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  INTRODUCTION




  Growing up in Florida in the 1960s, I can remember how all the kids loved Steve Spurrier, glamorous star quarterback for the University of Florida. Nobody stood taller than the Gators’ No. 11, who became the epitome of a college football hero: good looking,talented and capable of leading miraculous comebacks.




  Looking back, it’s funny how the memories of Spurrier’s playing career managed to get blurred. While doing the research for this book, I rediscovered the fact that Spurrier truly was the real deal as an athlete, which I believe has been obscured by his coaching success.




  Spurrier didn’t get by on guile and intelligence as an athlete, though they were part of the package; he did it with athletic ability that he began to develop at an early age. Peeling through the archives of Spurrier’s life reaffirmed what he had been as an athlete and became the most enjoyable aspect of writing this biography.




  I remembered many of Spurrier’s successes from my childhood reading accounts written by Tom McEwen of the Tampa Tribune, a man I later worked with while a sportswriter for that same newspaper. Other accounts of Spurrier’s wizardry were new to me; Spurrier won the Heisman Trophy, but I had never realized the depth of his success dating back to high school days—when he competed in everything and rarely lost at anything—to the miracle comebacks playing for Florida. Confidence and competitiveness have been his curse and his blessing. Those special qualities complemented his athletic ability on one hand while casting him as an arrogant figure on the other.




  Unlike many gifted athletes who excelled playing the games but couldn’t coach a lick, Spurrier took coaching football games to another dimension, making him the exception.




  There is no gray to Spurrier; the man is as black and white as they come, and he is passionate, which echoes over and over in what his friends and associates say about him. Whether you consider Spurrier an “evil” genius or simply a genius, you can’t dispute the fact that he is a football artist, given the creative things he has done as a coach.




  Steve Spurrier has led an interesting life, and this is the story of that life.
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  FOREWORD




  Bill Chastain’s biography on Steve Spurrier is a straightforward and candid account of a man who will be remembered as one of the most influencing college football coaches of all time.




  After Spurrier’s amazing run at his alma mater, the University of Florida, many of us believe Stephen Orr Spurrier will be just as innovating and dominating in the NFL as the coach of the Washington Redskins.




  Those of us who know him well have no doubts about the winning part in the NFL. The questions are how quickly? And for how long he will win.




  The book is an easy read, which is a Chastain trademark. Red Smith once declared he preferred to be known as a reporter; so does Chastain. He has chronicled Spurrier’s life from his days growing up in Tennessee to the present, gathering information for the project by talking to those who know the “Head Ball Coach” best.




  No one coaches quarterbacks better than Spurrier, nor is there another coach out there more daring. He expects a lot from his players. If they do not produce as he expects, they must prepare to take the consequences. Spurrier does not always have the form of others, but he always manages to get the job done.




  Spurrier won the Heisman Trophy after taking the Gators to unprecedented heights and later returned to Florida as head coach, raising the level of expectation to where Gator fans expected championships and any other result was a disappointment. Spurrier wouldn’t have it any other way.




  There is no bigger stage for Spurrier to take on this new challenge than in the nation’s capital. And no, he is not bothered one whit that the colors and nickname of his new team are similar to his former in-state rival Florida State Seminoles.




  I have known Spurrier and his wife, Jerri, as a friend and day-to-day chronicler of his career since he arrived at Gainesville for his wonderful playing career. In addition, I have known Chastain since he was at Tampa’s Plant High School, then for the decade he worked with me at the Tampa Tribune after I hired him as a sports writer. So, turn this page and look forward to Chastain’s sequel when he tells us all how Spurrier compares with George Halas, Paul Brown, Vince Lombardi, Tom Landry, Don Shula, Bill Walsh, Chuck Noll and all the other great coaches of the NFL.





  —Tom McEwen
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  THE HEAD BALL COACH PULLS A SHOCKER




  Shortly after Steve Spurrier’s Florida Gators dominated Maryland in the 2002 Orange Bowl, Spurrier asked Norm Carlson and his wife, Silvia, to dinner at Crescent Beach; Carlson never could have imagined the magnitude of the invitation.




  “He said, ‘ya’ll come up here and we’ll go to dinner,’” said Carlson, Spurrier’s friend and the longtime University of Florida sports information director. “We actually wanted to return to Gainesville; our dog was in the kennel and there were various other reasons. But Steve kept insisting, so we said we’d better go.”




  Spurrier called the Carlson’s Crescent Beach condominium when they arrived, telling the couple he and his wife, Jerri, would pick them up for dinner.




