stadium that makes the rivalry unique. After all, it is the only college football game played each year that is attended by the entire student body of both schools.


But it is more than that. For all their flaws, West Point and the Naval Academy still represent what this country can be. When we look into the faces of the cadets and the mids, we see the future. We see potential. We see, in most of them, a willingness to die so the rest of us can go on living the way we have for the past 220 years.


There is no questioning the fact that in their long histories—194 years at Army, 151 years at Navy—there have been scandals and very serious problems. There still are. During the 1995–96 school year, the Naval Academy was beset by one controversy after another. Drug arrests in the fall were followed by a series of embarrassments in the spring that included one active mid and several ex-mids being involved in a car-theft ring; another accused of molesting a two-year-old child; another accused of sexual harassment. In August, fifteen midshipmen implicated in the fall drug investigation were expelled. Five others were court-martialed. They represented less than one-half of one percent of the brigade. And yet, everyone at the academy would agree that the episode was a huge embarrassment.


What’s more, the suicide last May of Admiral Jeremy (Mike) Boorda, the Chief of Naval Operations, rocked the entire military, from President Clinton down to the lowest-ranked plebes at the Naval Academy.


Whether Boorda killed himself because of an impending controversy over his right to wear medals given only to those who have been in combat or because of reasons that went beyond that may never be known. What is known is that he was a popular leader and had given a rousing speech at the academy only two weeks before his death. In fact, he had been scheduled to present diplomas to the class of 1996 at graduation on May 24.


Instead, his death cast a shadow over what should have been a glorious day for the 916 graduates. All the speakers felt compelled to invoke Boorda’s name and to imply that he somehow died a hero, but the words sounded hollow.


Just prior to Boorda’s death, an academy professor wrote a scathing piece in the Washington Post tracing the recent problems of the entire navy back to a lack of leadership and integrity at the academy. He insisted most mids were perpetually unhappy. He was right in part—all mids are unhappy at some point in their four years at the academy. If they weren’t, they wouldn’t be breathing.


In contrast to the last major scandal at the academy, the electrical engineering cheating fiasco of 1992–93, football players were not involved in any of the ’95–96 troubles. Even so, there are still many who believe that the lowering of academic standards at both Army and Navy in the name of winning football games is wrong and lowers the quality of the future officers the schools are producing.


There is no doubting that both academies are a long way from perfect. Many of their rules are anachronistic, and the often stifling nature of military life is bound to lead to rebellion that can be both embarrassing to the academies and threatening to their future if the leadership doesn’t take them seriously.


The leadership at the Naval Academy is taking these most recent troubles seriously. The superintendent, Admiral Charles R. Larson, ordered the entire brigade to “stand down” for a week in April, meaning all four thousand midshipmen were placed on restriction. Even the first classmen were denied liberty. Larson is a four-star admiral, one of the most respected men in the entire U.S. military hierarchy. He was sent back to Annapolis in 1994 to find out exactly what had gone wrong and fix it. My guess is he will come as close as is humanly possible to doing just that.


Imperfect though the academies may be, they are still filled with outstanding young people. If the football players I had a chance to get to know at both schools are going to be this country’s future leaders, the future is, in my biased opinion, in very good hands.


That’s why the football game remains special: because of the people who play it.


Everyone who plays in the Army-Navy game, especially as a senior, is an extraordinary person. They have to be blessed with mental and physical toughness to survive Beast Barracks at Army or Plebe Summer at Navy. They have to be intelligent, because both schools are tough places academically, with the SAT scores of the most recent entering classes averaging slightly more than 1200. (Sit in on an engineering class at Navy if you want to understand the true meaning of the phrase “that’s Greek to me.”) They have to be extremely patient, because a large portion of the military training at both schools is designed to test your patience. Impatient people do not do well in battle. The academies try to see to it that none end up there.


And they have to be leaders. The best definition I heard of leadership came from Al Roberts, who played defensive tackle for Army as a junior and a senior even though he weighs only 225 pounds.


“Leadership,” he said, “is convincing people they can do something they shouldn’t be able to do.”


There is no way that Army should be able to come within a foot of beating Notre Dame. There is no way that Navy should be able to dominate teams like SMU, Duke, and Tulane. Those schools have 1,000 advantages in recruiting—999 of them being that no one there has to go into the military after graduating—and can consistently recruit bigger, faster, and stronger people.


Football coaches spend their lives trying to get their players to be bigger and stronger. The first thing Army and Navy do with their football players (along with every other plebe) is put them through a summer almost guaranteed to leave them weak as kittens. Then, after they have survived their plebe year, they send them off to summer camps where they again routinely lose fifteen or twenty pounds.


In the spring of 1995, Eddie Stover, one of Army’s best offensive linemen, wasn’t allowed to participate in spring drills. The reason? He hadn’t run the obstacle course in his PE class fast enough. I wonder how many other football teams in America had that problem to deal with.


Army and Navy don’t have the glamour they once did. In this day and age, when anyone with even a glimmer of hope to play pro football will run like the wind to get away from a military commitment, they simply can’t recruit the top-of-the-line players the way they did in the old days. What they do recruit are smart, tough kids who love to play the game. Often they are kids whose only chance to play in Division I is at Army or Navy. They usually start out with about 120 plebes out for football and about 25 of them still playing as first classmen. At schools where time management is almost as important as breathing, the number of hours a commitment to football takes guarantees a high attrition rate.


Over the door leading to the Army locker room is a sign that acknowledges the difficulty of sticking it out for four years. It says: “Those Who Stay Will Be Champions.” The sign is accurate. Those who stayed—at both schools—regardless of how many football games they won or lost, most definitely became champions.
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BROTHERHOOD


ALMOST thirty minutes after the last play of his college football career, Jim Cantelupe, still dressed in the black uniform with the gold number 22 on the back and front, walked down a dank, winding hallway in the bowels of Philadelphia’s Veterans Stadium.


The scene on the field immediately after the final gun had been chaotic. In between hugs from teammates and the screams and yells of the West Point cadets who had poured onto the artificial playing surface, Cantelupe had searched unsuccessfully for Andrew Thompson.


He knew Thompson was devastated. Four years of playing football for Navy had just ended with a fourth-straight hard-to-believe loss to Army. Four games, four Army victories. Total margin: six points. This time it had been Army 14, Navy 13, the Cadets driving 99 1/2 yards to score the winning touchdown with 63 seconds to play.


It was an unforgettable drive. One that Army’s players would savor forever; one that Navy’s players would be haunted by for just as long.


Cantelupe, Army’s defensive captain, and Thompson, his counterpart at Navy, had met twelve days earlier at the annual Army-Navy press conference. Each had understood immediately that the other was a soul mate. Neither was blessed with superior speed or size or ability. Neither had been recruited by any big-time football schools. Both simply loved the game, the competition, the camaraderie. Both had put up with the frustrations and vagaries of military academy life for four years for one reason: the chance to play big-time football.


“If you can’t play for Notre Dame,” Cantelupe liked to say, “the next best thing is to play against Notre Dame.”


Cantelupe knew how badly he wanted to win his last football game. He knew Thompson had wanted to win just as much. And so, while his teammates continued to hug and pummel one another in celebration, he quietly slipped out of the locker room and walked down the hall in the direction of the Navy locker room.


“Is it OK if I go in there?” he asked a security guard.


The man looked at him quizzically, as if to say, “Why would you want to do that?” But seeing the Army uniform, he nodded his head and stepped aside. Cantelupe walked through the doorway, took three steps into the locker room, and came to a dead halt.


His stomach twisted into a knot and for a split second he thought he might get sick. The silence in the room was deathly. Players in various stages of undress stood in groups of two and three, hugging one another or talking in hushed tones. Others sat in front of their lockers staring into space.


Father William Devine, one of Navy’s team chaplains, his eyes puffy and red too, stood a few feet from the doorway when Cantelupe walked in. “Father,” Cantelupe said softly, apologetically, “I was hoping to see Andy Thompson.”


Devine nodded and pointed his hand at a locker several feet away. Thompson was sitting there, still in uniform, his head down, staring at the floor. Cantelupe could see that he was still shaking from a crying jag. Gingerly, he stepped over a couple of towels and gently put a hand on Thompson’s shoulder.


Thompson looked up, expecting to see another teammate or a coach or a member of the Navy brass. When he saw Cantelupe, he jumped to his feet, threw his arms around him, and began to sob again. Cantelupe put his arms around Thompson and said softly, “I know.”


They walked into the hallway so that Thompson’s teammates would not have to look at a player in black and gold.


“Dammit, I wanted to kick your ass today,” Thompson said, his voice hoarse from shouting and crying. “Just once I wanted to know what it felt like to beat you guys. Now, I’ll never know.”


“You’re a hell of a football player,” Cantelupe said, meaning it, remembering the panic he had felt when Thompson had sacked his quarterback, Ronnie McAda, for a 12-yard loss on Army’s final, desperate drive.


Thompson almost smiled. “That’s the worst part, Jim. We’re not football players anymore. It’s all over now.”


Cantelupe had thought about that a lot during the week prior to the game. He and his fellow first classmen had talked about it at length the night before. A few minutes earlier, one of his teammates, Eddie Stover, had gone crazy in the locker room at the thought of not being a football player anymore.


