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INTRODUCTION: CIRCUS

NICK SCHLEKEWAY couldn’t take the stress anymore; vomit, from deep inside, now covered his jersey.

Just hours before, as his school’s marching band had pranced across the playing field; as a nation was plopping onto their couches preparing to tune in with curiosity; and as those in attendance stood with hands over their hearts, singing along to the national anthem, his jersey had been a pristine shade of white.

Now here he was, with streaks of visible fatigue laced across his chest. It took all of the energy from Schlekeway, a defensive end for the Boise State Broncos, to not topple.

Standing frozen 59 minutes into the football game, he could barely feel his legs, let alone summon the ability to walk.

Breaths came in fits and spurts. Up to this point, the bout between his Boise State squad and the Oklahoma Sooners—in what would be derived as perhaps the greatest college football game ever played—had taken its toll: not just on him or his teammates, but on the entire legion of fans that poured their heart and souls into the school.

“We were just exhausted,” he says now, reflecting back on the moment. He doesn’t specify, but the “We” may as well have been the 13.7 million viewers who had tuned in to watch.

The date was January 1, 2007. The location was University of Phoenix Stadium in Glendale, Arizona. The event was the Fiesta Bowl.

Put in a blender, the Broncos and the Sooners were the quintessential ingredients for this match-up; Boise State, the plucky group of misunderstood underdogs from Idaho. Oklahoma, blue bloods of the sport.

Regardless of what would happen over the final minute of the game, Schlekeway and his teammates had proven their mettle. They hit Oklahoma with all available left and right jabs, and they had taken the counter punches. The Broncos had nothing left to prove. They had done more than anyone outside the state of Idaho had believed was possible.

Pacing the sidelines, Chris Petersen—who was in his first year as the Broncos’ head coach—could see clearly the physical condition of his players. Despite their inspiring play up to that point, Boise State was not cut out for much more of this fight. The talk from media and fans alike heading in was that Boise State was built to compete, yet ultimately succumb to the physical superiority of the Sooners. That’s what the Broncos had been told, time and again, generation after generation. Now, after taking Oklahoma further than almost anyone had expected, logic said it was time to give in to the enervation, roll over, and go home with nothing more than a moral victory.

However, that type of thinking never crossed Petersen’s mind. It didn’t cross Schlekeway’s, or anyone else’s on the roster, either.

What had gotten the Broncos to this point—the 12–0 regular season, the contempt and dismissal from their opponent—was irrelevant in this moment.

On the prior series, Jared Zabransky, the Broncos’ oft-maligned quarterback, had thrown an interception which Oklahoma’s Marcus Walker returned for a touchdown, giving the Sooners a 35–28 lead with just over one minute to go.

* * *

After the touchdown—and the back-breaking effects it could have—something snapped inside the head of Andrew Woodward, an offensive lineman for Boise State.

“I personally got crazy,” he recalls with a half-chuckle, half-snarl. “I wanted to take and shake Zabransky because I felt, as a team, that we were together. The defense had been struggling, but as a team we were playing good. It was the offense’s job to solidify that, and we didn’t. I, personally, rely on our quarterback to get it done. And he didn’t. I was pissed…. I was extremely pissed.”

Although many felt Woodruff’s frustration, no one took the interception harder than Zabransky himself. The senior quarterback had fought through canyon-sized low points in his career before that moment; one more porous decision, in his final game, now left everything feeling like it was slipping away.

When Boise State’s offense trotted back onto the field after Walker’s score, they found themselves 78 yards from the end zone, with 54 seconds left on the clock and two time outs left. The shock of the interception, and the touchdown scored off it, was visible, running cold down their faces. If the Broncos were trying to stave off the effects of the score, it was a spiritless effort.

A 36-yard completion from Zabransky to Derek Schouman on the first play of the drive put a crack in Oklahoma’s mometum, but it was nothing more than a mirage. What followed left Bronco fans, who had descended upon Glendale in a fleet, feeling as though their moment in the sun had slipped away for good:

Sack, time out: 2nd and 18, 30 seconds left.

Incomplete pass: 3rd and 18, 23 seconds left.

Incomplete pass: 4th and 18, 18 seconds left.

“When Oklahoma scored, I think it really reset everybody,” says Woodruff. Guys just weren’t there. We were out of sync.

