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Dear returning readers,

The nucleus of this book appeared in its original form as The Hundred Yard Lie. The title has been changed to acknowledge the updates, new analyses, and introductions throughout.

—RT





Foreword by Rick Reilly

SOMETIMES, I RE-WATCH The Great Escape even though I know almost nobody escapes.

I still love listening to Carmen, even though I know Carmen always gets stabbed in the end.

And I like to pull out my old copy of The Hundred Yard Lie even though I know the lies of college football haven’t gotten any shorter.

Thirty years later, I love to re-read it because I love the way Rick Telander rails and rants and pulls a quad over all the hypocrisy and greed and corruption in the sport he loved. The players still work their 40-hour football jobs, still try to attend classes on the side, still try not to graduate with a limp.

Just on his searing passion alone, college football should’ve reformed, but it didn’t.

Running backs who have no interest in college still have to go.

Defensive ends whose families have nothing in the fridge still have to perform Saturdays for alumni eating steak and lobster in their luxury boxes.

Quarterbacks still arrive honed, trained, and ready for the pros, at absolutely no cost to the NFL.

The rage of this book still stuns me because it’s not the Telander I know. I’ve actually never seen him get mad. I’ve seen him go crazy at concerts, seen him laugh himself delirious at something stupid one of us did at Sports Illustrated, and seen him burn us on the basketball court on no knees. But in this book, his fury is so real you have to read it wearing oven mitts. That he is so mad at what they did to his game only goes to purify that anger.

But what really makes this one of my favorite books are the tender valentines to football he writes between the rage. They’re called “Stretching”—little rest areas along a burning highway—and they’re a kind of rugged poetry of the game as seen from a man who played it and cherished it, despite what old men in suits did to it.

My favorite “stretch” is he and his roommate returning from a brutal summer practice, their legs cramping, their necks knotted, turning up the air conditioner full blast, laying on the beds and “squealing like pigs” in delight.

No, Rick Telander really didn’t change anything with this book, except the people lucky enough to read it.

—Rick Reilly, 2019





Foreword by Murray Sperber

RICK TELANDER DID MUCH OF the research for The Hundred Yard Lie in the late 1980s; however, a lifetime of playing football and thinking about sports preceded his work on the book. In his critique of college football, Telander does not skim along the surface; instead, he reveals an entire corrupt system—its genesis, present form, and future shape. Even though some of the coaches named in the book have bolted to other jobs and their annual incomes have increased to much larger amounts than noted here, The Hundred Yard Lie is as accurate today as when first published in 1989.

Telander knows football from the inside: he played in a tough Illinois high school league; he was an outstanding cornerback for Northwestern during one of its rare winning periods; and for many years he wrote about college football for Sports Illustrated. Contrary to the reaction of former Michigan coach Bo Schembechler—“Telander is a loser. He’s been a loser all his life” (quoted in the Chicago Tribune, October 24, 1989)—the author has always been a winner, and his criticism of big-time college football is not a loser’s whine but a winner’s protest. Some of the most convincing and moving passages in the book occur in the interchapters, the author’s stream-of-consciousness memories of the demons and fun of playing football. And the chapters on coaches—their pathology and limitations as well as his attachment to his Northwestern coach, Alex Agase—are revealing and poignant.

But the test of any book that tries to explain an entire social phenomemon is its predictive power. More than half a decade later, the reader can judge whether the critical matrix laid out by Telander accurately forecast what has occurred in college football and what will probably happen next. On the clairvoyant scale, The Hundred Yard Lie scores amazingly high. In 1989, the author hammered at the hypocrisy and cant of the NCAA, CFA, and member schools; since then, the velocity of their self-serving propaganda has accelerated, appearing ever more lame when excusing the scandal-of-the-week in college sports. He also predicted that among college athletes drug taking and weight training would increase significantly; subsequently, drug-masking techniques have become more sophisticated, steroid consumption continues unabated, and pumping iron occupies ever more hours of athletes’ days—all of this despite the claims by the apologists for college sports that drug use has disappeared and that the players have plenty of time to attend class and to study.

Telander’s most prescient remarks, however, concern the ongoing shift in the players’ attitudes toward college sports. He describes some athletes as having “an intuitive sense about the hypocrisy of college ball. They see that everybody involved with the game—except those who actually play it—make money. So they stick their palms out and we label them mercenary or worse.” Since 1989, many more athletes have caught on to the systemic hypocrisy of college sports and have begun to protest. Some have demanded their fair share of the revenue that they generate, a number of them in appearances before NCAA committees. This movement can only grow: as this book explains so well, big-time college sports are big-time entertainment—having nothing to do with the educational functions of the host universities—and as more athletes learn about the huge number of dollars rolling into athletic departments, their demands for a cut will intensify. (Telander also explains the massive inefficiency and corruption of most athletic departments and how, despite their considerable revenues, they manage to lose money and annually end up in the red.)

In pointing to this nexus between big-time sports entertainment and athletes’ demands, Telander indicates the juncture at which college sports will forever change. Just as the 1994–95 professional baseball and hockey strikes were prolonged, in large part, by the players’ realization that they are the game—not the fat-cat owners, corporations, front offices, and on-field personnel, who are interchangeable with other fat-cat owners, corporations, and so on—college athletes will come to realize, because increasingly they identify with the pros, that they are the college game—not the interchangeable universities, athletic departments, coaches, and so on—and they will act accordingly.