“How will I live without football?” Stover had screamed. “It’s all I’ve ever known!”


Cantelupe wasn’t very different from Stover. Or Thompson. Now, it was real. He wasn’t a football player anymore. “They can’t take away the memories,” he said to Thompson. “They can’t take away the way it felt out there today.”


Thompson’s eyes were still glistening. “We’re brothers now,” he said. “For the rest of our lives.”


“Damn right,” Cantelupe said.


This time, he hugged Thompson, the gold number 22 on his chest colliding with the blue number 32 on Thompson’s. The closeness they felt at that moment is usually only felt by men who have gone to war together.


Of course, they had been to war. Just on opposite sides.


THE notion of football as war has been used as a metaphor for as long as the game has been played. Coaches see themselves as generals, their assistants as the officers, the players as the soldiers. The violent nature of the sport lends itself easily to the notion that every game is about killing or being killed.


It is logical, then, that the military academies, which train young men—and, for the last twenty years, women—to fight wars, would play football with great passion. And once upon a time, when there was a military draft that meant many athletes had to serve in the armed forces, when being a military officer paid as much as or more than a job in the National Football League paid, and when the United States was undefeated in war, truly great and gifted football players flocked to West Point to play for Army and to Annapolis to play for Navy.


The football history of the two academies dates back to 1879, when Navy played the Baltimore Athletic Club to a scoreless tie, and to 1890, when cadet Dennis Michie challenged Navy to a game at West Point. The Midshipmen won easily, 24–0, but 105 years later the Army media guide makes the point that “the Midshipmen were a far more experienced team.” No one concedes anything in this rivalry without a fight.


The football history of both academies is full of glory and glamorous names, whether they are Glenn Davis, Doc Blanchard, and Pete Dawkins at Army in the forties and fifties or Joe Bellino and Roger Staubach at Navy in the sixties. All won Heisman Trophies. All played for powerful, nationally ranked teams. All went on to serve their country.


Once upon a time, Army-Navy was the game of any college football season. Often when they played, the national championship was at stake, especially during the forties, when Army won the championship three straight times (’44–46) and went undefeated five times in six years from ’44 through ’49.


The entire nation would come to a standstill for one Saturday afternoon while the Cadets and Midshipmen, America’s best and brightest, dueled on the gridiron. Every major newspaper in the country covered the game, often with two or three reporters and several photographers. The outcome was the lead story in every sports section the next day. Often it was front page news.


The last vestiges of that glory were played out in the 1960s. Staubach led Navy to a 9–1 record, a berth in the Cotton Bowl and a number two national ranking in 1963, his Heisman Trophy season. Four years later, Army was 8–1 going into the Navy game and was invited to the Sugar Bowl. The Pentagon, concerned about security in the midst of the growing controversy surrounding the Vietnam War, would not allow the Cadets to accept the invitation.


The morning after the announcement was made, the Corps of Cadets marched into the mess hall for breakfast and found clumps of sugar piled up in the middle of all the tables. From the poop deck in the middle of the huge room hung a sign: “No Sugar Bowl for the football team; no sugar bowls for the corps.”


The cadets cheered the sugar bowl thieves wildly. That was the last time either Army or Navy has been invited to a major bowl game.


Vietnam was a major turning point in the history of military academy football. The popularity of the military dropped considerably during those years, and with graduates from West Point and Annapolis being shipped to Vietnam almost the moment they were commissioned as officers, the notion of a four-year postgraduate military commitment wasn’t nearly as romantic as it had once been.


Beginning in 1969, Army had two winning seasons (both times at 6–4) in fifteen years, including an 0–10 season in 1973. Coaches came and went. The school had five of them during that period. Navy suffered through seven straight losing seasons from 1968 through 1974 before George Welsh, a 1956 graduate of the academy, returned to resurrect the program, producing five winning seasons in seven years and three bowl appearances.


By that time, Army-Navy had lost a good deal of luster, at least in the eyes of big-time football fans across the country. The game was still on national TV and always drew a respectable rating, but it wasn’t the media event it had once been. Both schools began playing easier schedules, adding games against smaller schools from Division I-AA and dropping some of the national powers that had once been traditional opponents. Many in the national media suggested they should give up big-time football altogether and play an Ivy League type of schedule. Yale and Harvard seemed like far more reasonable opponents than Notre Dame and Tennessee.


The losing and the watered-down schedules caused considerable grumbling among the old grads around the country who simply couldn’t understand why beating Notre Dame and Oklahoma and Penn State was any more difficult in the eighties and nineties than it had been in the forties and fifties. When the two schools actually lost on occasion to schools like Delaware and Boston University and—God forbid—The Citadel, the screaming from alumni could be heard from one corner of the nation to the other.


Even worse, the steady slide at Army and Navy coincided with the rise of the upstart Air Force Academy. While the two tradition-laden schools were struggling to get to .500 even against weaker schedules, Air Force had joined the Western Athletic Conference and had built a solid program that produced winning seasons consistently and bowl trips often. Beginning in 1982, Air Force dominated both Army and Navy, winning the Commander in Chief’s Trophy nine times in twelve years. The CIC, as it is called at the three academies, goes to the school with the best record in inter-academy play each season.


Air Force became so dominant in CIC play that in 1995 several of their players said publicly that winning a Western Athletic Conference title was more important to them than the CIC. The players at Army and Navy were galled and hurt by the comments. But Air Force still beat them both—again.


In spite of their preeminence on the field against their military brethren, Air Force chafed because it could not compete with Army-Navy in terms of tradition or national attention. While CBS and ABC were both bidding for the Army-Navy contract in 1994, no one was lining up for the chance to televise Air Force–Army or Air Force–Navy. And while the players at Air Force made a point of looking down their noses at Army and Navy on the football field, the other two schools did the exact same thing off the field. The cadets and midshipmen mockingly called Air Force “The Country Club Academy” because of the relatively plush dorms and more relaxed campus atmosphere.


Air Force won the football games; Army and Navy won just about everything else. Air Force was the little brother screaming for attention. No matter how good it got, no one seemed to take much notice.


Which is not to say that the ongoing struggles at Army and Navy did not cause a good deal of consternation at the schools. When Welsh, feeling he had gone as far as he could at his alma mater, left for Virginia in 1982, the Navy program went into a steady downward spiral. Gary Tranquill, Welsh’s successor, went 6–5 in his first season. After that it was one losing season after another, including back-to-back 1–10s under George Chaump in 1991 and 1992. By the time Chaump became the third post-Welsh Navy coach to be fired in December of 1994, Navy had been through twelve straight losing seasons.


Army had experienced a Welsh-like renaissance in the 1980s when coach Jim Young, after a 2–9 rookie season in 1983, decided that the best offense for a school that couldn’t recruit six-foot-five-inch quarterbacks with shotgun arms or 300-pound linemen was the wishbone. That way the quarterback had to throw only rarely, and quickness and toughness were as important on the offensive line as size and strength.


Army went 8–3–1 in 1984 and appeared in its first bowl game ever, the now-defunct Cherry Bowl. It was 9–3 a year later and played in the Peach Bowl and went to a third bowl in 1988, the Sun Bowl. In all, Young and his wishbone produced six winning seasons in seven from 1984 through 1990 before he retired, turning the job over to his defensive coordinator, Bob Sutton.


Sutton had never been a head coach before, and following in Young’s large footsteps wasn’t easy. During his first four seasons, he had a winning record once (6–5 in 1993), and by the end of a 4–7 1994 season Sutton was under considerable pressure, much of it from those old grads who still couldn’t quite understand why Army hadn’t recruited the next Blanchard or Davis yet.


Sutton, who became Army’s thirty-first coach six weeks before he turned forty, might not have been retained for the final year of his five-year contract if not for his ability to steal final-second victories from Navy. After losing his first Army-Navy game as a head coach in 1991, Sutton won in 1992 on a 49-yard field goal on the game’s final play; won in 1993 when Navy missed an 18-yard field goal as time expired; and won in 1994 on a 52-yard field goal. Three games, three victories. Total margin: five points.


But when Sutton assembled his 1995 team for spring practice, he knew that a victory over Navy was not going to be enough to earn him a new contract. A winning season would probably be needed, and a victory over Air Force—which had last happened in 1988—might also be required. At Navy, the goal for 1995 was more direct: “Beat Army?” Absolutely. But for starters, beating anyone would be just fine.
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SQUARE ONE


WHEN the Navy football players gathered in the auditorium of Mitscher Hall on the afternoon of January 8, 1995, to meet their new head coach, they did so with a mixture of anticipation and anxiety, optimism and pessimism, joy and concern.


The last time they had been called together as a group had been on the evening of December 4, one day after their 1994 season had ended with yet another heartbreaking loss to Army. When the meeting had been called, all of them knew exactly what it was about: their coach, George Chaump, was going to be fired.


Very few of them were disappointed by this development. Some were relieved; others were delighted. Chaump had come to Navy five years earlier with a sparkling coaching résumé. He had coached under Woody Hayes at Ohio State and had been hugely successful as a head coach at Marshall, a Division I-AA power. But Chaump and Navy had never been a good match. After going 5–6 in his first year with a team built around players recruited by his predecessor, Elliot Uzelac, Chaump had gone 1–10, 1–10, 4–7, and 3–8. Even though bad luck had clearly been a factor, his record against Army was 1–4.