“To be honest, I sort of blacked out those first few plays of the drive.”

That Boise State found themselves in a comeback situation was no surprise. During the regular season, the Sooners had been a dominant team. If they had been the beneficiaries of a good break or two, they may not have been playing in this game at all; the truth of the matter was that the Sooners should have been playing a week later for the National Championship. They were that big. They were that fast, and strong, and talented.

They were also that battle-tested.

On September 16, 2006, four months prior to the Fiesta Bowl, the Sooners were in Eugene, Oregon, to face the Oregon Ducks in a non-conference clash. It was as pristine a day as you could ask for. Not too hot. Not too bright. And if you were a Sooners fan, everything had broken correct for nearly 60 minutes of action. Oklahoma had lived up to their reputation as national title contender, waltzing into Autzen—person-for-person, one of the loudest stadiums in the country—and kept the Ducks at bay.

Running back Adrian Peterson (who would miss the final seven games of the regular season after breaking his collarbone in a win against Iowa State before returning for the Fiesta Bowl) was an almost unfair participant in the game, racking up 211 yards on 34 punishing rushing attempts. Paul Thompson, the Sooners’ quarterback—who had taken over for the immensly talented, yet troubled Rhett Bomar—did his part to keep the Ducks’ defense honest, posing just enough of a passing threat to give Peterson the room necessary.

With just under three minutes to play in the game, Oklahoma was squarely in control with a 33–20 lead. Even after an Oregon touchdown, cutting the lead to six, the Sooners looked poised to return home to Normal unscathed and in control of their title destiny.

Then, a blown call on Oregon’s ensuing onside kick, in which the Ducks were inexplicably rewarded the ball, despite all evidence to the contrary. A touchdown immediately followed. In the blink of an eye, the Sooners went from up 13 to down one with less than a minute remaining.

Trailing 34–33, Oklahoma put themselves in field goal range following a long kickoff return, but Oregon blocked the game-winning field goat attempt, procuring the victory.

An Oklahoma win had been snatched away by both fate and terrible officiating; two weeks later, they would fall to their archrivals, the Texas Longhorns, 28–10.

However, after that second loss, the Sooners exploded. Over their final eight games of the season, they gave up just 100 total points (outscoring their opponents by 119 points in the process), defeating three ranked teams along the way—Missouri, Texas A&M, and Nebraska.

So, no—trailing by seven, and in need of a miracle, was not a surprise for Boise State. That they even found themselves in this position was the reason viewers were still glued to their television sets, calling friends and loved ones on the phone, frantically screeching, “Are you watching this?!”

When the Broncos were forced into that 4th and 18, with all hope circling the drain, a miracle was in order.

* * *

On the sideline, Taylor Tharp, the Broncos’ backup quarterback, was incredulous.

When the play call came thundering down into his headset from high above the field, cataclysmic flashbacks raced through his head. Every week during the past season—usually on a Friday walkthrough before a game, and often with a child-like playfulness—coaches would have the offense run this particular play. It required a series of events to line up with precision; the timing from everyone involved, from the center on down, had to be perfect. If not, it would be a disaster.

The team ran it weekly. Not once did it work.

A missed route; an overthrown ball; linemen showboating if the ball bounced their way. Nothing from the fifteen weeks of practice—a zero-pressure situation—gave Tharp, a fourth-year junior and the man tasked with signaling it in, any confidence that it would work now, on the biggest stage of their lives.

But his job was not to question the call; it was to relay it in, as quickly and efficiently as he could, and let the chips fall where they may. So he did.

With 4th and 18 staring them in the face, just 18 seconds on the game clock, and the real possibility of blowing the biggest game of their lives weighing them down, Tharp began his task. Turning toward the field, he looked Zabransky—one of his best friends on the team, and a mentor in all things quarterback—right in the eye. He lifted both hands chest high, palms facing the sky, and began to juggle.

The play was sent in. “Circus.”

For the Broncos to pull it off, all of the magic dust that had fallen over the program for the past twelve months had to tether in one nice formation. To make it work, to convert and score and live another day, would require perfect execution; not just from themselves, but from the Sooners, too.

“We didn’t really want them to pressure us,” Tharp says now. “If they blitzed us, it would have thrown everything off.”