  “Steve and Jerri got there about 5:30 and he said, ‘I’m going to tell you something and you need to sit down,’” Carlson said. “Then Jerri told Silvia, ‘Silvia, you better sit down and you better have a beer.’ Well, my wife doesn’t really drink. One beer a month would be pushing it. But Jerri said, ‘I’m not kidding, you have to have a beer.’ So I got Silvia a beer. As soon as I sat down, Steve said, ‘I’m resigning tomorrow.’ I told him, ‘You’re pulling my chain.’ He said, ‘Here’s my statement that I need to make, let’s you and I go over it and see how it needs to be changed.’ That’s how I found out.”




  And just like that, the most productive coach in Florida Gators football history was out the door and ready to pursue other coaching avenues. A blindsided Gator Nation received the news the following day.




  Upon further review, the nature of Spurrier’s departure should have been expected; conventional wisdom and Spurrier never have intersected.




  “Yeah, I was surprised,” Carlson said. “I figured he’d just bought a new house. [The team] had a great year. He had [talented quarterback] Rex Grossman coming back. Blah, blah, blah. But that’s always been when Steve will do something you didn’t expect. So I shouldn’t have been surprised. Actually, I probably would have been more surprised if he had done it any other way.”




  Spurrier’s abrupt resignation hurt some feelings of those close to him, but Carlson said the “Head Ball Coach’s” exodus happened in the wisest possible fashion.




  “There was no other way to do it,” Carlson said. “The timing of it. [Had he told others] it would have started getting out. The players weren’t going to be back on campus for another four or five days, so the timing was right for what he needed to do. It’s just the way it had to happen.”




  Gator fans had grown accustomed to Spurrier standing on the sidelines ranting and raving, face balled up like a clinched fist, coaching up his beloved Gators to yet another double-digit victory at Florida Field. The orange and blue montage always roared its collective approval for their Gators, a team synonymous with excellence since Spurrier’s arrival in 1990. Most figured Spurrier’s trademark visor would surpass Bear Bryant’s hounds tooth hat in SEC lore and Gator fans, with their Spurrier-instilled confidence, would continue to swagger well past the day when Spurrier’s healthy mop of hair finally turned white. Spur-Dog was born to coach the Gators and, by golly, he’d coach ’em up until he could no longer coach. Alas, one of the traits that makes Spurrier interesting is his unpredictability. Spurrier has always conducted business his way, causing Gators fans to embrace him and others to perceive him as arrogant and cocky.




  Spurrier’s response to criticism has been consistent.




  “If you say the guy’s a lousy coach and he’s egotistical and he’s arrogant, that’s OK, that’s your opinion,” Spurrier said. “That’s OK, those are just words. I guess I said something a long time ago. As long as they don’t call me a loser, I’ll be all right.”




  Nobody could call Spurrier a loser while he coached the Gators. He won big at a school where expectations ran high despite few successes prior to his arrival.




  A former University of Florida vice president, Harry Philpott, qualified the lofty expectations of Gators fans in 1968: “All that [Gator fans] want is a 10-0 season, to beat Notre Dame in the Rose Bowl and then to fire the coach.”




  Spurrier didn’t wait to get fired, dropping the bomb that silenced Gainesville on Friday, January 5, 2002, via a 9:15 phone call telling Florida athletic director Jeremy Foley he was stepping down.




  Foley “had no inkling” his highly successful football coach was leaving.




  Spurrier issued a 10-paragraph statement the day his resignation was announced, but he did not address the media.




  “I’m not burned out, stressed out or mentally fatigued from coaching,” Spurrier said. “I just feel my career as a college head coach after 15 years is complete, and if the opportunity and challenge of coaching an NFL team happens, it is something I would like to pursue.”




  Speculation about Spurrier’s next move dominated Florida newspapers. If the NFL’s Tampa Bay Buccaneers lost in the first round of the playoffs,would they fire head coach Tony Dungy and hire Spurrier? The Minnesota Vikings had an opening after Dennis Green was fired. Maybe they’d hire Spur-Dog? Perhaps San Diego? Jacksonville? Spurrier loyalists believed if he ever decided to leave the University of Florida, he wouldn’t stray from the state of Florida. He liked the beaches and golf way too much to stalk the sidelines anywhere but in the Sunshine State.




  Amid the speculation about where Spurrier might go came the speculation about who would replace the coaching legend. Oklahoma coach Bob Stoops was first mentioned; he had been Spurrier’s defensive coach when the Gators became the 1996 national champions. When Stoops didn’t want the job, Denver Broncos coach Mike Shanahan became the next in line. But he too decided to remain where he was, paving the way for New Orleans Saints assistant Ron Zook to assume control of the Gators.




  Only when Zook became the new Gators coach did Florida fans start lamenting what they would be missing without Spurrier, who had taken the program to lofty heights.