The conclusion to The Hundred Yard Lie—the author’s proposal to professionalize big-time college football—makes perfect sense. When first published, this twenty-eight point plan, including the concept that schools choosing not to professionalize should return intercollegiate football to the real students and wind down their huge athletic departments, sparked controversy and widespread opposition. Now, only a paid propagandist for the NCAA could argue against his sensible and fair-minded ideas about “what we can do to stop” the corruption in college football. Unfortunately, the professionalization of big-time college sports will not occur without a struggle—as Telander explains, the college athletic establishment has a huge stake in the status quo—but his analysis indicates that this struggle will come, possibly sooner than he foresaw.

Telander once described himself as a “truth-seeker and human speed-bump in front of runaway athletic departments everywhere.” With the re-issue of The Hundred Yard Lie, he has built up his speed-bump, perhaps high enough to tear the weak underbelly of big-time college football and help bring about real reform. Every person with authority over intercollegiate athletics, particularly college presidents and trustees, should read The Hundred Yard Lie and use it as a guide to new rules for college sports, regulations that will actually benefit the athletes and the universities.





INTRO TO THE HUNDRED YARD LIE RE-ISSUE

HELLO, EVERYONE!

Welcome back to my book-length rant about some very messed-up stuff that hasn’t died. The Hundred Yard Lie was first published over thirty years ago, and I suppose a lot of folks might say now, “Hey, pardner, how about letting this thing rest, huh? You should be chillin’ on a (virus-free) beach, you old buzzard!” Yeah, I suppose. Nah. Not a chance. I’m still feeling feisty, and that windmill I was tilting at back in the day still is spinning. And it makes me mad.

I wrote the original book in a state of extreme agitation, and the editor, Jeff Newman at Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, bless his heart, basically said, “Rick, let the jib out! Stay angry, bub!” So I did. And if you detect a little fury—and sometimes a lot—in the text, you’ll know that was the plan, what had to be. Why was I in a dither? Because, I would say, at that time, the late 1980s, I knew more about top-level college football on a national and institutional level than maybe anybody else on the planet. Sports Illustrated was sending me from coast to coast, and everywhere in between, as its main college football writer, to see what I could see and report the good and the bad and let the chips fall where they may. There was no Internet to speak of back then, certainly no Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, TikTok, or whatever else comes down the pike from some tech coder’s algorithms. Nor was there much else in the way of swift communication, other than the old telephone itself. A landline telephone, that is. Cellular phones barely existed, and if you had one, it was clunky, huge, had terrible reception, dismal battery life, and was expensive (over $3,000). So being at a place, observing anything firsthand, live, was still king. And I was at these schools, watching these teams, going to practices and games, talking to players, coaches, administrators, chancellors, presidents. There were lots of local or even conference-dedicated football writers out there. But national like me? With SI’s travel budget greasing the way? Can’t think of anybody.

As one SI editor said to me years later after empathizing with my loss of faith in the leaders of the game and the way the NCAA handled everything and even my despair over the behavior of some players: “Rick, you should never see how the sausage is made.”

He was so right. You can keep illusions going if you never see the pig being brained, bled, and ground into the grist that becomes the bun meat you love so much with an ice-cold beer on a hot summer day. But once you see it, it’s hard to un-see. For me, it was—and is—impossible. (Thank God, I’ve never been to a slaughterhouse where they made hotdogs. Love those little darlings too much!)

Of course, some fundamental things have happened since I wrote the original manuscript. There have been lots of books published in recent years decrying the college fraudulence, for instance. To name but a handful: Win at Any Cost: The Sell Out of College Athletics—Francis X. Dealy, Jr.; Unpaid Professionals: Commercialism and Conflict in Big-Time College Sports—Andrew Zimbalist; The National Collegiate Athletic Association: A Study in Cartel Behavior—Arthur A. Fleisher III, Brian L. Goff, and Robert D. Tollison; Major Violation: The Unbalanced Priorities in Athletics and Academics—Gary D. Funk; Billion-Dollar Ball: A Journey Through the Big-Money Culture of College Football—Gilbert M. Gaul; Undue Process: The NCAA’s Injustice for All— Don Yaeger. You can tell from the titles what these books have to say, which is, basically, the same thing I had to say some years earlier in The Hundred Yard Lie. Of course, there were writers saying the same stuff almost a century before me, so there’s no flag for piling on. Not when the violations go on and on.

Almost all of the books in this reform category were written by investigative reporters or college academicians, people who got an up-close look at the deviousness swirling around the college game. But perhaps my favorite of the group, if “favorite” is the right word to use for being stunned and flabbergasted, is Unsportsmanlike Conduct: Exploiting College Athletes, written not by a scribe or professor or former dean, but by Walter Byers, the executive director of the NCAA for almost forty years. Byers retired in 1987, and eight years later felt the time was right to say, essentially, that everything the NCAA did under his watch and was doing currently, as it regarded its big-time football and basketball teams, was wrong. Not just wrong, but unfair, immoral, even viciously exploitative.

This was coming, remember, from the secretive autocrat who essentially made the damn rules himself! Okay, Rick, settle down. Phew. Deep breath. Yes, Byers had lots of help with his dirty tricks. But he was at the top, there at the NCAA’s remote Kansas City headquarters, the emperor-in-chief, king of all that he surveyed. He was the man who never gave interviews, who barely was seen in public, who built and defended the system of restrictive rules that was knowingly constructed to keep the college athletes as powerless as possible. I read Byers’s book with my jaw hanging down like an open drawer. Are you kidding me? I don’t believe this! What? You? Now?