Tharp is laid-back, calculating. A true quarterback. Although he was born and raised in the high altitude of Boulder, Colorado, where his father was the athletic director at the University of Colorado, an almost California-like ease radiates off him. Sitting in the plush recruiting lobby inside the Bleymaier Football Center, which is attached to the north end zone of Bronco Stadium, his eyes pierce through his memory as the events leading up to the call come back, clear as the moment it was called. More than a decade has passed since the Fiesta Bowl, but every second of the game—every sight and smell—is vivid in his mind as if it happened just moments ago.

“The defense the Sooners were playing could not have been more perfect,” he recalls. “It gave Zabransky the time to look elsewhere, the receivers time, so everything could line up.”

Earlier in the game, when Boise State had jumped out to a 21–10 lead, with Oklahoma fans stone-faced and nearly catatonic from shock, “Circus” looked destined to be a celebratory play, one that would put the stake in the Sooners. The Broncos had turned what was supposed to be their own live beheading and flipped the script. Up until this moment, despite previous seasons of double-digit wins, the verdict on what exactly Boise State was had yet to be determined. Was this showing against Oklahoma, and their break-neck start to the game, a flash-in-the-pan? Did the Sooners so vastly underappreciated the Broncos that they themselves had allowed this to happen?

“They played well, we didn’t, and that’s the jist of it,” says Rufus Alexander, the Sooners’ star linebacker who was the team’s defensive MVP during their Fiesta Bowl season.

Surely the Sooners overlooked the Broncos, though. There’s no way they didn’t.

Right?

“No. It wasn’t hard to get up for them. I felt that if we came out and played our game, didn’t turn the ball over, we were going to win,” says Alexander.

* * *

The Boise State playbook—although expansive and imaginative—was not filled with plays designed to gain the yardage necessary to keep this partuclar drive alive. “Circus” was the only way to ensure that they could play on.

When Zabransky collected the snap and dropped back, three receivers flanked him to his right. Drisan James was the lone receiver to line up to his left.

Not wanting to get burned by a long pass, Oklahoma lined up in a semi-prevent defense with three safeties back deep. Within that coverage a pocket of space would be left open for the Broncos’ receivers, conveniently, about 20 yards down the field from where Zabransky would wind up and let his pass go, two yards more than they needed.

And that magic dust that had been necessary?

Tharp smiles at the memory.

“It couldn’t have been more perfect.”
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LYLE SMITH RIDES INTO TOWN

 

“Lyle Smith led this school to incredible successes as a Junior College. Unmatched success.”

—Tom Scott, Boise State historian

BOISE, IDAHO, EXISTS in a locale that the “hustle” long forgot. It’s a place where folks saunter more than they rush; where they say “thank you” with sincerity instead of obligation; where they look you in the eye for reasons of comfort and respect, instead of condemnation or judgment.

While Boise flows with the feel of a big city, its subtle nature—and the down-home vibe of its citizens—belie the trappings that places of similar sizes fall under.

When Boise Junior College came into existence in 1932, it did so in the middle of town, parked squarely between family businesses and fast-rising conglomerates alike. Where most universities tended to trickle toward the outskirts, Boise set up camp in a spot where no mistake could be made: the university was Boise.

In 1947, Lyle Smith, at thirty-one years of age, became the head coach of the Boise Junior College football team. The program was entering their 12th season of existence (the school did not play from 1942–1945, due to World War II). Their record to that point—27–35–4—suggested nothing of a potential powerhouse; not at the junior college level, not at the Division II or Division I-AA level, and most certainly not at the Division I-A level, the highest in collegiate athletics. They were middling at best, bad more often than not and, worst of all, irrelevant. By the time Smith arrived, the school had already burned through three head coaches: Dusty Kline, Max Eden, and Harry Jacoby, whose stint sandwiched World War II.

Smith was a relative unknown when he arrived. Born in Colfax, Washington, his family would eventually settle in Moscow, Idaho, where Lyle would go on to star at Moscow High School in both basketball and football. While there, he would earn the coveted honor of being named to the “All-State Team.” In the summer of 1939, he graduated from the University of Idaho with a Bachelor of Science in Education, while playing center for the football team and guard on the basketball team. After graduation, he accepted a teaching and coaching position at Firth High School; there, he married his college sweetheart, Maria Rappel, and set forth. He joined Moscow High School in 1941; for Smith, his life path was clear: alongside Maria, and the children that would follow, he would spend his days sculpting youthful minds. His afternoons would be for coaching; his evenings for family and friends. It was the dream he wanted.