  In 83 seasons prior to Spurrier’s arrival, Gator football teams had never won an official Southeastern Conference championship, nor a national championship. They had never won more than nine games in a season, they had experienced just three Top-10 finishes in the Associated Press poll, they had played in just three major bowl games and they owned an overall winning percentage of .579 (452-322-29).




  Fast forward after 12 seasons under Spurrier.




  The Gators captured six SEC championships and one national championship. They won 10 or more games in nine seasons and won nine each in the other three. Spurrier teams had 10 Top-10 finishes in the AP poll, the Gators played in eight major bowl games and the team had an overall winning percentage of .819 (122-27-1).




  Spurrier addressed the media three days after his resignation and spoke frankly about his reasons for leaving.




  “If you study coaches, study history and cycles of coaches,” he said, “most of them hang around long enough until the job chews ’em up and spits ’em out. Every coach at Florida, I think the last 75 years, has been shoved out the door. I think Gen. VanFleet was the only one. He coached two years and got a reassignment of his ROTC position somewhere. So he left on his own.




  “But the rest of them have been pretty much asked to leave, or something another. And hopefully, that’s something that’s always been very important to me. To be able to walk out on your own instead of somebody shoving you out and somebody paying you two or three years to do nothing. I don’t ever want to, hopefully, ever be in that situation. I don’t plan on being paid for sitting around because I got a big contract and got fired. Some people say, ‘Coach, they’d never fire you.’ That’s not the point. If it ever starts going downhill pretty good, you have to make changes. That’s part of our coaching profession. We all know. So I hope to try and move on before it ever goes down.”




  Spurrier expressed frustration at the stress of continuing to produce at the high level now expected by Gator fans.




  “Some people say ‘he could stay at Florida and win 10 games every year,’” Spurrier said. “It’s not as easy winning 10 games every year as a lot of people think. Everybody’s gotten a lot better than they used to be. The SEC wasn’t quite what they are now back in the early ’90s. As most of you know it was a running league. Run the ball and play defense. And now everyone is pitching it all over the place, and they’re pretty good at it, too. There’s a lot of good offensive coaches in our league now, whereas in the early ’90s, there weren’t too many, as you probably know.”




  Spurrier’s intentions were clear: he wanted to coach in the NFL.




  After a suspenseful week, the Washington Post reported Redskins coach Marty Shottenheimer had been fired and Spurrier would be the new coach, signing a five-year contract worth $25 million.




  Redskins owner Dan Snyder saw enough of what the Redskins’ future might be with Spurrier and decided to eat the remaining three years on Shottenheimer’s contract, which cost him approximately $7.5 million.




  “I need to learn a lot,” Spurrier said when introduced to the media as the Redskins’ new coach on January 15, 2002. “I need to learn who all the players are, and the organizational part of it. The playbook? I’ve got a playbook. We’ve got plays we can run up the middle all day or we can scatter out and throw it. We got plenty of plays. That won’t be a problem. Learning about the NFL is something I’m looking forward to.”




  And about that Spurrier swagger. . . .




  The Head Ball Coach let Redskins fans know the hated Dallas Cowboys already were in his crosshairs. Heading into the 2002 season, the Redskins had lost nine straight to their archrivals.




  “I’ve already told Dan Snyder that the first game ball I’m going to give him is when we play the Dallas Cowboys,” Spurrier said, then looking at Snyder on the podium. “That’s the first one you’re going to get. We should, can’t make any guarantees, but we will be ready to play the Dallas Cowboys. I’ve learned that that’s a game our fans really want to win. And all I can say is I’ll try my best to do my part along with everybody else to beat those Dallas Cowboys this coming season.”




  One thing comes to light when trying to understand the complex Spurrier: he lives in the present, which is why he thinks about beating the Cowboys rather than aggrandizing about past glories at Florida.




  “Oliver Wendell Holmes once said, ‘What’s most important in life is not where you are, but what direction you’re moving,’” Spurrier said. “I’m always trying to get better, always trying to look forward to the next challenge. The most important game of your life is the next game. Yesterday and years back were just good memories.”




  Spurrier likes to study and recite motivational quotes and credits them for inspiration over the years. He knows he has been successful, but seems to temper his success with caution when looking toward the future.




  “Winston Churchill once said, ‘Success is never final,’” Spurrier said. “And I think that is so true.”
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  THE FOUNDATION




  John Graham Spurrier’s life’s work came to him during his senior year of high school in Charlotte, North Carolina.




  Steve Spurrier’s father needed one additional credit to graduate and selected a class in Bible study. Christianity had been involved in his life, but his faith had not been his life until he experienced an epiphany about his life’s calling while taking the Bible study class.




  John Graham’s father worked the Carolinas selling flour and found such success he had to take occasional breaks when the company could not keep up with all the orders he was selling.