Worse than that, Chaump had lost the support of his players. He had trouble remembering names and he never seemed willing to take the blame when things went wrong. He fired assistant coaches constantly. And he was always telling the media that his players just weren’t good enough to compete with the teams they were losing to, and that there wasn’t much more he could do as coach given the lack of talent.


The players knew they weren’t as talented as Notre Dame or Nebraska or Penn State. But being told by their own coach week after week that they weren’t any good beat them down emotionally. They had stopped believing in Chaump, and when a football team does that it has no chance to succeed.


The relationship between the players and their coach had been crystallized during the week of the 1994 Army game when Jim Kubiak, the team’s captain and quarterback, had been asked if the players wanted to win the Army game to try and save their coach’s job. Instead of falsely affirming the team’s devotion to Chaump, Kubiak had answered the question honestly: “We’re not playing this game for Coach Chaump. We’re playing it for ourselves.”


Chaump responded by relegating Kubiak to the second team for two straight days of practice.


“We had gotten to the point where the only way Coach Chaump really could have helped us was to go into the other locker room before a game and give the other team’s pregame pep talk,” said Mark Hammond, a starting defensive tackle. “Every time he opened his mouth, it was a downer.”


Hammond was one of twenty-five rising seniors on the team who had been through three years that had been filled with heartache and misery that went far beyond the twenty-five losses in thirty-three football games. The Naval Academy had been a troubled place throughout those years, a place where the football team had almost become a symbol for the frustrations of the entire brigade.


More and more, five letters had been appearing on the walls of Bancroft Hall, the giant dormitory that housed the entire four-thousand-member brigade: IHTFP—“I Hate This Fucking Place.” The profane graffiti represented a mind-set that had permeated the entire academy. What’s more, the relationship between the brigade and the football team could not have been worse. The football players tended to look down at the brigade, referring to them as “the nerds,” and the brigade saw the football players as spoiled, arrogant failures. It was bad enough that the entire brigade was forced to go to every home football game—“mandatory fun,” they called it—but then they had to stand there for three hours and watch the team get pounded.


“They hated us and we hated them,” Kubiak said. “They weren’t wrong in a lot of cases about the football players. A lot of the guys were arrogant and acted like jerks. But it’s also true that a lot of the people in the brigade judged you harshly just because you played football and never gave you a chance to prove that you were different.”


The years 1993 and 1994 had been awful for the Naval Academy. Hard on the heels of the Tailhook sexual harassment scandal in 1991, which gave the entire navy a black eye, had come “Double E,” a scandal involving 134 members of the class of 1994 who had been caught cheating in an electrical engineering class that every member of the junior class is required to take. Although the cheating took place in the fall of 1992, the academy’s administration, then under the direction of Admiral Thomas C. Lynch, moved very slowly in adjudicating the scandal. As with Tailhook, the media was stonewalled, which ultimately made the academy look even worse.


Eleven of the 134 midshipmen who were implicated were football players. Two of them, Javier Zuluaga and Max Lane, were stars and team leaders. When they were among twenty-four mids expelled—“separated,” in academy lingo—their younger teammates were devastated.


As it turned out, Double E was only the beginning of a horrifying fall. The 1993 football season had started with hope; the Mids had jumped to a 4–2 beginning, helped by an easy schedule (Eastern Illinois, Bowling Green, and Colgate) and a shocking upset victory over Air Force, the first since Coach Welsh’s departure eleven years earlier.


But that early hope had quickly turned to dust with four straight losses by an average margin of thirty points. Still, a victory over Army would have given Navy five wins for the first time since Chaump’s first year and, perhaps more important, their first CIC Trophy since 1981. There was still plenty to play for.


But on the Wednesday before the Army game, the entire academy had been rocked by horrifying news: three recent academy graduates had died in a double murder/suicide at the Naval Amphibious Base in Coronado, California, just outside San Diego. Kerryn O’Neill, who had been a cross-country star at Navy, had broken off her engagement with George Smith. Apparently that had been more than Smith could handle and he had snapped. He had gone to O’Neill’s room at 1:45 in the morning and found her there talking to a friend. Armed with two pistols, Smith shot O’Neill’s friend four times, then shot O’Neill in the back of the head before finally turning the 9 mm Ruger pistol on himself.


When the football players heard the name of O’Neill’s murdered friend, they could not believe their ears: Alton Lee Grizzard.


No one symbolized what was good about Navy football more than Alton Grizzard. He had been a four-year starter at quarterback, the team captain in 1990, and had remained someone whom everyone associated with the program pointed to as the kind of person the Naval Academy was capable of producing.


Grizzard was so tough, so inspiring to other players, so respected that when Army players talked about the player who best represented what the Army-Navy game was all about, they brought up Grizzard’s name. When Army coach Bob Sutton, who barely knew Grizzard except as an opponent, heard the news that Grizzard was dead, he sat down and cried. “He stood for everything you want the academies to stand for,” Sutton said. “He was indomitable.”


No one at Navy had been surprised when Grizzard applied for SEAL training after graduation. Ask anyone in the military and they will tell you there is nothing tougher than being part of the elite special forces known as SEALs. Even Doug Pavek, who had been captain of the Army football team in 1985 and had gone on to be a Ranger, the Army’s version of SEALs, conceded that SEAL training was tougher: “They do everything we do,” he said, “but they have to do it underwater.”


Grizzard had last been at Navy in the fall of 1992 on the day Navy played Tulane. The Midshipmen were 0–7 going into the weekend and Chaump had asked Grizzard to speak to the team before the game. By the time Grizzard was finished, he was in tears and there weren’t a lot of dry eyes in the room. He talked about pride and staying together and what the Naval Academy and Navy football and Navy football players meant to him. The Midshipmen beat Tulane that day. It was their only victory of the season.


And now, on a frigid, rainy afternoon, just three days before the Army game, Chaump had to tell his players that Alton Grizzard was dead. He broke down, and so did a lot of the players. “We almost didn’t believe it,” Kubiak remembered. “It didn’t seem possible that it was true. The whole thing was a nightmare.”


They wore the name “Griz” on their blue helmets that Saturday in the New Jersey Meadowlands and, down 16–0 at the end of the three quarters, they improbably battled back, cutting the margin to 16–14 in the final minutes. When their defense held Army again and the offense got the ball back at its own 20 with more than four minutes remaining, they knew that they were going to win the game they had dedicated to their fallen leader.


They drove the ball 79 yards to the one-yard line with less than a minute to play. On third down, Chaump called a running play designed to ensure that the ball would be in the center of the field if the touchdown wasn’t scored. That would leave plenty of time for a chip-shot field goal that was all that was needed to win the game.


Kubiak handed the ball to halfback Brad Stramanak, who started to the left but then saw a gaping hole to the right. Instinctively, he cut back toward the hole and seemed certain to score until Army linebacker Pat Work somehow lunged sideways and made a shoestring, diving tackle. Stramanak landed no more than a foot from the goal line. Fourth down. Six seconds left.


Chaump sent in the field goal team, which was led by Ryan Bucchianeri, a baby-faced freshman who had become the team’s placekicker four weeks earlier. On that afternoon, against Notre Dame, he coolly kicked two field goals on national TV in his college debut. Bucchianeri had been all-state and all-American at Ringgold High School in Monongahela, Pennsylvania. He had a strong leg and loads of confidence. He trotted onto the field believing it was his destiny to win the Army-Navy game with a last-second field goal.


What happened next is a piece of Army-Navy lore that still affects not only the people who were involved but every single person who has any connection to either academy. Kubiak, who still gets angry replaying those moments, never wanted to kick the field goal. The field was wet and slick from a steady rain, the angle wasn’t very good, and even though Bucchianeri had kicked well against Notre Dame, he didn’t like the idea of putting the entire game into the hands—or, more accurately, onto the foot—of a plebe.


“I wanted to go for it,” he said. “I was certain we’d get in. Certain.”


Players always feel that way. Clearly, the correct play was the field goal. Even on a wet field, with a tough angle, it was still only 18 yards—shorter than an extra point. Bucchianeri trotted on with holder Tony Solliday. Army called time-out.


On the sideline, Sutton couldn’t help but think about the mistakes his team had made to blow what had seemed like a safe lead. “I was thinking about how this game always seems to be that way,” he said. “No lead is safe. We knew that and yet we had let them come back anyway.”


In the press box, Bob Beretta, then Army’s assistant sports information director, was surprised to find himself almost wanting Bucchianeri to make the kick. “I wanted Army to win the game, obviously,” he said. “But I couldn’t help but think to myself that the consequences for a kid of missing a kick, especially such a short one, in that situation, would be absolutely unbearable. I just couldn’t make myself want anyone to go through that kind of misery.”


Army had won the game a year earlier on Patmon Malcolm’s 49-yarder. Now, all the Cadets could do was hope for a miracle—a block or, even less likely, a Bucchianeri miss. The time-out ended. Bucchianeri lined up. The snap was perfect, the hold was good. Bucchianeri swung his leg through the ball and it sailed over the arms of the flailing Cadets. But as soon as it came off his foot, he knew something was wrong. The ball didn’t hook as much as he had thought it would, and it sailed 18 inches to the right of the near goalpost.