Thus, six years after The Hundred Yard Lie came out, the former NCAA ruler admitted the scholarship papers every athlete had to sign were so close to employment contracts (but without pay) that he and his henchmen had to construct language about “the principles of amateurism” to, as Byers wrote, “hold off the demands by injured athletes for workmen’s compensation.” That benefit is something anybody else in their position would have received by law. Byers admitted to crafting the term “student-athlete” so that players wouldn’t “be identified as employees by the state industrial commissions and the courts.” He marveled—now that he was in his retirement—that the football players who essentially paid the salaries and expenses of the others who worked the games, got no money or coverage for their work. He found it interesting that football players still got no catastrophic injury coverage from the schools—get paralyzed and you’re on your own, son, in other words—though, indeed, the restroom attendants did get that coverage.

He said that the NCAA was sneaky and ultimately evoked the shameful days of America’s slave-holding past, referring to what campus executives were applying as “plantation mentality.”

Plantation mentality. Even I didn’t have the stones to call the exploitation quite that. But he did. The plantation overseer himself did. So, of course, I called Byers and interviewed him, something I never could have done before. But now he was an author with a book to flog, and he was a retired gentleman with no powers remaining. It was all I could do to keep my civility as we talked. Byers was quiet and courteous, I must admit, if not bounding with enthusiasm. But all I could think, and maybe I said something to this effect to him, though I don’t recall, was, Where were you when you mattered?

My whole career, first as a player and then as a sportswriting journalist, had been aggrieved, limited, even stunted, by his rules. Those rules had infuriated me as a college athlete. As an adult they made me churn inside with vitriol. Yes, the NCAA member schools had to agree with whatever rules Byers suggested they endorse, and sometimes it was vice-versa. But Byers was the face on the NCAA checkbook, the architect, the demon itself. In time, another American figure would renounce much of what he had wrought that affected young men of my generation—former US Secretary of Defense, Robert McNamara. While serving under presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson, McNamara was the chief cheerleader for the Vietnam War, which killed over 58,000 American armed forces members and as many as three million Vietnamese soldiers and civilians. The war ended in 1975. We lost. Twenty years later McNamara would finally write in his memoir, In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam, that it was all a huge mistake: “We were wrong, terribly wrong.”

I suppose there is some honor in admitting your mistakes. But not that much, really, when you do it way after the fact, from a safe distance, when the carnage has already occurred, when you have been told for years how misguided you were, when what you say carries no clout. I mean, if Byers had acted decisively on what he knew to be true and right, I never would have written this book. Those Vietnam War casualties? I can’t even comprehend that mistake.

There is one other book I want to mention here before we get going. It’s a doozy. An as-told-to published under an imprint of Loving Healing Press, a publishing line that says it “focuses on self-help, personal growth, trauma recovery, and overcoming disabilities.” The book is titled My Dirty Little Secrets: Steroids, Alcohol, and God: the Tony Mandarich Story. Mandarich was the huge, muscle-bound offensive tackle from Michigan State who was the second player taken in the 1989 NFL draft, behind Troy Aikman and just ahead of Barry Sanders. Both of those players have their busts in the Pro Football Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio. Mandarich was simply a bust. Some say the biggest ever. He was a fraud whose success was based on a little bit of talent and a huge amount of steroids, attitude, and hype. I even wrote about the guy before the draft. I had to, as the main college football writer at SI. After all, Mandarich was primed to be one of the highest-drafted offensive linemen ever. That was news.

He was a nice enough fellow, I found. I hung with him first at Michigan State and then in the Los Angeles area where he had gone to do his pre-draft training not with a football guru but a dyed-skinned, massively slabbed, reigning Mr. America meathead. Mandarich’s own ripped and shaved body screamed steroid monster to me. I knew a bit about performance-enhancing drugs, because I had seen how they had saturated body-building, the Olympics, a lot of pro sports, and, yes, college football. I’d already spent time with South Carolina’s Tommy Chaikin, who had described his steroid nightmare to me in great detail. But Mandarich swore to me he’d never touched steroids and the like, giving his standard rebuttal to anyone who questioned him: “I’ve never flunked a drug test.”

So I wrote a dubious (lots of hints, but no proof) story about him that was highlighted by a much-discussed Sports Illustrated cover. It showed the offensive tackle shirtless in tight white shorts, standing on the sand in Venice Beach at sunset, his swollen pectoral muscles looking like two over-inflated balloons one pump from explosion. The title of the piece was, “The Incredible Bulk: 6-6, 315-pound Tony Mandarich—The Best Offensive Line Prospect Ever.” I didn’t write the title. Editors always do that. But there it was, announcing, well…something to the sports world.

Flash forward twenty years, long after Mandarich’s abysmal pro career ended with a thud due to drugs, alcohol, injuries, and lies. Now it was 2009, and he was officially admitting for the first time in his new book that he was a big steroid taker all through his college career and right into and past that 1989 draft. How did he pass the many drug tests he bragged about passing? Creativity and good old collegiate ingenuity, basically. It started with a rubber dog toy with a squeaker inside which he bought at a Meijer’s supercenter store in East Lansing, Michigan. The toy was one of those silly things you toss out for Fido to chase and let him try to bite into pieces. But Mandarich didn’t have a dog. This was to be his low-tech, high-reward urine supply unit for fooling the doping people. Let him explain. (If you’re squeamish, you can skip this.)