  While John Graham’s father successfully sold flour until his death in a car accident around the time John Graham began seminary school, John Graham would successfully sell religion.




  John Graham met Marjorie Orr at an interdenominational youth group in Charlotte in 1938. He was in the midst of his studies to become a Presbyterian minister; Marjorie played piano for the church. They were married two years later, in 1940, a year coinciding with the beginning of John Graham’s nomadic pursuit as a minister.




  In 1942, the couple had their first child, John Graham Spurrier III, while John Graham preached at a church in Eudora, Arkansas. John Graham’s next assignment was St. Albans, West Virginia, and the couple had their second child, Sara Kathleen Spurrier, in 1944. From there, they headed south to Miami Beach, where Stephen Orr Spurrier was born April 20, 1945, at St. Francis Hospital. The couple’s decision to name their third child Stephen was in honor of the first Christian martyr.




  Franklin D. Roosevelt, the thirty-first president of the United States, died eight days before Spurrier was born, with the United States and allied forces perched on the brink of victory in World War II. Harry S. Truman assumed the presidency on the day of Roosevelt’s death. Benito Mussolini, the “Father of Italian Fascism,” was shot with his mistress and 11 others eight days after Spurrier was born, and Hitler committed suicide in Berlin two days later. By May, the Germans had surrendered unconditionally.




  Steve weighed 8-pounds, 14-ounces and was nicknamed “Little Mutt” by the nurses at St. Francis.




  After two years in Miami Beach, the Spurriers moved their three children, ages five, four and two, to Mars Hill Presbyterian Church in Athens, Tennessee, just north of Chattanooga. From Athens they moved to Newport, Tennessee, before rooting down in Johnson City in 1957 when Steve was 12.




  Johnson City rests at the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains, near the North Carolina and Virginia borders, in a part of Tennessee known as the “Tri-State” area. The city had a population of approximately 25,000 along with a quality athletic history.




  Graham Spurrier III viewed the constant moving as a positive in their lives.




  “We did [move a lot],” Graham said. “My dad ministered several churches. Each time we moved, we’d have to make new friends and get on to other sports-related teams and that nature, and new schools. Meet new people in our churches. But it probably, in the end, was good for us, because I think it helped us meet new people and to assimilate into other teams easier when we moved around.”




  Steve first got interested in football while in Athens, home to Tennessee Wesleyan. Steve and Graham attended the team’s practices and were allowed to fool around on the field from time to time; the school won the National Junior College title in 1951. Steve was in first grade and the team embraced him as its mascot. Hanging around athletic fields aided Steve’s sports development. He watched and imitated athletes, including his brother, in learning how to play the different sports.




  “I don’t know if I really taught him [how to play sports],” Graham said of his brother. “He just sort of tagged along and learned to watch and then learned by doing.”




  Graham played Little League baseball on a team his father helped organize in Athens.Steve was too young to play,but not to watch.When the Spurriers moved to Newport, the Rev. Spurrier and some other men helped start a basketball team at the elementary school his boys attended; Steve was on the jayvee team.




  “Steve was probably like in the third or fourth grade,” Graham said. “That was his first organized sport and my second, after Little League.”




  Steve began playing football in the sixth grade. Organized sports were just a small part of the brothers’ sports education.




  “We always had a hoop out in the yard,” Graham said. “We’d shoot baskets and stuff. Dad would always play with us there. He’d always throw baseball with us. He’d throw grounders and high pops, or we’d just throw. Then when football came around, we’d go out and throw the football with him. He was always involved with our sports. He never forced us to play, but he always made it available. Once we started playing organized sports, he never missed any games. And he would always sort of critique us when we got home, a constructive critique. He never really jumped on us for not playing well, which sometimes you do. He critiqued us and gave his input. It was usually pretty wise what he said.”




  The Rev. Spurrier had been a “pretty decent athlete during his day,” according to Graham.




  “And it sort of carried over to us,” Graham said. “He just made [sports] available to Steve and I and we both pursued athletics. Steve was a lot more successful than I was, but I like to think I helped him a bit being I was a little older.”




  Joe Biddle, a childhood friend, who is now a sportswriter in Nashville, Tennessee, grew up in Johnson City playing sports with both brothers and remembers how the boys in Johnson City quickly learned about Steve Spurrier.




  “When he first moved to town, we’d heard about him,” Biddle said. “Elementary school was [grades] one through six, and they had elementary school basketball league games, and we heard about this kid who was scoring like 25 to 30 points a game [in elementary school]. And remember, that’s when our teams were hoping they could get 25 or 30 points a game.”




  Spurrier scored 40 of his team’s 44 points during a fifth grade game. In sixth grade his basketball team went undefeated, and he pitched and played shortstop to lead his Little League team to an 18-1 mark.