Wide right.


Those two words would echo in Bucchianeri’s ears forever. They seemed to follow him off the field, up the tunnel, through the locker room, and onto the team bus. He couldn’t know it then, but those two words would become his legacy, a larger-than-life one, at Navy. At that moment, though, no one on the field understood what a life-changing moment that had been. The Army players knew they had survived, that they had won a game that had seemed lost. The Navy players were completely devastated, crushed by an awful defeat only days after the Coronado tragedy. They cried on one another’s shoulders, stood bravely in the rain while the two alma maters were played, and then walked silently into their locker room.


Since Bucchianeri wore number 15 and Kubiak number 16, their lockers were right next to each other. When Navy sports information director Tom Bates quietly asked Bucchianeri if he wanted to come outside to speak to the media, Bucchianeri asked Kubiak what he thought.


“Should I go out there?” he asked.


At that moment, Kubiak was too stunned to empathize with Bucchianeri. “Booch, if I were you, I’d never walk out of here,” he said.


Bucchianeri went with Bates. During a press conference that lasted less than five minutes, he unwittingly made himself into a hero. As a plebe, a midshipman is allowed three answers when addressing an upperclassman:


“Yes sir.”


“No sir.”


“No excuse sir.”


The last is a critical part of training at the academies. If someone else splatters mud on your boots, you do not explain that to an upperclassman when he demands to know why they’re muddy. You simply say—you must say—“No excuse sir.” No one else is responsible for your failures. And so, when the media offered Bucchianeri excuses—the wet field, the angle, the pressure, perhaps even the hold or the snap—he kept shaking his head and saying—in essence—“No excuse sir.”


“I missed the kick,” he said repeatedly. “I did my best. I tried. I missed the kick.”


In an era when athletes blame everyone and everything for their failures, Bucchianeri’s simple “no excuse sir” treatise became national news. An entire country, it seemed, wanted to put its collective arms around him and say, “It’s OK.” Bucchianeri received hundreds of letters, from little kids to admirals to the Secretary of the Navy to congressmen and senators. Nine months later, in its college football preview issue, Sports Illustrated devoted seven full pages to Bucchianeri. William Nack, one of the magazine’s most poetic and gifted writers, re-created what had happened during that week and on that day in a story that made Bucchianeri a national hero all over again.


Sadly, the saga had not ended, as it turned out, with the missed kick or the “no excuse sir” press conference. About fifteen hours after Bucchianeri missed the kick, a Ford Bronco carrying four midshipmen back to Annapolis from the Meadowlands had come to the crest of a hill about one mile from the gates to the academy. The spot is known to the midshipmen as “Oh Shit Hill,” because as you reach it, the academy comes back into your vision and your immediate response is to say, “Oh shit.”


This time, though, on a rainy, windswept morning, Brian Clark, driving the Bronco, could barely see anything beyond his windshield. He never saw the huge rotted willow tree that fell right across the car’s path, shearing off the Bronco’s roof. Clark’s three passengers, fellow senior Lisa Winslow and sophomores Autumn Pevzner and Robin Pegram, were killed almost instantly. Clark, the only survivor, spent four days in the hospital.


The caravan of buses carrying most of the brigade arrived back at the academy on that Sunday at about 2:30. Thirty minutes later, they all filed solemnly into the academy chapel for Grizzard’s memorial service. It was during the service that Superintendent Lynch made the announcement that three midshipmen had been killed that morning. He didn’t announce the names because the three families had not yet heard the news.


By dinnertime, everyone knew the three names. An immense sadness settled over the Yard, as the academy campus is called. Mark Hammond’s feelings went beyond sadness. Robin Pegram had become his best friend. They were in the same Spanish class and Hammond often dropped by her room so they could study together. Other times, he stopped in just to talk. At first he made up excuses for the visits. After a while, he stopped bothering.


Most football players at Army and Navy give up their social lives during the football season. There just isn’t any free time, even on the weekends, to deal with anything as serious as a girlfriend. Those who have girlfriends explain to them that they aren’t likely to see much of them between August and early December. Sometimes the girlfriends don’t understand. Often they become ex-girlfriends.


Hammond had big plans for the end of the season. He had told his friends that he was going to tell Pegram how he felt about her on the Monday after the Army game. He was fairly certain she felt the same way about him but, nonetheless, he was nervous about opening himself up to rejection, the way any not quite twenty-year-old would be. He had waited for the end of the season because he wanted to have time to spend with Pegram once—if—they began dating.


And then the accident happened. Hammond never got to tell Pegram how he felt. Late that night, he went out to Oh Shit Hill and just sat in the rain by the side of the road, crying. Some of his friends came and got him, brought him back. Technically, they were all in violation of academy rules, being off the Yard that late on a Sunday night. No one said a word.


Don DeVoe, Navy’s basketball coach, still remembers that week at the end of 1993 vividly. Every day, it seemed, another funeral procession passed by his office. First Grizzard and O’Neill. Then Pegram, Pevzner, and Winslow. “It was as if a black cloud was sitting right on top of the academy and just wouldn’t go away,” he said. “Every day seemed bleaker than the last one.”


Never before had the academy catchphrase “The sun always shines on the Midshipmen” seemed more empty.


INEVITABLY, the tragedies hung over the academy long after they had taken place. Although Lynch certainly wasn’t held responsible for that awful first week in December, he was considered culpable in the Double E cheating scandal and for the low morale that had permeated the campus even before December. John Dalton, the Secretary of the Navy, had a number of staffing decisions to make in the spring of 1994, including finding a new Commander of Naval Operations, worldwide.


Admiral Charles R. Larson, who had been superintendent of the Naval Academy from 1983 to 1986, had been a finalist for the Joint Chiefs of Staff position in 1993 when Colin Powell stepped down. When he didn’t get that job, he began making plans to retire. He would be fifty-seven in 1994, thirty-six years removed from his graduation as the brigade commander at the academy in 1958. Dalton asked him to postpone his retirement until after he had decided who he wanted to appoint as CNO.


Larson agreed, although he told Dalton at the time, “There are some very qualified younger guys who you can give the job to.”


Dalton eventually gave the job to one of them: the ill-fated Admiral Mike Boorda. Then he called Larson and said, “I’d like you to consider going back to the Naval Academy.”


Larson’s initial response? “I thought it was someone pretending to be the Secretary, playing a joke on me,” he said. “The thought of going back never crossed my mind.”


Others, including Dalton, thought differently. Larson had been a very popular “Supe” with the midshipmen, someone who commanded absolute respect without being intimidating. Dalton’s thinking was simple: Larson knew the academy better than anyone, having been a midshipman and the superintendent. He had never failed to do a job well, and the academy needed serious help.


Larson went back to his wife, Sally, and asked her what she thought. Both had mixed emotions: they loved the academy but were ready to get on with their lives. Another former superintendent, Admiral Ronald Maryott, called. “Chuck, the place needs you back,” he said.


Larson decided to do it—on certain conditions. He would choose his own commandant (second in command) and the key people on his staff. The changes he made would be made quickly. “I didn’t want to go in and start making the change of the month,” he said. “I wanted to do it all the first thirty days and I wanted to tell the midshipmen why. I didn’t want any nickel-and-dime stuff. I wanted them to understand why these things were important.”


Dalton agreed. Larson returned in August of 1994, and since he didn’t require the normal shakedown period that an officer normally needs in a new command, he went right to work.


“We had drifted,” he said. “Not dramatically, but too much. We had become more civilian, too civilian. We had relaxed our standards and our accountability.”


Once, only seniors—the first class—had been allowed to have civilian clothes and cars. By 1994, the second class and the third class (juniors and sophomores) had them. Larson took them away from the third class. He brought back mandatory breakfasts—too many mids were showing up for formation at 7 A.M., then diving back into bed. He changed the deadline for returning from weekend liberty from 11 o’clock to 6 o’clock so that everyone would be back on campus for Sunday dinner with time to get a good night’s sleep and “clear their heads for the week to come.” Everyone—including first classmen—would stay on the Yard on Wednesday nights.


What’s more, the academy’s standards of behavior would be enforced more strenuously. During the previous two school years not a single first classman had been separated for major conduct offenses. During Larson’s first year back, fourteen were separated, including three less than a month from graduation.


“The message was, the longer you’re here, the more we expect out of you, not less,” Larson said. “The two previous years we had just as many seniors charged with conduct offenses, but none separated. We wanted the first class to know they weren’t exempt from the rules just because they had been here three years.”


Given the morale at the academy, given the number of IHTFPs scrawled on the walls, it would seem unlikely that more rules and more discipline would have been greeted by the brigade with enthusiasm. But Larson didn’t just announce the rules and then retreat to his office. He met with each class individually to explain what he was doing, and he began eating with a different squad each week to hear what they were thinking and feeling. He was a Supe the mids could touch, and they loved him for it.


Larson also knew he had a problem with the football team—on and off the field. Larson was in a far better position to attack the football problem than Lynch had been. Although he was a big fan of the football team, he hadn’t been a player, the way Lynch had been. In fact, Lynch had captained the 1963 Cotton Bowl team. When he returned to the academy, he was immediately labeled a football Supe. No matter what he did, the brigade was convinced that his first priority was the football team.