“I practiced by filling the toy with water, taped it to my back, attached a catheter to the toy and ran it down my back and through the crack in my butt. I taped the other end to the bottom of my penis and capped the catheter with Bubblicious chewing gum. When I removed the chewing gum and tested it, it worked. Because there was a hole in the top strapped to my back, there was no gurgling sound when I removed the chewing gum cap. Success!”

Before Michigan State’s impending Rose Bowl appearance, Mandarich carefully dressed to go to the drug testing headquarters. Though it was above 70 degrees there in California, “I put on a bulky sweater so the doggie toy strapped to my back wouldn’t show. I’d filled it with clean urine donated by a teammate.”

The rest, well, whatever. He passed all his drug tests, remember? Mandarich wrote that fifteen of his Spartan teammates also were on ‘roids. I didn’t doubt it, but I also kind of didn’t care at that point. I visited him where he was living in Scottsdale, Arizona, to write one last piece for SI about the man who finally was ‘fessing up to long-ago fraud even though, like Byers and McNamara before him, what he said no longer mattered much. The vague corroboration of old suspicions just added to my sense, and many people’s, I’m guessing, that humans are weak, that they will lie and do unethical things to protect what makes them comfortable and to hide their fears of looking within. And if you’re constantly shocked by it, sorry, welcome to planet Earth.

I think of my own writing career, now near the finish line, and how it is marked—overwhelmed, even—by a confluence of gold medal and championship and record-setting cheaters. Ben Johnson, Marion Jones, Barry Bonds, Michelle Smith, Sammy Sosa, Mark McGwire, Tyler Hamilton, Lance Armstrong, Mandarich, on and on. Such is life.

But now we’re ready to roll. This book is a hot-damn, yessir excursion into the maelstrom. Strap yourself in, kids. Forget everything. Curtain’s going up.

STRETCHING

There was always the grass.

He made sure to get his nose as close to it as he could during stretching, as close as the face mask let him. Players were arranged in formation at the start of practice, side by side in lines spaced ten yards apart like human field stripes, grunting as they elongated the muscle fibers that had been bruised and contracted in earlier practices. Coaches roamed between the lines, clapping their hands, exhorting, occasionally stopping to join in and stretch some of their own aging tissue. There was a sweet dullness to it all, a mindlessness like the moment before dreaming. Somebody yelled, “Other leg,” and there would be the shifting of bodies followed by low grumbling and sighs; then, “On your backs,” and more shifting and groaning; then finally, “On your stomachs.”

Now he would look into the grass. On days like this, when the sun was just so, he went into it. He weaved into the green canes like an explorer through a jungle, everything precise and brilliant in shades of emerald and purple and then brown where the tips of each blade had been cut by the lawn mower, but which now were the points on trees, on shields, on obelisks. It occurred to him that he had spent a lot of his young life around grass and soil. Just the smell of the stuff could move him, make him travel. Sometimes he would encounter an insect in the depths of the grass, an aphid or leafhopper or a mite so tiny he couldn’t believe God even knew it existed. But it was huge to him as he journeyed. He saw spores. Egg sacs. Fuzz. Fresh boulders of dirt made by a worm. Dewdrop chandeliers. He would drift, and sometimes he had moments of clarity like sunbursts.

“Necks,” a coach would say, and he had to rise up on all fours out of the grass and wait for his partner to come over and put his leg out for him to push his helmet against. “Your neck’d make a nice pencil,” his partner would say. He’d relax for a moment, lull his partner into thinking he hadn’t heard, then push with all his might against his partner’s leg and maybe get him to stumble sideways, maybe catch the coach’s eye. His partner would come back from getting pushed, put his leg out, and they’d do the other side of the player’s neck. His partner would cautiously take off his own chinstrap and furtively whack him on the helmet. To the world it was a small sound; inside the helmet it was the Liberty Bell cracking.

The coach would come by, his face grim as death. “Get serious!” he’d hiss to both players. Then he’d move on.

The player would continue his neck-building silently.

I am serious, he would want to say. You can’t believe how serious I am.





CHAPTER 1

You Can’t Let a Few Isolated Incidents Ruin the Sport for You

IN THIS FIRST SECTION I give my reasons, both research-based and personal, for writing this book. Of course, many things I stated in the original manuscript are now dated. How could they not be, since the first edition of The Hundred Yard Lie was published over a quarter century ago. (Example for you youngsters: the Southwest Conference hasn’t existed since 1996.) But you’ll be amazed as you wind your way through this tale at how much is the same, or worse, in big-time college football than it was in the late twentieth century or even decades before that.

Michigan football brings in $12 million annually? Hoo-hah! When adjusted for current value that is about $27  million. But Michigan football actually brought in $100 million more than that last season. And guess what? That figure will go up. It always does.

Another early theme that arises here is the one of myths and how we need them, how we cling to them regardless of science or facts or embarrassment. Myths help us traverse the pains of reality while bringing us solace in fantasy. Myths can soothe, but they also can be dangerous and damaging. College football provides Americans with a huge myth—that of the successful, moral, virtuous, entertaining warriors doing battle with the bad guys—even if those bad guys are only the players from Auburn. It startles me to look back and see how even a Hall-of-Fame running back like Barry Sanders bought into the myth once upon a time.

I also find it amusing that I found cause to quote Lord Byron, the early nineteenth-century poet, about whom his paramour, Lady Caroline Lamb, once said was, “mad, bad, and dangerous to know.” Perfect for this book!