  “He was so far ahead of everyone,” Biddle said. “In fact I thought he was a better basketball player in high school than he was a football player. He was, I thought, ahead of his time. He was doing all that behind-the-back dribbling while going down the court, dribbling between his legs and stuff. He could play all three positions on the basketball court, great shooter. In the clutch he’d always come up with something. You always thought you had a chance with him in the game. He pulled out a lot of games just on his own athletic ability.”




  Biddle played against Spurrier in Little League and Babe Ruth League baseball.




  “And his dad, ‘The Reverend,’ coached him in Little League and Babe Ruth League,” Biddle said. “He’s where Steve gets his competitive drive.”




  A well-circulated story tells about the elder Spurrier asking for a show of hands among the boys he coached to identify those believing the object of the game was not to win or lose, but how you played the game. Once he looked at all the raised hands he informed the boys nobody would be keeping score if the object wasn’t to win and that an athlete may as well stay home if he wasn’t competing to win.




  “He said, if you keep score, you’re out there to win,” Graham said. “That’s a true story. It was all about winning. If you keep score, if it was sandlot ball or whatever, you’re out there to win.”




  The Reverend’s words did not fall on deaf ears with Steve.




  “[Steve] didn’t take [losing] well then, doesn’t take it well now, and probably won’t take it well with the Redskins,” Biddle said. “You know, he just hates it and he’s miserable to be around if he loses. . . .




  “The Reverend was very competitive, too. Hated to lose. Didn’t take it well at all. Always had an excuse. Always wanted to blame somebody else why they lost. So Steve gets a lot of that honestly.”




  Graham called his father “very competitive” but said he tempered the competitiveness with sportsmanship.




  “You know, he didn’t like to lose,” Graham said. “We don’t either. He taught us early to learn how to lose, to be graceful when you lose. But you’re there to win. That’s what it’s all about. He did teach us to lose gracefully if we did lose. That’s part of being a good winner I think. He taught us that.”




  While much of what has been written about the Rev. Spurrier paints the portrait of a competitive man, little is said about his other side.




  “He was a real God-fearing man, he was very strict,” Graham said of his father. “There were no movies for us. There were no dances for us. There was no ball playing on Sunday for us, until we moved [to Johnson City] and started slipping off, because we lived a block away from a city park, Kiwanis Park. And we started slipping off on Sunday. And he finally realized it was hopeless to keep us away.”




  Rev. Spurrier never did change in his approach to Sunday, even after his boys began playing regularly on the Sabbath. He stuck to his guns even after Steve went to the NFL, watching his son’s Sunday games on TV, but never attending.




  Even if Rev. Spurrier’s sons snuck out to play sports Sunday afternoon, they could be found in church on Sunday mornings. Steve had a 13-year record of perfect Sunday school attendance.




  Marjorie Spurrier played the role of supportive wife and served as a counterbalance to her husband with the couple’s three children.




  Graham Spurrier died in 2000, but Marjorie is still alive and well, living in Green Cove Springs, Florida.




  “She just kept everything together,” Graham said. “She left the disciplinary stuff to Dad, except for my sister. Mom took care of the shopping and money matters and the buying and all that stuff. How she did it I’ll never know. We never wanted for anything, we never had anything extra much, but we always had what we needed, and she always saw to it that we had it.”




  Biddle remembers the youngest Spurrier being consumed by sports and little else.




  “He didn’t spend a whole lot of time on books,” Biddle said. “He was not highly motivated in school. He did enough to get by.”




  Kiwanis Park provided an idyllic setting for the development of a young athlete with fields for football and baseball as well as basketball courts.




  “Steve, Graham and I used to go down there and umpire games in the summer,” Biddle said. “Played pickup games of football. That’s where [Steve] learned how to punt. He and Graham punting to each other by themselves there at Kiwanis Park.”




  Steve remembers the games they played.




  “We’d punt back and forth, play that kick-back game where you’d punt it and catch it,” Steve said.




  Steve showed a lot of talent early.




  “I punted the ball well, too,” Graham said. “But [Steve] started banging them past me at an early age. He worked hard at it. He never lacked for every day getting out there and working on something.”




  Spurrier competed against the older boys at Kiwanis Park in many a sandlot game.




  “We’d bring [Steve] down there at first,” Graham said. “Since he always punted the ball well, he started punting for both sides for the older guys. When the guys his age started playing he would quarterback both teams because he threw it better than everybody else.”




  Graham said his brother “absolutely” benefited from playing against the older kids but said his brother had an unmatched love for athletics.




  “He got a little kicking tee one Christmas,” Graham said. “That was when we were here in Johnson City. And he’d take that sucker out. It was his favorite Christmas present, a little old plastic job. He’d put that ball up there and kick it over a tree. And I don’t know how many times he’d do that every day.”