The football team was important—to any superintendent. It is, without question, the most visible part of the academy, both to those out in the fleet who follow the team avidly, and to those in the civilian world who still remember Staubach and Bellino and, more recently, Napoleon McCallum and Phil McConkey, both of whom went on to NFL careers after serving their time in the navy.


McCallum had been on the team during Larson’s first tenure as Supe, and even though the team didn’t have a winning record in any year between ’83 and ’86, there were moments, including a victory over second-ranked South Carolina in 1985 when the Gamecocks arrived in Annapolis 9–0.


“We had some good wins,” Larson said. “We beat North Carolina one year and Virginia and South Carolina the next. We weren’t great, but people respected us.”


Now, almost no one respected them, including their fellow midshipmen. Larson saw surveys that made it clear that most of the brigade saw the football players as pampered and spoiled, privileged and protected.


At his first meeting with the brigade before the start of fall semester, Larson told them that he hoped they would support one another more than they had in the past, that he believed that anyone who was involved in a “time intensive” activity, whether it was the glee club or the debate team or the football team, deserved everyone’s support. He also encouraged them to stop using football games as an excuse for mischief. “Instead of sneaking out at two o’clock in the morning to hang a banner on a firehouse, why not go by the football practice field in the afternoon and let the team know you’re behind it,” he said.


After that, Larson met with the football team. He told the players he knew they didn’t think they had the support of the brigade, but support was a two-way deal. He told them to become more involved with their companies, to show up for all their classes and try to be alert and attentive, to act like midshipmen rather than like football players who happened to wear a midshipman’s uniform.


“You do that,” he said, “and the brigade will come to you, regardless of what’s happening on the field.”


“It was like a marriage in trouble,” Larson said. “The brigade and the football team were like an estranged couple. There was tension and there was resentment on both sides. We needed to clear the air.”


Larson also took on some of the perception issues that had popped up in the survey. Because football players were expected to meet with their position coaches for noon meetings each day, they did not have to line up for lunch formation and march into King Hall with the rest of the mids. Larson made a change: every Thursday, there would be no position meetings and the players would march to lunch with everyone else. It was a small change—but the brigade noticed.


There was nothing, however, that Larson could do about what was happening on the field that fall. Chaump had been given a one-year extension following the 1993 loss to Army because athletic director Jack Lengyel believed that every coach deserved five years to turn a program around.


But things weren’t going to turn around when the entire offensive line had graduated; when the defense was working with a third coordinator in three years; when the coach and the offensive coordinator began the season not speaking to one another.


The 1994 opener was at San Diego State, a talented Western Athletic Conference team. Garrett Smith, who was one of four new starters on the offensive line, remembers the first play of the new season vividly:


“It’s your first game, you’re all fired up and ready to go,” he said. “First play, I come off the ball with everything I have, throw my entire body into the guy I’m blocking, and pick myself up two yards behind the line of scrimmage. I said, ‘Uh oh.’ I went back to the huddle and I said to Bryce [Minamyer], ‘How’s your guy?’ He said, ‘Brutal.’ Then I asked Alex Domino the same thing and he just shook his head and said, ‘A monster.’ Right then, I knew we were in trouble.”


It was worse than that. At halftime it was 42–0. San Diego State called off the monsters in the second half, and the final was 56–14. The next day, things got worse for the offense. Chaump announced to them that he had fired Greg Briner, the offensive coordinator.


“With Greg there we at least felt we had a chance because he knew what he was doing,” Kubiak said. “When Coach Chaump said he was gone, there were a lot of us who figured, ‘That’s it, we might as well turn in our uniforms now.’ ”


Kubiak was so upset that he drove to Briner’s house that night, breaking academy rules by leaving the Yard on a Sunday night. Briner convinced him that quitting, for him or anyone else, was the wrong thing to do. When Kubiak returned, he couldn’t find a place to park. The Naval Academy is only 382 acres in size—compared to more than 1,600 acres at both West Point and the Air Force Academy—and parking on the Yard at night can often be impossible.


Knowing his car would get towed if he parked it illegally, Kubiak reported to the officer of the day to explain that he couldn’t find anyplace to park his car. When the OOD asked him why he was parking his car at so late an hour, Kubiak, remembering the academy’s strict honor code, said, “I was driving around.”


“Were you driving off the Yard?” the OOD asked.


Kubiak couldn’t lie. “Yes sir,” he answered.


“I thought I was a dead man,” Kubiak said. “I was going to get fried big time.”


“Fried” is the academy term for punishment. You can be fried for as little as a “1,000,” which means you have committed a minor offense and are basically being told not to do it again, up to a “6,000,” which means separation. Get fried often enough and you find yourself on restriction, usually meaning you can’t leave the Yard on weekends. Continue to get fried after that and you will probably be hauled before some kind of board that will consider further punishment up to and including separation.


Kubiak had been fried periodically throughout his four years at the academy. Like a lot of players, his decision to attend Navy had little to do with the military. “They ran a passing offense and I thought I’d get a chance to play,” he said.


The following day, Kubiak was called in by his company officer. Although each company has leadership from within the brigade, it also has a company officer, usually a Navy lieutenant, who runs the company on a day-to-day basis, especially when serious discipline is involved. Kubiak told him exactly what had happened: Briner had been fired on the heels of a 56–14 loss that started his last season of college football and he felt the need to talk to him. He knew he was wrong. The company officer decided not to fry him.


Kubiak escaped the noose of navy justice, but he couldn’t escape the depressing reality of what was happening to the football team each week. The Mids lost to Virginia 47–10, to Bowling Green (Bowling Green!) 59–21, to Duke 47–14, and to Air Force 43–21 in a game that wasn’t that close. The Falcons led 43–7 before Navy scored twice in the fourth quarter against their scrubs.


It was humiliating and disheartening. Each week, Kubiak, as the team captain, would stand up in front of the brigade, look at the Supe and say, “And this week’s going to be different. We’re going to go out there and bring you back a victory!”


Kubiak didn’t believe it, the team didn’t believe it, the brigade didn’t believe it. Even the Supe didn’t believe it. The players began calling it the “Lie of the Week.”


They finally stopped lying in week six, squeaking out a 7–0 win over Division I-AA Lafayette. The players were relieved to win a game, but hardly overjoyed. “I walked off the field in tears that day,” Mark Hammond remembered. “It was an awful game.”


The next week it was back to normal, a 35–14 loss to Louisville, followed by the annual Notre Dame thrashing, this time 58–21. Just when it seemed that a third 1–10 year in four was a lock, the team somehow managed to beat Tulane and Rice.


“What that told me,” Larson said later, “was two things. Our guys hadn’t quit on themselves, and we did have some talent.”


Admiral Larson and Athletic Director Lengyel had been talking all season about the coaching situation. Both liked Chaump and thought he was a good man. Lengyel was especially uncomfortable with the notion of making a coaching change because the school was about to complete an $8 million overhaul of the football facilities that would include a new locker room, a huge new weight room, new meeting rooms, and expanded coaches offices. All of this was going to help recruiting considerably.


Part of Lengyel wanted Chaump to have the chance to use the new facilities. But he knew the players were unhappy. There was a sense of being rudderless inside the locker room, and there was little doubt going into the Army game that a change would be made—regardless of the outcome.


By that point, Chaump was convinced that his players—at least some of them—had turned against him. He even told several of them, Kubiak and wide receiver Matt Scornavacchi among them, that he knew they were trying to get him fired. Those whom Chaump made these comments to became known jokingly among the players as “the conspirators.” It was more a badge of honor than anything else to be included in the group.


In fact, it was even worse than Chaump imagined. Garrett Smith said later that at least a dozen players had told him during the season that they wouldn’t play football in 1995 if Chaump was back. Lengyel had heard all these rumblings, and he told Larson that there really wasn’t any choice.


And so it was no surprise to anyone when they were told to meet in the Mitscher Auditorium a little more than twenty-four hours after the loss to Army. The game had not been as torturous as the previous year, but it had been painful nonetheless. Throughout pregame warm-ups, Bucchianeri had been serenaded by the cadets with chants of “Wide right, wide right.” Then, on the opening drive of the game, Navy had reached the Army 20 and stalled. In came Bucchianeri to try a 37-yard field goal. The “wide right” cries filled the Army side of the stadium. Bucchianeri swung his leg through the ball, had plenty of distance, and missed—wide right.


The game went back and forth, until, with 6:52 left, Army’s Kurt Heiss came on to try a 52-yard field goal—the longest of his career. Naturally, he made it. Navy couldn’t score again and the final was 22–20.


When the players were settled in their seats on the day after the game, Chaump addressed them briefly. He told them that he understood that coaches who don’t win get fired and that’s what had happened to him. Then he walked out of the room. No one clapped, no one got up to shake his hand or say goodbye. Just like that, after five years and a won-lost record of 14–41, he was gone.


Lengyel then told the players there would be a search committee formed to interview candidates for the coaching job and that, for the moment, any problems should be addressed to the one coach guaranteed to return—strength and conditioning coach Phil Emery.