It was sometime early last season—I don’t remember when exactly, but it was back before Jerry Parks shot Zarek Peters in Bud Wilkinson Hall, before my Sooner buddy Charles Thompson sold blow to the FBI agent, before Notre Dame taunted West Virginia in the Fiesta Bowl or Mike Stonebreaker got drunk and drove off the road and almost killed himself and his girlfriend, before a lot of the Hart Lee Dykes stuff got out or all the crap at Colorado and South Carolina and Oklahoma State made the news, before the Proposition 42 controversy, before I asked Florida State’s “Neon” Deion Sanders what it was all about and he said, “Money,” and even before the NCAA’s $1.75-million report on athletes came out and Martin Massengale, the chairman of the NCAA Presidents’ Commission, told us that all big-time college sport needs is a little “fine-tuning”—that I started to lose it.

I was talking with Steve Robinson on the phone and it just sort of welled over me. Steve is a good guy, the college football editor at Sports Illustrated where I am the senior writer on the college football beat. Steve came over from Life where he used to write and where he earned a reputation for being an honest, hardworking journalist. Steve and I are in touch almost daily during the season. I call him or he calls me and we bat things around. We yell and get vehement sometimes, though mostly it’s me who does that, and we figure out what we think by hearing our ideas formed into words and questioned by the other person. It’s a good process. I pity those poor writers who can’t talk to their editors. But on this day I felt lost.

“What is it?” Steve asked.

I couldn’t put my finger on it at first. My brain was like a computer screen that had gone haywire, words and gibberish streaming across it without control. A phrase kept whirring past: “child abuse.” But who were the children? Football players? Us? How did this fit? What was the big deal—I’m a sportswriter, so I should just get out there and write about sports, in this case, college football. Get your assignment, Telander, shut up and get out there. But my mind was reeling. I have kids and I couldn’t get this notion of child abuse out of my mind, about how football athletes are just kids going off to college to play ball, and how they’re like my little kids, who seem so vulnerable, whom I want to protect from the ugliness of the world more than anything else, but who always seem to end up in the hands of other people, being taught lessons I don’t believe in, receiving pain that does not need to be received. What is happening to our college football players? I asked Steve Robinson. Bad things are happening to them, I answered myself. To all of us. To fans, to students, to the fabric of the United States. Myths are being perpetuated in college football. People are lying in college football; blind, malicious people are protecting their butts at a tremendous psychic and societal cost. Something is so wrong here, I told Steve, that I don’t think I can go on writing about the games and scores and strategies feeling what I feel, knowing what I know.

And I knew things. That was the problem. I knew. I had material all over my office in suburban Chicago, piles of information—books, clippings, quotes, scrawlings, jotted insights of varying perceptiveness and naivete, statistics, brochures, studies, charts, letters and notes that I’d been collecting for years, poems, photos, aphorisms, headlines, dumbbells, even my own college helmet with its cracking leather cheek pads and a couple of footballs that I sometimes just held for the hell of it—that combined to tell me what I felt: big-time college football is out of control, rotten from the foundation up. Was it always? Maybe, maybe not. But it was now, and that’s all that mattered.

My thinking process and this excess of stimuli had suddenly reached critical mass. I thought of the time a few years ago in Key West when I cut my knee on a rusty trailer as I helped winch a Boston whaler out of the ocean. I didn’t think anything of it. The small cut hardly bled at all. I rinsed it with seawater and went on about my business. Four nights later, my knee started to feel tight. Then it got hot. It was swelling. It seemed to expand as I looked at it, but I couldn’t figure out why. The cut on my knee was now a tiny, healing scab off to the side of the affected area. But within an hour I could barely walk and my knee was red, huge, and throbbing. In agony I went to the hospital, and the doctor said that the staphylococci bacteria in the cut had moved around, found a favorable beachhead, and started expanding. Geometric progression being what it is, the platoon of germs had needed a little over a hundred hours to become an army. Now they were ready to raise hell. If this had been the Wild West, I would have asked the doctor to saw my leg off. And now as I talked on the phone with Steve Robinson, my brain felt the same way. Maybe he could saw my head off.

But Steve understood what I was saying, at least every now and then he acknowledged what I was getting at, agreeing, making his own points, reminding me that we had come to a lot of this revelatory stuff together, which soothed me. I was running a wildfire rap on him that was close to stream-of-consciousness blathering with points going all the way back to ancient Rome and on through history to the discovery of America and the introduction of slavery and the Civil War and the Industrial Revolution and Victorian England and the rise of the leisure class and Teddy Roosevelt and sneaky guys like George Gipp and Knute Rockne and the influence of machismo and the pioneering spirit combined with nostalgia and the romantic historical revisionism of certain influential writers and nuclear capability and of course, cash, and all the ways these disparate elements affected—nay, created—this mess we call college football. As I mentioned, I wasn’t being real clear. But I certainly was laying out some passion. All of a sudden I just knew. It was not a good feeling. It was more like getting kicked in the head and waking up and understanding precisely what your previously incomprehensible IRS form says and realizing at the same time that you owe a bucketful of money.

But it was, too, a relief. I finally had it all together. I know, I kept thinking to myself. I know. And what I knew was that high-level college football—the big-time stuff—was corrupt. And I knew how and why. All the little pieces were finally forming a whole. Hypocrisy, commercialism, amateurism, and a bunch of other “isms” were the parts to the puzzle, and I was going to put the whole damn thing together and show people what it looked like.