  Steve remembered the tee fondly.




  “I was probably eight or nine years old,” Steve said. “I got a yellow plastic kicking tee. I think it cost 50 cents, and that was my best toy. We had one or two old footballs, and I mean they were old ones, and I’d put it on a tee and kick it over a tree that was about the height of a goal post.”




  Competitiveness caused fights between Graham and Steve.




  “We fought a lot,” Graham said. “Usually when we fought it was over getting beat in something. Early on, I could take him in about everything. Then he got taller than me. I’m about five-ten, and he grew up to be about six-two, so he started passing me height wise. Then, when he started beating me at whatever we were playing, I’d get mad and end up fighting with him because I was the older brother, and getting beat, that didn’t sit real well.”




  Steve calls the relationship he had with Graham “a typical brother relationship” and recognizes Graham’s contribution to his athletic development.




  “I think he was important in that he was three years older,” Steve said. “I was always trying to keep up with him. Playing one-on-one basketball, it was tough to beat him, of course, being three years younger. Then I finally caught him. I got about as tall as him. . . . Trying to beat him in one-on-one forced me to try and get better.”




  Graham, who played basketball and baseball in high school before playing college baseball at East Tennessee State, knew Steve was going to be special.




  “Everything he did he did well,” Graham said. “But he worked on it. He had a lot of talent and God-given ability, but he worked on it also. And that’s why he really was good. He just was a winner. A lot of times he wasn’t the quickest, or the fastest, or the tallest, or strongest. But he just found a way to win. And that’s been true playing and his coaching also.”




  Steve was in junior high when he began serving messages to his brother, who was in high school; humbling lessons taught by a better athlete.




  “Scout Hall, where they held Boy Scout meetings [in Johnson City] was right behind the house, indoor gym with a really low ceiling,” Graham said. “We had a key to it. And every day when it rained or it was too cold outside, we’d go in there and shoot hoops. We’d even throw the baseball and football. But I remember Steve really started to take it to me in basketball. And, like I say, I was a pretty good high school player and he was still in junior high. Personally, that right there was when I knew he was really going to be something special. In high school, when he really did start playing basketball, you could see it. He was just a winner. I don’t know how many games he’d bring them from behind in football, basketball, or even baseball, too.”




  Steve recalled when playing football came together for him.




  “Kermit Tipton, my high school coach, is the one who really helped me,” Steve said. “It was between my sophomore and junior year, when I began to grow and got the baby fat off. I began to play ball about the sixth game of my junior year in high school.”




  Tipton called Spurrier “easy to coach.”




  “Because he always wanted to do the best,” Tipton told the Tampa Tribune. But Tipton called Spurrier “slow and awkward” as a sophomore.




  “He couldn’t get to the tackle hole fast enough to make a quickie handoff,”Tipton said. “But Steve spent a lot of time at home working on his techniques. He wasn’t born to become a Heisman Trophy winner. He worked hard on his own.”




  Spurrier’s friends didn’t think football would be his game, and neither did Spurrier.




  “By all means and rights I should have quit football,” Spurrier said. “My buddies said I’d quit, because I was better in baseball and basketball. Those sports were more natural to me, the eye and hand coordination, hitting and throwing. Whereas in football, I couldn’t run very fast and I wasn’t very strong. There wasn’t much I could do in football but hang in there and get banged around like everybody else. I guess it was inbred in me to not quit anything I started, so I stayed.




  “Between my junior and senior years I grew a little, got tall, got to working out better as far as some of the agility drills. Football became my game.”




  An odd variable to Spurrier’s development showed up at Science Hill High in the form of Chicago Bears quarterback Billy Wade.




  “Billy Wade was preaching out at East Tennessee State,” Spurrier said. “They had a thing every year called ‘the preaching mission.’ Athletes come through and so forth, and go by the high schools. And he spoke at the high school, then came by and watched spring football practice one day and gave Coach a few little pass patterns, like a little hitch, a little sideline, a little streak. We didn’t have any of that stuff. We just sort of ran the old dead T, two tight ends, a few little play-action passes. He told our coach, ‘That kid Spurrier, he can throw. And you’ve got some good little receivers out here that can catch, you know, here’s the way to go about it.’ That got our coach to say, ‘Hey, let’s throw the ball a little bit.’”




  Had Wade not influenced Tipton to balance the offense with more passing, Spurrier’s passing skills might have gone unnoticed.




  Spurrier’s development in football did nothing to deter other fields of competition; pickup basketball games were a part of daily life in Johnson City.