However, reality was interrupted when, joined in force by thousands of men from across the country, Smith joined the US Navy in June of 1942, as World War II took presidence. Smith would end his navy career four years later, where he primarily served as a physical education instructor. After his tenure, Lyle returned home to Moscow, and Maria, to complete his master’s degree in education. In August of that year, 1946, as he was set to return to the high school level to continue, Smith suddenly resigned.

A different opportunity had presented itself, some 295 miles west in the city of Boise.

* * *

Harry Jacoby, who was in need of an assistant coach at Boise Junior College, had sought out Lyle for both his coaching acumen and his education background. Smith also brought a youthful enthusiasm that only exists with just enough inexperience.

The football program had yet to catch on in Boise, a town whose population hovered at just 30,000 citizens. It was not just that the program was relatively new; they had done nothing to ignite the fans’ passion or provide a reason to engage.

If the only thing worse than being bad is being insignificant to a fanbase, that’s what Boise was.

Case in point: when Smith entered the local barber shop for the first time after he arrived in town, he introduced himself, made mention that he was the assistant coach for the college’s football team, and awaited the adoration that was sure to follow.

But as he sank into his chair, there was no exultation toward the coach. There was silence. The barber did not know there was a football team; he scarcely knew that there was even a college in town.

“When the barber doesn’t know what’s going on, it isn’t a very big deal,” Smith told Sports Illustrated in 2010.

Unfortunatly, during the 1946 season with Smith by his side, Jacoby’s track record of mediocrity continued. After a combined 7–6 record the previous two seasons, Boise would stumble to a 2–4–2 finish. Jacoby—who also helmed Boise’s men’s basketball team—was the epitome of mediocrity as it pertained to coaching: his overall record in basketball, 24–21, verified his average abilities. Under his watch, both the football and basketball programs were struggling to find solid footing.

The Boise football program was hovering just above water. A change was in order, and there was one guy befitting of the job.

When the season came to its merciful end, Jacoby was out as the football coach; Lyle Smith, with just one year of assisting under his belt at the junior college level, was in.

Overnight, without anyone seeing the meteoric rise that was forthcoming, the fate of the Boise program changed.

* * *

In his first season, Smith took Boise from two wins to nine, posting a perfect record; the following year brought the same results. During his third year as head coach in 1949, Boise went a perfect 10–0, upping Smith’s record to 28–0 overall. That season was the first time the school had played double-digit games, and they conquered them all. His squad would make an appearance in the Kern County Shrine Potato Bowl, the first bowl game appearance in the school’s short history. When the team returned to Boise from Bakersfield, California, where the game had been played (after dismantling Taft Junior College, 25–7), over 500 adoring fans awaited them outside the airport terminal. Children, their cheeks fire-red from the blistering cold that swept through the town, took in glimpses of their hometown heroes; chief amongst that status was Smith. From his first year, when not even the town barber knew of the program, he had brought them to the doorstep of a national championship.

“After that,” he recalls, “we began to get a little notice in the community.”

Lyle Smith was just thirty-three years old, sported a perfect record, and now the program was set to unveil a brand new 10,000-seat stadium. When he had taken over, the entire school was crammed together in a six-building unit in a small, previously vacant lot, inconsequential in the community with just over 700 students. Three years later, it was a steady-rising academic and football power.

He had the program and the community in the palm of his hand.

Once again his plan was derailed.

* * *

On June 25, 1950, the Korean War began. Smith—who would coach the first few games of the season alongside his trusted advisor George Blankley—was then called into duty, his military obligation taking precedence. Smith had won the first 33 games at the time of his departure, six more than the program had in its entirety before him.

Blankley would fill in for the remainder of the 1950 and 1951 seasons, accumulating an unofficial 17–0 record (he and Smith technically co-coached the first few games of the 1950 season, making the official records a bit blurry). Regardless of who claims the official Ws, the program had become the standard across the nation at the JC level.

The gameplan Smith laid out during his first season proved indestructible. It was so ironclad, in fact, that he did not even need to be in the country for it to succeed.

When he returned for the 1952 season, Smith picked up right where he had left off before his war exit. Boise rolled along, racking up wins, filling their luxurious stadium (by junior college standards), establishing themselves as the crème de la crème. Eluding them was a national championship, the last wall to fall in his takeover of the school.