This was, as I have stated, before the season was far along; if I had known what was yet to come, I might have exploded on the spot. It was after South Carolina nose tackle Tommy Chaikin lost his mind to steroids and put the .357 magnum under his chin, and former Wisconsin Stevens-Point star Keith Majors hanged himself in a northern-Wisconsin county jail after leading his team to a tie for the 1987 NAIA championship (they cut him down before he died), but it was before the three players got arrested for gang rape at Oklahoma or the players at Prairie View A & I boycotted their program en masse because they claimed head coach Haney Catchings was brutal and withheld schoolbooks from them if they didn’t play well, and it was before Benji Ramirez’s heart exploded in Ashtabula and before I got the letter from Syracuse coach Dick MacPherson telling me to please “as a writer, don’t feel compelled to sometimes overreact to college abuses of athletes. Remember sometimes the athlete is also guilty of misuse of his talents and gifts, which reflects poorly on all.” I thought about that for a while, and of course, the coach is right—the child abuse can go the other way, too—kids who have lost their ethical way or who never had any ethics to begin with can just work over befuddled, insensitive, old-fashioned adults. And then, as if in response to MacPherson’s letter, a few days later Syracuse basketball forward Derrick Coleman and football players Al Glover and Cal Ingram were involved in a fight outside a fraternity party that led to Coleman’s being arrested and charged with harassment and criminal mischief, while Glover and Ingram had the incident and their violation of university regulations noted on their school records. Child abuse was on my mind, but the notion expanded until it became something like abuse, generally, with victims everywhere.

Oh, the arrests and transgressions. Those were the things that got me going. Steve used to come into his office after the weekend and read the accumulated college football wire-service stuff to me over the phone. Rapes, burglaries, assaults, drugdealing, drunkenness, bizarre stuff, things that silenced both of us. At Georgia Tech a 6’7”, 321-pound offensive tackle named Mike Mooney and his football buddy Kevin Salisbury, 6’4”, 245 pounds, beat up three people in a pizza joint, including an undercover cop and a 5’8”, 120-pound female architecture student who was going to need plastic surgery to fix her face. There must have been a full moon out that night, January 17, 1989, because just down the road at Clemson two football Tigers beat up a student in the rest room of a bar, breaking his jaw and cutting him up pretty good. Both players got out on $5,000 bonds. Right around that same time at Colorado, running back O. C. Oliver was arrested for failing to appear in court on a traffic violation, defensive tackle Stephen Cole Hayes was arrested for investigation of shoplifting (and subsequently found to have an outstanding warrant for failure to appear on a traffic violation), running back Marcus Reliford was arrested (though later acquitted) for the alleged rape of an eighteen-year-old woman after entering her dormitory room through a window, and two other players were arrested for participating in a brawl outside a Boulder tavern. Oh, and there was another Colorado arrest that same week—a U.C. player was picked up on suspicion of torturing, killing, and skinning a pet rabbit. Neither Steve nor I were sure which law guaranteed the safety of pets, but it seemed insignificant when we considered that in the last three years over two dozen other Buffalos had been arrested for crimes ranging from trespassing to serial rape.

The troubles football players were getting into were a big catalyst for my brainfire. But they weren’t the sole cause. Anybody with one eye open could see that there was rottenness throughout the realm, on a variety of levels. Certainly, the win-at-all-costs mentality had a lot to do with the increase in subhuman behavior of some college athletes. Former Colorado split end Loy Alexander, the team’s leading receiver in 1983, declared after the Buffs finished 1-10 in 1984 that he was tired of being surrounded by teammates of impeccable character and zero talent. “We’ve got enough altar boys,” he said. “We need some athletes.” Presto, Coach Bill McCartney recruited some “athletes,” the team has finished 7-4 and 8-4 the last two seasons, and no priests are searching the Colorado locker room for helpers.

But lesser sins have left their stain as well. As I write this, there are seventeen schools on NCAA probation for a host of violations in a variety of sports. Most of the transgressions have to do with your run-of-the-mill corruption and the failure to follow established recruiting guidelines by coaches and boosters. Under-the-table money given to athletes, ticket-scalping, phony entrance exams, doctored transcripts, clandestine recruiting visits—things like that. It is stuff that has been going on since the NCAA formed back in 1906 and will be going on as long as the NCAA exists. Why should anything change? When an entire organization is built on hypocrisy and exploitation, as college football is, you damn near hope there is continuing trouble, just to prove that people are still breathing and alert. But the transgressions make a mockery of any ethical standards the schools might profess to endorse. Five of the eight Southwest Conference football programs (and one basketball program) have gone on NCAA probation since 1985, with Southern Methodist University just finishing up its “death penalty”—the total suspension of the football program for three years—for having a regime so corrupt that the governor of Texas was moved to say that even with probation it didn’t seem fair to quit making illicit payments to the athletes now that the fellows had come to count on the cash so much. And the beauty of all this is that the SWC was formed in 1914 with the stated purpose of promoting ethical standards among member institutions.

But all NCAA violations are just that, violations of arbitrary rules established by the members of the organization to help police those same members. Sort of like the bylaws for the Boy Scouts or Knights of Columbus. None of the NCAA “illegalities” are acts that are against the law. They are not crimes, only breaches of rules of the game known as college sport. If you’re a quarterback and you get videotaped selling seventeen grams of cocaine for $1,400 to an undercover narcotics agent, like, say, Charles Thompson did, then you may be in big trouble with the law but not with the NCAA. Oklahoma went on its current three-year probation not for drug dealings or rapes or shootings, but for, among other things, getting “involved in a ‘bidding war’ for a highly recruited prospective student-athlete,” and for obtaining “a round-trip airline ticket at a travel agency in Norman on the same day (another) player asked for a ticket in order to travel home for his grandmother’s funeral,” according to the NCAA Committee on Infractions.