  “A lot of people from town had goals in their driveways,” Biddle said. “The one across the street from me was lighted. So we had some ferocious pickup basketball games. Plus, prior to integration, there was an all-black high school called Langston High School. And they had a black recreation league at the community center. We would go over there and play those guys. They had unbelievable basketball and football teams. We’d play those teams at the rec center during the summer and, man, that was some of the finest basketball ever seen in that town, with no referees or anything like that. We got to be pretty good friends with them. We’d go to their games when we didn’t have games.”




  Football, basketball and baseball were the main sports, but Spurrier loved them all.




  “Anything that had competition to it, he was in for it,” Biddle said. “He wanted to win whether it was pitching pennies against the wall or whatever.”




  Spurrier’s love affair with golf began in high school.




  “He’d go out to the country club when the caddies had their day to play and he’d play with the caddies,” Graham said. “We couldn’t afford to be playing at any country club or anything, so that’s where he started playing. Never took any lessons.”




  Steve managed to get into the Johnson City Country Club more often than just caddy’s day.




  “Steve came up with a 3-iron somewhere,” Biddle said. “And we got some old golf balls, and probably stole them out of the putt-putt if the truth be known. And we would climb over the fence of the Johnson City Country Club on occasion. Steve tried to teach me how to hit that 3-iron. And we started playing holes. All we had was a 3-iron and a bag and some stolen golf balls. It was kind of funny. We would have to dodge the real golfers out there.”




  Spurrier’s competitiveness could wear thin on those he competed against, even when it came to something as innocent as a game of pool.




  “If you were going to shoot a game of pool, he would start with all those psychological mind games,” Biddle said. “We were too naive and stupid back then to know what it was. He probably was, too. But he would do that, like, ‘There ain’t no way you can win this game’ before you even started playing. He was one of those, if you beat him, and I usually beat him at pool—one of the few things I could beat him at—he’d kind of want you to stay there until he won. So you either lost or you had to stay there all night. That’s the way he was, so competitive. He just found ways to win. Steve didn’t lose much.”




  Steve wasn’t the stereotypical hell-raising preacher’s kid. Sports were just fine for the son of Rev. Spurrier.




  “He didn’t smoke, he didn’t drink, he didn’t cuss and he wouldn’t be around anybody who did for any length of time,” Biddle said. “His father was pretty strict on him.




  “I never had a drink until I went to college. And he didn’t either. So it wasn’t a thing where he was a PK [preacher’s kid] who went off on a wild tangent or anything.”




  They were typical kids growing up in a city Biddle called “a good place to grow up.” Johnson City was dry. It had two theaters, a pool hall and a downtown where everybody went on Saturdays and saw everybody else. Spurrier, Biddle and the rest of the group they ran around with took part in all the typical activities of anybody else their age.




  “The Reverend had an old blue Buick,” Biddle said. “That’s back when Buicks weighed about 18 tons. So when Steve got a driver’s license, he’d alternate with Graham on who got to drive the thing. More than once we double dated and went to the drive-in movie or whatever. I think we pushed that thing further than we ever drove it, because it was always breaking down. We called it the ‘Blue Bomb.’”




  Biddle hung out with Spurrier but said Spurrier has never been the “life of a party type of guy.”




  “Steve’s always preoccupied with what’s on his mind,” Biddle said. “He doesn’t care a whole lot about what’s on anybody else’s mind. He doesn’t let a whole lot of people get very close to him, get to know him. But he’s always been like that. You could be talking to him and you’d realize he doesn’t hear a word you’re saying. Or his mind is 50 miles away wondering what he’s going to do next.”




  Spurrier’s style of play made him look arrogant even back at Science Hill High School, particularly in basketball.




  “He’d take the ball around his back, between his legs and he was a really fine shooter,” Graham said. “He could shoot the ball awfully well. Real good ball handler. Of course he worked on that.”




  Biddle added: “As you can imagine, he wasn’t very well liked by people at the other schools and other communities. He was seen as cocky and aloof and all those other things, which he probably is.”




  Biddle laughed recalling an incident after Spurrier led a Science Hill basketball victory against an arch rival.




  “One time they were playing Kingsport Dobyns-Bennett, that’s where Tennessee Eastman, Eastman-Kodak, had a big plant over there,” Biddle said. “We always accused them of recruiting the best athletes from wherever and their parents ended up working at Tennessee Eastman making more money. Imagine that.




  “Anyway, they played Kingsport, and I think Steve scored like 30 points that night. He was in one of those zones and [Science Hill] beat them on their home court. That didn’t happen very often so whatever media was around back then wanted to talk to [Steve after the game].Meanwhile,the rest of the team got showered and dressed and got on the bus. Steve was running late. Coach comes back to the locker room, doesn’t see anyone, gets back on the bus and they drive back to Johnson City. Steve was in the shower at the time. So he didn’t know the team had left. He gets dressed, walks out of the locker room and he’s stranded. He doesn’t have a way home or anything. And that was pretty funny unless you were him.”