Thirty-six days later, the players filed back into Mitscher to meet their new coach. His name was Charlie Weatherbie, and the players knew little about him other than what they had read in the paper: he would be forty that month, and in three years as the head coach at Utah State he had a 15–19 record. During his second year, Utah State had won six straight games to finish 7–5. He had been a quarterback at Oklahoma State, had played in the Canadian Football League and then been an assistant coach at Wyoming, at Air Force for six years, and at Arkansas before getting the Utah State job.


And he slicked back his hair. Joe Speed and Andy Person, the two players who had been on the search committee had told them that. “We all thought that was kind of cool,” Person said.


It didn’t take long to learn more. As soon as everyone was settled, Weatherbie dropped to a knee, reached his hand out in the direction of the players sitting in the front row, and said, “Men, let’s all grab a hand and start with a prayer.”


Some were delighted; some were taken aback; some were confused. All of them were surprised. The only time Chaump’s teams had prayed was before the game, and then he had always asked one of the players to lead the prayer.


That would not be the case with Weatherbie. “It was a surprise,” Andrew Thompson said. “But I think most of us were impressed because he had the confidence to walk into a roomful of strangers and say, ‘This is who I am, this is where I’m coming from.’ I think we all respected that about him right away.”


The next surprise came shortly after Weatherbie had concluded the prayer and had started to address the team. When one player arrived two minutes after Weatherbie had started to speak, the new coach paused and looked at him.


“Son, I want to tell you something,” Weatherbie said, not raising his voice. “To be early is to be on time. To be on time is to be late. To be late is to be forgotten.” He looked around the room. “All of you need to remember that.”


A tone had been established. In less than five minutes, Weatherbie had revealed a large chunk of his personality to his new players. They had learned that he was a man of deep religious convictions, a coach who was a great believer in punctuality and, more generally, in discipline. He smiled a lot and had cool hair, but he was deadly serious about football and about coaching football.


Tracing these traits wasn’t terribly difficult. Weatherbie had grown up in a strict Baptist home in a small town in the southeastern corner of Kansas. He can’t remember ever hearing either of his parents swear. They didn’t drink or smoke either, and their three children—Charlie was the youngest—were brought up to understand that straying outside those boundaries was not advisable or acceptable.


Charlie was a typical younger brother, always trying to compete with Larry, who was fifteen months older than he was. Eventually, he caught him, beating him out for the quarterback job in high school. Although basketball was his first love, Charlie recognized early that it was football—specifically his right arm—that was going to take him places. He could always throw the ball harder and farther than any of his peers, and he knew he was good. In the sixth grade he announced to his father one night that he intended to play in the National Football League.


“You can do that,” Bill Weatherbie answered, “but you’ll have to work really hard.”


Charlie did that, becoming a star quarterback in high school. He was heavily recruited by most of the Big Eight schools, although Florida State, the place he really wanted to go to, never came calling. He settled on Oklahoma State because coach Jim Stanley ran a passing offense and Weatherbie thought he would get to play early.


He got to play his freshman year as a backup and was a starter by his sophomore year. As a junior, he broke a collarbone and missed eight games. The injury proved to be a turning point in his life. Even though he had gone to church every Sunday as a boy and had accepted Christ into his life in the eighth grade, Weatherbie had never paid that much attention to religion or Christianity.


Getting hurt was about the worst thing that had ever happened to him, and, as many athletes do, he kept asking the question “Why me?” Kent Shirley, a friend and teammate who was a devout Christian, visited him often in the hospital and told him repeatedly that there was a reason for what had happened but he needed to turn to God in order to find it.


“I had been trying to get through life without His help,” Weatherbie says now. “When I got hurt, Kent helped show me that I didn’t have to do that, and, what’s more, I couldn’t do that. I needed him in my life. That was when I turned my life entirely over to Him.”


That spirituality is at the very core of what Weatherbie is now. He is a big believer, not only in prayer but in reading the Bible over and over again. He starts each day with a reading, and tries to read one chapter of Proverbs every day. Since there are thirty chapters, he starts over on the first day of every month. If he quotes a verse, he can immediately tell you what chapter it is from—“Today’s the fifteenth, so I was reading Chapter 15.”


During the football season Weatherbie doesn’t read newspapers—“I get the news from CNN at night,” he says—or anything else except the Bible. In his car he has Bible tapes that he listens to driving to and from work. His new players would learn quickly how important faith was to Weatherbie: he started every gathering of the team or of his coaching staff with a prayer, and he quoted often from his readings.


One of the first quotations he brought up to them was from Jeremiah 29:11: “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord; plans to prosper you, not to harm, plans to give you a hope and a future.” He would use that quote over and over again when he talked to the team. Eventually, it was posted on the bulletin board in the locker room.


Weatherbie came back from his collarbone injury to have a successful senior season, leading Oklahoma State to a shocking victory over defending national champion Oklahoma and a Big Eight cochampionship, but much to his disappointment, he wasn’t taken in the 1977 NFL draft. That summer he began a three-year odyssey that took him into several NFL training camps and all over Canada. He quarterbacked in Ottawa and Hamilton (twice) and had tryouts in Houston and Cleveland and San Diego. He got into one NFL exhibition game and completed one pass.


By the end of the 1980 season, Weatherbie knew it was time to put away childish things. His wife, Leann, had been very patient as he kept packing and repacking his bags. Now, though, with a two-year-old son and a second on the way, it was time to move on. Weatherbie knew he wanted to coach. So he put on a suit and tie and showed up at the NCAA convention in 1981 looking for work. He found it, at the University of Wyoming, and off he went: three years at Wyoming, six at Air Force, two at Arkansas.


At Air Force, he came to know both the Army and the Navy programs well. Air Force had found prosperity running the wishbone, first under Ken Hatfield, then under Fisher DeBerry. DeBerry hired Weatherbie to coach quarterbacks and fullbacks in 1984. In 1989, having been part of a staff that had beaten Navy six straight times, he called Navy’s Jack Lengyel after Lengyel had fired coach Elliot Uzelac. Lengyel was blunt: “I’m looking for someone with head-coaching experience.”


Weatherbie knew that to become a head coach, he probably had to be an offensive coordinator first. So, when Jack Crowe offered the coordinator’s job at Arkansas, he took it, even though he and his family loved living in Colorado Springs. “I hated to leave,” he said. “But Fisher’s staff is so stable, there was no way to move up, and I felt like I had to make the move if I wanted to be a head coach.”


Two years later the move paid off. Utah State was looking for a coach. Fresno State athletic director Gary Cunningham, who had been the AD at Wyoming when Weatherbie was there, put in a good word for him with Utah State’s Rod Tueller, and Tueller called Weatherbie and asked him to come in for an interview.


Weatherbie makes a very good first impression on most people. He is friendly and outgoing and is good at making people feel comfortable. He is full of self-confidence and, unlike a lot of coaches who are shy by nature, he loves being in the spotlight. Utah State offered him the job. He and Leann had just moved into a house they had spent a year building in Fayetteville, but there was no question about going.


Weatherbie signed a five-year contract that said he would be the head football coach. Officially, that was what he was. Unofficially, he was also the chief fund-raiser, number one alumni glad-hander, and public relations centerpiece. Once a week he would fly in a helicopter from Ogden to Salt Lake City for a press conference. Since it was tough for the media to get to him, he went to them. He flew and drove all over the state, speaking to alumni groups and potential donors.


He was a respectable 5–6 his first year, but started out 1–5 the second. Then some of the junior college players he had recruited began to jell, and suddenly the Aggies won their last five games to win the Big West Conference championship. That put them in the Las Vegas Bowl, their first bowl game in thirty-two years, and they won it, beating Ball State 42–33.


Weatherbie was now a hot young coach. He had not only proven he could win but that he was not afraid to be outrageous. During a rout of Nevada–Las Vegas that season, he had decided that the crowd was not as into the game as it should be. So, he marched behind the bench to a flagpole, shinnied up it—with some help from below—and began madly waving his arms at the crowd.


He got their attention.


Weatherbie also put the pads on for practice one day, playing scout team quarterback because he didn’t feel any of his backup quarterbacks were equipped to run the opposition’s offense. He came home very sore, and was informed by Leann that if he ever pulled a stunt like that again, coming home that night wouldn’t be necessary.


“I didn’t do bad for thirty-eight,” he said, remembering the day.


Utah State lost its entire offensive line after the ’93 season and, as often happens when a team rebuilds through the junior college route, got caught short in ’94. The result was a 3–8 record. But the memories of ’93 lingered in the coaching community, and, when Pat Jones was forced to resign as the coach at Oklahoma State, Weatherbie’s name immediately came up as a possible replacement.


The notion of returning to Oklahoma State had always been on Weatherbie’s mind. In fact, when he had signed his contract at Utah State, he had included a clause that allowed him to leave the school for Oklahoma State without a buyout.


“It was a dream,” he said. “That’s where I went to school, it’s where our families live. If it had happened, it would have been a great thing.”


But Weatherbie knew he wasn’t a lock for the job. And so, when he heard that George Chaump had been fired at Navy, he called Lengyel again. “I’ve got head-coaching experience,” he told him, remembering their conversation five years earlier.


“Send me your résumé,” Lengyel said.