No, if it had just been athlete crime that did me in, I would have gotten out long ago. It was the sheer volume of all kinds of things going on in college football that overwhelmed me: the criminal behavior, the rampant pursuit of money, the tunnel vision of the coaches, the complacency of the fans, the sliminess of the boosters, the sanctimonious platitudes of the NCAA brass, the exploitation of the players, the desire to expand the season, to televise everything, to make money, money, money, the brutality and taunting on the field itself, the absurdity of the “student athlete” notion, the lack of anything remotely like an ethical anchor holding these programs and their patrons to the ground—that filled me with disgust. And the ugliest part of all was that these sins were being committed in a world that we have always assumed to be a realm of virtue and idealism. If colleges aren’t pure in America, and if the things that take place in their classrooms and dorms and stadiums aren’t good, then what can we have faith in?

I asked Steve that. I may or may not have given him time to respond. I think I babbled on.

After a while I stopped, I know that. The bottom line, Steve said, was that he wanted me to ride out the season and see if things didn’t get better. In truth, I wanted to, also. What would it be like trying to write about this sport now that I had the goods on it? How would I judge things? I wouldn’t, I told myself. I would simply let the season flow and I would ride it like a kid on a surfboard. One last wave. At the end, I’d hang ten and paddle ashore.

If I’d known how nuts the season was going to turn out, I would have kicked out right on the spot. But I made it through, and now I’m out of here. I’m gone. As soon as this book is done, I’m turning in my badge. Mark Mulvoy, the managing editor of Sports Illustrated, knows how I feel. And so does Peter Carry, the executive editor. He called me to the New York office to talk about it as part of our normal year-end review, and he nodded when I told him how I felt. “Take some time,” Peter said. “Think about another sport.” This was just after the Fiesta Bowl and right before the kid from Notre Dame, Bob Satterfield, died mysteriously in a South Bend night club just hours after shaking hands with President Reagan at the White House with the rest of the number one–ranked Irish. And it was a couple weeks before South Carolina coach Joe Morrison checked out at age fifty-one and a reporter from somewhere called me up and wondered aloud if the story I’d written with Tommy Chaikin about all the goddamn steroids used at S.C. had caused the stress that had helped blow apart Morrison’s heart.

Peter said, “Take your time, don’t rush it.” I wasn’t going to quit SI. I still believe in the beauty of sport, the transcendence of games. So I’ve been thinking hard about what I can move to, and one sport that comes to mind is boxing. Start at the bottom and there’s nowhere to go but up.

But I have thought often about the words of New York University chancellor Dr. L. Jay Oliva, who wrote not long ago in the New York Times, “I am mystified, angered and shamed by the current state of college athletics in the United States.” How, I wonder, can anyone not be? When I was camped out in Norman for a couple weeks in February, raking the muck on the Sooners, I felt myself feeling so damn sorry for all the players who were in trouble, deep trouble, that I dreaded actually reporting the facts. Maybe they didn’t even think they were doing anything wrong when they committed their crimes. Maybe they were so trapped in a moral vacuum that they were looking for something, anything, to give them some boundaries. Rape. You hate to say it, but what is it other than violent domination, sort of like the worst of football itself? “You can’t blame the athlete when he sees the whole world cheating,” says Dr. Thomas Tutko, a professor of sports psychology at San Jose State University, addressing the issue of athletic crime. “That seems to be the ethos in our society today: ‘Can I get away with it?’ is the question. Athletes don’t feel they’re doing anything wrong.”

That is tragic. Particularly when you couple it with the spoutings of the NCAA officials. At a recent seminar NCAA executive director Dick Schultz said, “If you ask the average person what his perception of college athletics is, he’ll tell you four things: colleges make millions of dollars at the expense of the college athlete; all coaches cheat; athletes never graduate; and all athletes are drug addicts.”

Schultz then gave reasons why those perceptions are not true. But I can tell you what I think, what I know. The big-time universities do generate millions at the expense of the athletes—Michigan’s football team, for instance, pulls in at least $12 million; I can’t list all the coaches caught cheating in the last fifty years because I don’t want this book to look like a phone directory, but consider, if you will, that in a recent survey of 66 of the 104 Division I-A head coaches by the Rocky Mountain News of Denver, 41 of the coaches themselves thought their peers cheated; 70 percent of the players in the NFL have not graduated from college; the amount of drugs—from steroids to marijuana to cocaine to alcohol—used by football players is, at least on some teams, way out of control.

Most of what I’m saying here is old hat. Nothing new under the sun. Listen to the opening comments made by Lawrence University president Richard Warch at the NCAA special convention in Dallas, June 29, 1987: “A government report laments the professionalism that has brought ‘discredit upon college sports.’ An American president decries the ‘sensationalism and hysteria’ that afflict intercollegiate athletics. A national education association meeting hears a speech on the ‘serious evils of college athletics.’ A major educational foundation issues a report on the state of American college sports—and finds it troubled. And a university president lambasts the ‘injustice, hypocrisy, and fraud’ of big-time football. Familiar stuff? Of course. Except that these five events occurred in 1885, 1905, 1915, 1929, and 1950. Ladies and gentlemen, we have been here before.”