  A Dobyns-Bennett track coach, who had been a junior high coach in Johnson City, happened to drive by and picked up Spurrier, giving him a ride back to Johnson City. Biddle notes the incident probably didn’t bother Spurrier a bit.




  “People would yell all sorts of things at him and he didn’t care,” Biddle said. “He’d have that letter jacket on with letters all over the place, you know how you do it in high school. He didn’t care. That just motivated him more.”




  Graham takes exception to his little brother being called arrogant, even back in the days when Steve appeared to be showboating on the basketball court.




  “[The crowd] would a lot of times get fired up,” Graham said. “Because they thought he was showboating. And that’s part of, you know, how people say he’s arrogant. Steve’s not arrogant. He’s a confident guy. He knows he does a good job and he’s just confident. And I think there’s a lot of difference between being arrogant, which a lot of people call him, and that’s people who don’t know him, and being confident and successful.”




  If anything, Spurrier defined athletic success, winning all-state honors in football, basketball and baseball at Science Hill High School, and he was a prep All-American in football in 1962. Science Hill won two straight state baseball titles in Spurrier’s junior and senior seasons, and in three seasons of pitching he never lost a game. His athletic prowess was well known in the Tri-State area, but news of the three-sport star traveled to other parts of the country as well.




  “Everybody in the country wanted him,” Graham said. “He had letters from everywhere. Alabama, Ole Miss, they were all hot on him, basketball as well. I think [the University of Tennessee] would have offered him a basketball scholarship just to get him to come down there and play.”




  Both Spurrier boys were fans of the Southeastern Conference and specifically the University of Tennessee, which sat approximately 100 miles away in Knoxville.




  “[Steve] always wanted to go to Tennessee and play football there,” Graham said. “When Dad could scrape up some freebee tickets, we’d go down and see them play probably a couple or three times a year back when we were younger.”




  Steve seemed to glow when asked about the trips.




  “It was a thrill . . . it was an exciting time,” Steve said wistfully.




  Graham said his brother would have gone to Tennessee, but they still ran the single-wing.




  “He couldn’t have been a tailback because he didn’t have the speed,” Graham said. “Of course he could throw and punt. But he didn’t have the speed to be a runner. And if you’re a tailback in the single-wing, you’ve got to run the ball.”




  Pepper Rodgers, now a vice president with the Washington Redskins, was an offensive coach at the University of Florida when Spurrier was recruited and explained the nature of the single-wing.




  “Well, [the quarterback] is not a quarterback,” Rodgers said. “He’s a tailback. There are a lot of guys playing the single-wing today and they call it the shotgun. One guy runs the ball. One guy passes the ball. One guy kicks the ball. Basically that’s what it was.You have a wingback outside the tight end and you had a blocking back between the guard and the tackle. You had a fullback about two and a half yards off the ball and you had the tailback about five yards. So the ball would be snapped about 95 percent of the time to the tailback and he would either run or pass the ball. Then once in a while, they’d snap to the fullback, the short guy.




  “Now they do that with the quarterback, handing him the ball out of that spread. The one person did it all. There was no quarterback up under the center, just one guy. Steve was obviously a wonderful passer, a wonderful kicker, but I wouldn’t consider him one of the top running quarterbacks in America.”




  Steve recognized that his skills did not suit the single-wing.




  “The single-wing was something I could not play, although they tried to tell me that I could have,” Steve said.




  Tennessee also was in a transition period with their coach; popular Doug Dickey had not yet become the Vols’ coach.




  “If they’d been running the T and Doug Dickey had been the coach and he’d recruited me, gosh, I’d have probably gone to Tennessee,” Steve said.




  Tennessee and the single-wing were scratched from the list of schools Spurrier wanted to attend. During the early part of 1963, Spurrier visited Alabama and Mississippi and enjoyed both visits. But he chose to direct his attention to the basketball season at Science Hill rather than focus on his scholarship decision, which he put on hold.




  Alas, the University of Florida got wind of Spurrier’s existence. Florida coach Ray Graves, with the help of his offensive assistant, Rodgers, was interested in installing a pro-style offense and had no interest in running the single-wing. In a pro-style offense, any running by the quarterback, other than scrambling out of the pocket, was not a part of the offense.




  Today the recruiting of high school athletes has become a creature of media hype and the big business of college football, creating a cottage industry for information about what 18-year-olds are being recruited by the various colleges and universities. Internet sites such as BorderWars, Max Emfinger, Tom Lemming and PrepStar provide information on what recruit is leaning in the direction of what colleges as do 1-(900) recruiting hot lines. National Signing Day, which is the first day athletes may sign binding national letters of intent, is now one of the more visible college football stories each year.
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