Weatherbie did, then didn’t really think much about it as the Oklahoma State search neared a close. Since Oklahoma State had finished its season two weeks earlier than Navy, its search committee was much further along.


On the night of December 16, Weatherbie got a call from a friend on the Oklahoma State search committee. The school was going to announce that it had hired Bob Simmons, a Colorado assistant, to replace Jones. Weatherbie was disappointed but fell back on Jeremiah 29:11: “I have plans to prosper you, not to harm you.…”


The next day he called Lengyel again to find out his status in the Navy search. Lengyel wanted to meet with him. Weatherbie flew to Baltimore-Washington Airport and met with Lengyel for several hours in an airport hotel. Then he flew back to Ogden. Lengyel called the next day and asked if Weatherbie was willing to fly back to meet with the search committee. Certainly, Weatherbie said.


“Fine,” Lengyel said. “You make your own plane reservations and your own hotel reservations. I don’t want anyone to know you’re flying in to interview. We don’t want anything leaking to the media.”


Weatherbie hadn’t thought that the search for a new Navy football coach was that high a priority with the media in the Washington-Baltimore-Annapolis area (it wasn’t), but if Lengyel wanted it that way, he would do it that way.


He flew in two days after Christmas and met with all the members of the search committee and then with Superintendent Larson, who interviewed all the coaching candidates separately from the committee. Larson also sat in on the search committee’s deliberations but said nothing about any of the candidates. “I didn’t want to influence anyone by voicing an opinion,” he said.


Most of the Navy players expected their new coach to be Tom O’Brien, a 1971 academy graduate who had been an assistant during the Welsh era and was now his offensive coordinator at Virginia. But when search committee player representatives Joe Speed and Andy Person met O’Brien, they found him cool, almost detached. They both came away with the sense that O’Brien felt he would be doing everyone at Navy a big favor by taking over the football program. Weatherbie, on the other hand, was full of enthusiasm. He was six years younger than O’Brien and looked even younger than that with his slicked-back black hair and the wide, friendly smile he wore all the time. When Lengyel asked Speed and Person who they liked best among the candidates, their answer was emphatic: Weatherbie.


Larson had been impressed by both Weatherbie and O’Brien. Like a lot of people, Larson had thought at the start of the search that O’Brien would ultimately be the choice. But when the committee decided it was time to take a vote the result was unanimous: all twelve members chose Weatherbie.


He had brought an enthusiasm and a zeal to the interview process that O’Brien lacked. Although O’Brien’s experience at Navy as a player and a coach worked in his favor, Weatherbie’s six years at Air Force countered that. Like O’Brien, he had worked with military academy kids and he knew what it took to recruit at an academy. He also understood the rigors the players faced on a day-to-day basis that just didn’t exist at civilian schools.


Weatherbie didn’t go home after his interview because he was scheduled to work at a pre–Fiesta Bowl coaching clinic in Phoenix. On the morning of December 29, Lengyel tracked him down there.


“If we offer you the job,” he asked, “will you take it?”


“Absolutely,” Weatherbie answered.


“Then be here tomorrow,” Lengyel said. “We’ll schedule a press conference.”


And so, on December 30, 1994, Charlie Weatherbie, nineteen days shy of turning forty, became Navy’s thirty-fourth head coach. Most of the players were home on Christmas break that day. Andrew Thompson, who had been the team’s leading tackler the previous season, was sitting in his parents’ living room, feet on the couch, half-dozing and half-watching Sportscenter on ESPN, when he heard someone say that Navy had a new football coach. Then he heard him say the new coach’s name.


“Who in the world,” Thompson wondered, “is Charlie Weatherbie?”


Many people wondered not just who he was but why Weatherbie—why any coach—would want the Navy job. After all, it had been twelve years since Navy had had a winning season, and the only news the school had made in recent years had been bad news: Double E, Grizzard and O’Neill, Bucchianeri, the car accident.


Weatherbie saw the job as a chance to make a name for himself nationally. Winning at Navy certainly wouldn’t be easy, but if he did—and his Air Force experience convinced him that he could—the whole country would notice. When he won at Utah State, only everyone in Utah noticed.


Of course it wasn’t long before Weatherbie was asked about Army-Navy. “Oh, it’s a great rivalry,” he said, smiling. “It’s just like Oklahoma–Oklahoma State or Alabama-Auburn, any of the big games like that.”


He would coach his first Army-Navy game in 337 days. Not until then would he know how wrong his assessment was.
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LAST CHANCE


THERE had been no traumas at Army like the ones at Navy. But the nineties had been a major letdown for the football team and coaches.


In the spring of 1990, after eight years as coach, Jim Young had decided to retire at the end of the season. He had engineered a remarkable turnaround during his tenure, taking over a program that had averaged 3.3 wins a year during the previous ten seasons and, after a 2–9 record in 1983, averaging seven victories per season for the next seven years and leading Army to three bowl games.


The key factor in the turnaround was Young’s decision at the end of 1983 to go to a wishbone offense. The wishbone had been the offense of the late sixties and early seventies in college football, first practiced by Texas, then adopted by Oklahoma, Alabama, and other national powers.


Eventually, though, the best teams figured out how to diagnose the triple-option look, assigning specific defensive players to specific offensive players, thus making some of the offensive trickery less effective. The other problem with the wishbone was that coming from behind with it was almost impossible since 95 percent of the plays were running plays and most wishbones only had one deep-threat receiver.


By the time Young decided to put it in at Army the only other Division I-A team using it was Air Force. It was not, by any means, a coincidence that two military academies would decide to employ it.


Like Air Force, Army was able to build a rushing offense around quick, intelligent quarterbacks and durable linemen who much preferred going forward to run block than stepping back to pass block. Size, something the military academies always lack, wasn’t as important in the blocking schemes as quickness and technique.


The wishbone did several things for Army: it kept the offense on the field for long periods of time, grinding out long ball-control drives. That meant the defense was almost always rested and the opposition could not afford to make mistakes on offense because it wasn’t going to get the ball as often as it normally did. It also made preparing to play Army more difficult because the odds were pretty good that it was the only game all year when an opponent would face the wishbone.


Young also benefited during this period from a change in scheduling philosophy. Understanding that the forties and fifties and even the sixties were long gone, the Army brass had toned down the schedule. Instead of playing Penn State every year, Army now played Colgate. Instead of traveling to Stanford, the Cadets played Montana.


Not that there weren’t still tough games on the schedule. In ’84, Army played Tennessee, Duke, Boston College, and Syracuse in addition to the annual games against Air Force and Navy. The next year it played Boston College, Notre Dame, and Illinois. But there were also games against Harvard and Penn, Western Michigan and Yale. That didn’t make Young’s job easy, because the Ivy League teams were probably recruiting a lot of the same players he recruited. But it did make it reasonable.


What’s more, Army acquitted itself well against quality opponents during the Young years: it tied Tennessee in front of 95,000 fans at Neyland Stadium in Knoxville in 1984 and won there in 1986; it beat Michigan State and Illinois in bowl games; and in 1988 it lost to Alabama 29–28 in a thrilling Sun Bowl game.


Any team that could play Alabama virtually even for sixty minutes was doing just about as well as any rational West Point alum could hope. But after a disappointing 6–5 season in 1989 ended with a 19–17 loss to Navy, Young began wondering if he still had the spark he needed to keep on coaching. Friends say that Young is one of the most single-minded people alive, someone who focuses 100 percent of his time on a job until it is done. When he began to feel that drive and focus slipping, he knew it was probably time to get out.


That spring, during preparations for the 1990 season, he called in Bob Sutton, who had been his defensive coordinator at Army from the start, and told him he was seriously thinking about retiring at the end of the season. If he did retire, he told Sutton, he wanted him to be his successor.


Sutton had mixed emotions. He hated to see J.Y. leave. But if he was going to leave, he wanted the job. Sutton had known in high school that he wanted to coach. He had started his career as an undergraduate assistant at Eastern Michigan. Even though he was not yet forty, he had been coaching for almost twenty years. This, he thought, should be his time to take the step up.


Because of his record, Young had enough pull at West Point to see to it that he could all but name his successor. Thus, when he announced that summer that he would step down at the end of the season, the school announced at the same time that Sutton would be the new coach.


Army went 6–5 again that year, finishing with an emotional 30–20 victory over Navy in Young’s last game. Sutton became the head coach the next day. It was not an easy adjustment. Instead of just worrying about the defense he had to worry about the entire team. He had to be more intimately involved with recruiting and with what his assistant coaches were doing. Quiet and shy by nature, he had to talk to the media on a regular basis and to alumni groups. It was not something that came naturally or easily to him.


Those are normal adjustments, though, ones that every coach makes when he becomes the boss for the first time. But it was more difficult in Sutton’s case, in part because he was taking over a group of players who thought of him as an assistant coach. Football players are always closer to the assistants than they are to the head coach. In fact, to a large degree, the head coach coaches the assistants, who then coach the players. Sutton had to take a step back from the players, and he had to spend more time with the offense than he had in the past.


Finally, there was the specter of Young. Almost all new coaches take over for someone who has failed. Coaching changes are made ninety-nine times out of a hundred because the team is losing. That was certainly the case when Weatherbie took over at Navy in 1995. Almost anything he produced was going to be an improvement on the recent past.