Oh, haven’t we. The past is the present, but more so, because now we have the added pressure of drugs, racial exploitation, and TV. Warch—and we’ll hear more from him later—suggests taking all television, bowl, and postseason revenues from the few successful football teams and distributing the money to all the NCAA member organizations on an “enrollment formula” basis. This, he reasons, will “abolish the extrinsic rewards of huge financial bonuses and use the money to support the programs of all institutions that field athletic teams as a part and expression of their educational process.” Nice thought, and Warch is a nice man (we have spent much time together discussing our views on athletics), but his proposal is as likely to gain support as a chicken is to grow lips. “Hellfire!” I can hear the assorted ADs screaming. “That’s communism!”

What it is, is dreaming. But it at least addresses the cash-cow status of big-time football. Money, received for providing vicarious thrills to viewers, is what drives college football these days. “Sport is no longer a vehicle to create character change,” says James H. Frey, a sociology professor at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, and the president of the North American Society for the Sociology of Sport. “It’s an entertainment vehicle.”

It seems everybody around the sport—except those directly involved with it: athletic directors, coaches, flunkies, boosters, and all the assorted yahoos who hang around and dress their kids in State Tech cheerleading/football outfits—seems to understand this. Atlanta Constitution columnist Lewis Grizzard suggests that a new college major might end the fraud of football players masquerading as real students: “We give Lorenzo Linebacker a scholarship and allow him to major in football. He learns to play football, goes to daily classes to learn how to fill them with air, how to make one, how to coach others in the game, and even how to sell a football. . . . Lorenzo gets his degree in football. Maybe he can go and play in the pros and make millions of dollars. Or maybe he can become a coach. Or maybe he can get a job in a sporting-goods store. Either way, it’s better than what he could have had otherwise. It’s silly to offer a degree in football? I had a friend from high school who majored in music at college, learned to play guitar, and was last seen doing five nights a week in a Holiday Inn lounge. Life could turn out that way for Lorenzo, too, if we just give him a chance.”

Well, I have my own proposals for cleaning up the mess, but you don’t get them until the end of this book, and by then you may be so sick of the whole thing that you just want to take up fishing. But put yourself in my shoes for a moment. How would you feel if you confronted the president of a major university, asked him about the recent crimes committed by his football team, and the man dismissed the actions by calling them “isolated incidents”? That’s what I asked Oklahoma’s interim president David Swank, the former dean of the OU Law School, and that’s how he responded. For a second I thought, jeez, maybe the guy is right, maybe I’m overreacting. Then I remembered I was asking this bespectacled professor of jurisprudence about three alleged rapes, a drug bust, and a shooting; and I recalled that Jerry Parks’s bullet had missed his teammate’s heart by three inches, and that Parks had then pointed the gun at his own head and allegedly pulled the trigger, but the gun misfired. So, except for the intervention of blind luck, there would have been a murder and suicide to go along with the other felonies. And it all happened in just twenty-five days. Isolated incidents? Dean of the law school? The Twilight Zone?

What you find as you go through life is that people can believe in anything they want, and that the strength of their belief is quite often in reverse order to the actual validity of the concept. We like to believe in things that make us feel good. A recent study shows that 71 percent of Americans believe in heaven, but only 53 percent believe in hell. I can understand that. I’d rather even fewer folks believed in hell, particularly if God made His decisions based on polls. But myths are so strong for us, fill such a need, that we care very little about their basis in fact. How about the story that at the 1936 Berlin Olympics Adolf Hitler openly refused to shake 100-meter champion Jesse Owens’s hand, foreshadowing the racial atrocities of the Third Reich? It’s neatly symbolic and often printed as fact, but it never happened. Olympic historian Andrew Strenk, a former Olympic swimmer, lecturer at Southern Cal, and a man I spoke with at some length for this book, points out that on the day Owens won the 100 meters, no athletes at all were invited to Hitler’s box. “It tarnishes the Olympics to base what we believe on falsehood,” says Strenk.

And it tarnishes college football to believe some of the things we now take for granted. Freshman eligibility, for instance. Why have it? Who knows? It’s terrible for eighteen-year-olds. But coaches like it. Why have spring practice? No reason again, except coaches like it. Players should always stay in school until they graduate, right? Why? If you had a million-dollar contract waiting for you in the pros, would you risk injury playing for free?

Last December I was in Tokyo with Oklahoma State running back Barry Sanders when he won the 1988 Heisman Trophy for being the best player in college football. OSU was preparing to play Texas Tech in something called the Coca-Cola Bowl, sponsored by guess who, and Sanders was distressed that he even had to show up at the CBS-TV studio on game day to receive his award via satellite linkup with the Downtown Athletic Club in New York City. A fourth-year junior at OSU with a year of eligibility left, Sanders didn’t even want to consider leaving school for the NFL before his final season. He just wanted to play football, free of fanfare. His devotion to the rules he’d learned was almost laughable in its innocence. He hardly went out of his room during the week in Japan, preferring to rest and study. One day in the lobby of the Miyako Hotel he told me, “Japan is nice. The buildings are compact. The people are occupied with their jobs; they’re pretty serious. But you know what the saying is, ‘There’s no place like home.’ ”

Right after that he approached Oklahoma State publicist Steve Buzzard and said, “Steve, I understand there’s supposed to be some thing on Sunday.”

“Yes,” said Buzzard. The thing was the Heisman Trophy ceremony.

“I really don’t want to do it.”

Coach Pat Jones and the rest of the OSU staff finally convinced Sanders to show up for the ritual—as an enticement they said he could take his fullback, Garrett Limbrick, and the entire offensive line along with him. Sanders brought the gang along, reluctantly accepted the award, then headed over to the Tokyo Dome where he proceeded to rush for 357 yards in as remarkable a display of running as this gaijin reporter has ever seen.
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