It wouldn’t take much longer.

In 1958, with his career record at an absurd 79–7, Boise claimed the NJCAA National Championship with a win over Tyler Junior College, out of Texas, 22–0.

The second half of Smith’s 20-year tenure would prove to be just as fruitful as the first. By the time the 1967 season concluded, he had won 84.6 percent of the games he coached, posting a record of 156–26–6. Smith had coached 21 All-Americans, and had won a national title.

He also had a vision for the program, one which required a massive shift.

With that, after the 1967 season, Smith retired as the team’s football coach, sliding into the role of the school’s athletic director. His 20-year run was all he needed as the man in charge. Now as the AD, he took full control of entire athletic department. His fingerprints would be everywhere. And his first duty was finding a coach to replace him.

It was an easy choice.
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TONY KNAP AND THE SECOND ROUND OF DOMINANCE

 

“With us as teammates, there was a common ground, a common denominator. It’s pretty much like a band of brothers.”

—Everett Carr, Boise State, 1975–1976

AS A PLAYER at the university of Idaho, Lyle Smith teamed with a young man by the name of Tony Knap. Anthony J. “Tony” Knap had played high school football at Riverside High in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, before heading west. He would go on to become a three-year varsity player alongside Smith, on top of his two-year run as a varsity baseball player.

Like Smith, Knap had joined the US Navy during World War II. After he returned to the states, he began a long and winding coaching career which included stops in high school, college, and the Canadian Football League (CFL). Knap had a stacked resume, and Smith knew that he could entrust the program to his longtime friend. It would take someone with big skills—and big cajones—to follow in the enormous footsteps Smith was leaving behind … especially when he would be just two doors down, running the show.

Along with transitioning to a new head coach—something the school had successfully avoided for the previous 20 seasons—Boise was also receiving a bump in stature. Thanks in large part to the run of success that Smith had taken them on, as well as the passing of a 1967 law allowing the school to make the leap, Boise Junior College would cease to exist beginning in the 1968 season. The junior college ranks were out; now they were Boise State College, a freshly minted four-year university. While the school sought out a permanent home conference to play their sports in, the 1968 season would see them play as members of the National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics (NAIA).

The nacent Boise State would face schools from five different conferences during their inaugural season as NAIA members—the Oregon Conference, Evergreen Conference, Rocky Mountain, and the Big Sky. While Smith’s preference was for the Broncos to eventually buck into the Big Sky Conference, his patience in that quest would be tested; Boise State would be members of the NAIA for a minimum of two seasons. Despite his standing as the school’s athletic director, Smith was as up in the air on the school’s final landing spot as anyone else.

Perhaps puffing his chest just a bit, Smith made it clear—even if it was grand-standing—that the Big Sky would not hold the school hostage.

“We want to set our sights high,” he told the Associated Press before the 1968 season began, “and we aren’t sure that [the Big Sky] is high enough. I believe we may go higher than the Big Sky Conference eventually.”

Smith had slid into his role as athletic director smoothly, dreaming up visions far beyond what seemed realistic for a program still in its infancy. Forget one step at a time; he was looking two, three, four steps ahead.

* * *

After his hiring, Knap—who was coming over from Utah State—began the arduous but necessary task of rubbing elbows with the most vital people to the long-term success of a coach. The school’s boosters, many of whom had sat front-row for Smith’s wild ride, would be either his harshest critics or most important backers, depending on how things went. On February 15, 1968, at a small luncheon, aptly titled “Tony Knap Day,” the fifth coach in school history—or, if you wanted to be literal, the first coach in “Boise State College” history—was animated about the situation in which he found himself.

“I feel I have inherited a legacy of great value,” he told the assembled crowd, many of them getting their first glimpse at the new coach. “I appreciate the opportunity to follow someone with a program like Lyle Smith’s. I have a stronger feeling about this job than I have had at any other school.”1

The start of Knap’s first season was still six months away, but already the buzz was palpable: the citizens of Boise had not experienced more than two losses in a season in more than twenty years; their status as a four-year school was the latest feather in their cap; and Knap was a known figure as the handpicked successor to Smith. Even with a daunting schedule ahead—including Eastern Washington State College, who had finished second in the NAIA the previous season—the feeling running through the streets of Boise was that the program would be in good hands.