Nothing was further from the truth when Sutton succeeded Young. OK, it wasn’t like Phil Bengston trying to succeed Vince Lombardi in Green Bay or Ray Perkins attempting to follow Bear Bryant at Alabama, but it was Sutton stepping into the breach left by a man whose record during the past seven seasons had been 49–30–1 after a ten-year run of 33–72–3 prior to his arrival. Young may not have been the savior at Army, but he was a reasonable facsimile.


Sutton’s first season produced a 4–7 record that included two humiliating losses: one to The Citadel, a West Point wannabe; the other by a 24–3 score to a Navy team that arrived in Philadelphia with an 0–10 record. The next two years produced marginal improvement: 5–6 in ’92 (with another loss to The Citadel thrown in) and 6–5—thanks to Bucchianeri’s wide right—in ’93. By the time Sutton began his fourth season in 1994, the old grads were beginning to grumble.


Some of the players even wondered about Sutton as a head coach. There was no doubting his understanding of the game, and they all liked and admired him as a person. But he wasn’t the kind of leader Young had been. Despite the emphasis at West Point on leadership within the Corps of Cadets, the football coach was, by nature, a quiet, unassuming guy who would probably just as soon break down game film as charge into battle.


Needing some breaks to go his way in ’94, Sutton watched helplessly as the season started out with nothing but bad ones. The first came six plays into the opener against Holy Cross when quarterback Rick Roper went down with a torn knee. He would be gone for the season. Army still won that game easily, but five days later, playing a Thursday night prime-time game on national TV against Duke, Roper’s backup, Mike Makovec, also went down, with torn ligaments in his ankle.


That left Army with Steve Carpenter, who had started the season as a halfback, playing quarterback. Before the long night was over, Duke had humiliated the Cadets 43–7, continuing to throw the ball late in the fourth quarter. The last touchdown, with less than two minutes to play, came on a seven-yard pass. It was as if the Blue Devils, having already body-slammed the Cadets, wanted to rub their noses in the dirt for good measure.


“We’ll remember this,” Jim Cantelupe vowed later. “I guarantee you it’ll be different when we play them next year.”


There was still plenty of this year to worry about, however. Next came three straight losses in games Army led in the fourth quarter—to Temple, to Wake Forest, and to Rutgers. The first two losses were the direct result of late fumbles. One of the keys to running the wishbone is taking care of the football, and with fourth-string quarterback Ronnie McAda now running the team—Carpenter had been returned to his halfback slot—the offense simply wasn’t in sync the way a wishbone has to be to be successful.


The losing streak finally ended the next week against Louisville. This time it was Army’s turn to score late, McAda leading a 77-yard drive that produced the winning touchdown with 3:17 left in the game for a 30–29 victory. The joy of the win was muted by another injury: this one to fullback Akili King. The most talented player Sutton had ever recruited, King had been brilliant at times in his Army career and injured at other times. He had also been in almost constant trouble within the corps, including an incident in a bar in early 1994 in which he had been stabbed in the butt during a fight.


King was now a junior. When he hurt his knee against Louisville, it was apparent he wouldn’t play for the rest of the season. The Cadets were now 2–4 and had lost both their quarterbacks and their best running back—arguably their best player. They had also lost their best wide receiver. But that was a different story.


THE wide receiver not catching passes for Army that fall was Leon Gantt. No one suffered more watching the Cadets struggle during that fall of 1994 than Gantt. This was supposed to have been Gantt’s senior season, the year in which he and his classmates finally produced the kind of team they had all dreamed about when they first arrived at West Point in the summer of 1991.


But Gantt wasn’t on the team. He wasn’t even enrolled at West Point even though his grade point average for three years was 3.0. Every week, hearing about the struggles of his former teammates, he felt sick to his stomach.


“It was no one’s fault but mine,” he said. “If I had listened to my mother in high school, it never would have happened.”


What happened was junior English, or in cadet terminology, “Cow English,” juniors at West Point being referred to as cows. (Freshmen and sophomores are called plebes and youngsters at both Army and Navy, and the seniors at both schools are called first classmen, or firsties. Only the junior classes are different. Navy simply calls its juniors second classmen.)


Gantt had been a typical teenager growing up in Livingston, Texas: a star athlete who never had any trouble in school, and if he did there was usually a sympathetic teacher around to help him out. Natha Gantt constantly badgered her son about the fact that he never read anything, but he wasn’t listening. “Whenever she told me I should read a book,” he said, “I told her I would go see the movie when it came out.”


Unlike most football players at Army, Gantt was widely recruited as a senior. He took official visits to Texas A&M, LSU, Texas, and Houston. He was generally considered the best receiver coming out of Texas in the fall of 1990. Sutton had seen him on film and had taken note of his high grades and solid—almost 1100—SATs. Shortly after becoming head coach, he called and asked if Gantt could meet with him. Gantt figured, why not?


At the time he knew very little about West Point. Like a lot of football players, he knew about the Army-Navy game but had thought for years that it was a game between the army and the navy. He hadn’t understood that there were colleges involved. Sutton convinced him to make a visit to the campus. Gantt agreed. When he got there he was impressed by one thing that most teenagers usually don’t want to hear about: the discipline.


“I knew I was a good football player,” he said. “But my dream was to someday go to medical school. I knew that if I went to one of the other schools and got hurt playing football, that was it, I was done. At West Point, I could play football but I also had a guaranteed job when I got out, and medical school would be there no matter what if I did well in school.


“I wasn’t a wild kid or anything, but I knew if I went to a civilian school I would end up pledging a fraternity and going to a lot of parties. I really didn’t want that. I wanted the challenge.”


And so, much to his parents’ surprise, he said no thanks to the big-time schools and decided to enroll at West Point.


Plebes do not report to West Point at the end of the summer. They must report at the end of June for what is known as “Beast,” the six-week training and orientation period that quickly weeds out anyone who isn’t certain whether a military academy is the right place for him or her.


The first day, “R-Day” (for “Registration”), is a complete shock to everyone. Most of the time, the about-to-be-plebes have arrived a day or two early with their families. They have toured the campus, which on a summer day overlooking the Hudson is about as pretty a place as one can imagine, and scoured the area for restaurants. Occasionally they have made the fifty-mile trip to New York City. All very pleasant and idyllic.


Then, on R-Day, they all walk into the auditorium of the Holleder Center, which sits directly across from Michie Stadium, and hear the superintendent talk about the journey they are about to embark on. After that, an announcement is made: all plebes are to report to the back of Holleder Center. Goodbyes are said quickly and the plebes stumble into the hot sun to find first classmen—almost always angry first classmen—waiting for them. Within minutes, they have been told that they are, without doubt, the worst-looking lot of plebes ever to arrive at West Point.


“It all happens so quickly,” Gantt remembered. “One minute, you’re a kid sitting there on a summer day, the next minute you walk through a door and there are all these first classmen screaming at you. You think, ‘Oh my God, I’m in the army!’ ”


A few minutes later, they are in the army—officially. Before being issued uniforms they each have to recite the cadet oath:




I, Gennie Leon Gantt, do solemnly swear that I will support the Constitution of the United States, and bear true allegiance to the National Government; that I will maintain and defend the sovereignty of the United States, paramount to any and all allegiance, sovereignty, or fealty I may owe to any state or country whatsoever; and that I will at all times obey the legal orders of my superior officers, and the Uniform Code of Military Justice.





The rest of the first day is, for every plebe, a blur. It is a terrifying trip through the looking glass into a world none of them can possibly have imagined, no matter what they have heard or read. West Point even recommends to incoming plebes that they read The Long Gray Line, Rick Atkinson’s superb book on the class of 1966, which spells out in great detail what Beast is like.


And, although Beast has been toned down considerably in recent years—just as Plebe Summer has been at Navy—to remove some of the emotional and physical hazing, it is still an exhausting, brutal experience. It is designed to test the will of each plebe, to find out right away if someone is not going to be able to deal with military life. No one goes through Beast or Plebe Summer without thinking about quitting at least once a day.


“It’s all a mind game,” Gantt said. “Once you figure that out, you can get through it. All the running and memorizing and harassing and yelling and lack of sleep and lack of eating. It’s all for a reason. You just can’t let it get to you.”


Gantt was a fairly typical plebe. He spent three weeks absolutely convinced he wanted to go home, then decided that the last thing he was going to do was give up. He arrived for Beast weighing 185 pounds. By the time he reported for the first day of plebe football practice in early August he weighed 165. Most plebes lose anywhere from ten to forty pounds during Beast or Plebe Summer. That is a fact of life that academy coaches must deal with: while freshmen at other schools spend their summers working on weight programs to increase their strength, plebes at Army and Navy usually report for football practice weak and exhausted.


“We’re probably the only schools in the country where the players actually look forward to two-a-days in the summer,” Bob Sutton says. He smiles when he says it, but there’s a lot of truth in the comment.


Like most plebes, Gantt spent his freshman season playing on the JV team. The coaches had decided to convert him from wide receiver to running back and he found himself relegated to the scout team during practice. At times, he wondered what the hell was going on: “Texas A&M thought I could play; Texas and Houston thought I could play. How in the world could I not be good enough for Army?” he wondered.
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