* * *

When Knap’s tenure officially began on September 21, 1968, against the Linfield Wildcats, his lineup featured 15 sophomores and 27 juniors, with the rest being freshmen. There was not one senior on his roster, giving him a wide net to cast. Not only would this season be a severe step up in competition, but he was also fielding a youthful squad still adhering themselves to both the playbook, as well as the physical nature of their opposition.

Unfortunately, it didn’t take long for two realities to take hold: Knap, for all the excitement he brought, was not Lyle Smith; and the Broncos, despite boasting players who had tasted ample success, were in for a humbling experience. This was no longer the JC rank, where the school could pillage lesser teams; this was something all together different. Linfield crashed Knap’s inauguration ball with a 17–7 win at Bronco Stadium.

Knap knew the big picture was the overall transition into the four-year university club, and not just this one game. Afterwards, he said the team’s performance “gave us hope for the future.”

The reputation of Knap prior to Boise State had been that of a master technician, who could teach the game in a nuanced manner that many others lacked. To do so in the proper manner would take time and repetition, and a deliberate attitude from both him and his players. The results would show in fits and spurts. At times it turned out well, like their week two win over Westminster, 50–2. Other times, like the following week when they were clubbed 44–3 at Weber State, the realization of how far they had to go would be apparent. However, as the season trudged on it was clear that Knap’s message began taking shape.

Boise State would win their next two games following the loss to Weber State by a combined score of 69–0; included in that was Eastern Washington, arguably the toughest team on their schedule. The Broncos blanked the Eagles 20–0. They continued on, by defeating their next two opponents by a combined 30 points. They rounded out the season by outscoring Western State, Central Washington, and College of Idaho by a combined 118–14.

Knap’s first season was an undeniable success, at 8–2. He deftly navigated the turbulent I-AA waters, and for his efforts he was granted a hefty raise, upping his yearly salary from $13,000 to $14,200.

He was secure. The Broncos, it seemed, were secure, too.

Now, the post-Smith era could begin in earnest.

* * *

In April of 1969, in an effort to strengthen the foundation of the team, Knap went out and signed two high school offensive linemen. Brothers Greg and Jeff Phillips were hulking, skyscraper-sized men whom Knap told the Daily Herald “will provide the foundation for a solid building program, upon which the football fortunes of Boise State College may rest for the next four years.”2

He wasn’t far off.

In 1969, the Broncos, in their final year of NAIA play—after officially being accepted into the Big Sky Conference for the 1970 season—went 9–1, outscoring their opponents by an average of 30 points per game. They steamrolled their opponents by such scores as 66–7 (Whitworth), 62–0 (Southern Oregon), and 45–0 (College of Idaho). They were dynamic on offense, relentless on defense, and fundamentally solid on special teams. It was impossible to deny that Boise State was Big Sky material. Now, they just needed to play there.

So, when they joined forces with Northern Arizona in jumping to the Big Sky the following year in 1970, their opportunity was at hand; and with it, the promise of immediate and unprecedented success—should they earn it.

Speaking in front of the Idaho Press Club following their acceptance, Knap laid out his aspirations: they wanted and expected to win a title. With all of the eligibility questions answered, Boise State entered the season with their biggest hurdle cleared.

“We were accepted with the understanding that we will be eligible to win the conference title next year,” Lyle Smith told the Daily Herald.3

Or so they thought.

In order to be eligible for the conference title, Boise State was required to play at least four conference games over the course of the regular season. As January rolled into February of 1970, just eight months from the beginning of the season, they had only three scheduled. This quandry had a simple solution, one that made both geographical and financial sense: A game against the Idaho Vandals, a natural rival due to proximity, was something folks in the state of Idaho had long yearned for but had yet to see. Should Idaho—already a Big Sky member—agree to a game, it would give the Broncos their fourth conference game.

If not, then …

“Somebody’s going to have to bend to get us on their schedule,” Knap told the Idaho Statesman Journal, “or we’ll have to be permitted to count one other game as a conference game.

“Personally, I’d prefer to see Idaho drop Portland State and put us on the schedule.”4

Knap’s words, candid in nature, were taken as a shot toward Idaho, insinuating the state’s land-grant university was either afraid to take on the newly minted Boise State College, or unwilling to budge from their status quo. Either way, newspapers across the state ran with it, making his comments the first in a long line of jabs between the schools.

Only, he wasn’t finished.

“It seems to me Idaho could concentrate on winning the title rather than looking down its nose at its own conference.”5

The identity that Boise State was carving out for themselves came directly through the irreverent attitude of their coach. At fifty-six years of age heading into the 1970 season, he still resided on the youthful side, allowing him to connect with the players on his roster. Yet his mind was fresh to the days when coaches took on roles of teachers and mentors as much as X’s and O’s savants. Like Lyle Smith, Knap had been both a teacher and coach at the high school ranks before his college career began. Molding the minds of adolescents as they traversed the waters from awkward, pubescent teens into men was something he not only believed in, but also thrived at doing.

Knap’s teams at Boise were proving to be no different than his high school squads. The sophisticated offenses Boise State ran, the stout defenses, the academic successes—were all the byproduct of a coach who placed as much emphasis on the classroom and living room as the gridiron.

Later in life, as Knap and his wife, Micki, enjoyed the fruits of his retirement, he quipped to the Lewiston Morning this thought: “What is the most important thing in a guy’s life during the time he is a student … obviously it isn’t football. But, that’s very easily overlooked. [Today] I’m afraid it’s the unusual coach who tempers himself in his demands to be in tune with what is most fair to the player.”6

Boise State College was also receiving a boon from an unexpected source—the local government. In the late 1960s, the state of Idaho had stumbled upon a sufficient and effective tax structure, resulting in a rather obscene surplus to the tune of $4.2 million, give or take a few cents. While many organizations around the state were in need of a financial pick-me-up—such as the Hospital South at Blackfoot, which had recently undergone massive layoffs due to economic downfalls—a major contribution was needed for higher education as well. Boise State, now two years into their run as a full-fledged university, was in no position to turn down an endowment of any size. So, when word came down that they would receive a gift of around $900,000, it was viewed as a major swindle for a school still seeking its footing.

Coinciding with the football team’s move to the Big Sky, this represented the biggest uptick in finances and prestige the university had ever seen.1

* * *

After the expansion of Boise State and Nevada in 1970, the Big Sky also consisted of Montana, Idaho State, Weber State, Idaho, Montana State, and Northern Arizona. The Montana Grizzlies, just two seasons removed from a disastrous 2–7 finish, had rolled through the conference in 1969 with a 10–1 record, while going 4–0 in conference play. Although they were not on the Broncos’ schedule, the Grizzlies represented all that Boise State strived to be: they were the kings of the mountain, something Boise had been not long ago in the JC ranks.

Despite their most valiant efforts, and not-so-subtle hints, the Broncos failed to secure a fourth conference game. The three conference teams they would face—Montana State, Idaho State, and Weber State—had gone a combined 12–17 the season prior. Their first in-conference test would come in week four, with a visit to Bozeman, Montana, to face the Montana State Bobcats. It was a landmark day; just two full seasons removed from being a junior college program, they were finally on the doorstep of big-time college football.

They would announce their presence just as they had many times before: with a win. Their 17–10 triumph, served as a notice that the Broncos were at the appropriate level. Because they were not yet eligible to win the conference title, the season would become a long crusade to shake up the race for all others involved.

Although three losses would blemish their record a touch, including their final conference game against Weber State, 41–7, it hardly mattered. The 1970 season was about one thing: setting the tone for successes to come.

That’s exactly what happened.

* * *

On September 11, 1971, in the opening game of the season and first in the record book for the rivalry, Boise State at last faced the Idaho Vandals. Before the game, Knap had commented on the significance of the match-up, noting to the Daily Inter Lake that a win would be “a stimulus for a very good year,” and a loss would cause the Broncos to waste “a month getting back on track.”7

On that day, 16,123 fans filed into Bronco Stadium. Although the game was originally set to be played in Moscow, it would be moved to Boise due to delays on the Vandals’ new stadium, which was still being built. It didn’t much matter; Knap’s offense, wide open and carefree, ran circles around a stunned Idaho squad as the Broncos cruised to a 42–14 victory.

This, however, was not supposed to be the case: Idaho had entered the game as favorites—not just in the game, but for the conference as well. The Vandals were a loaded squad, and many pundits expected them to contend for the Big Sky title.

After the beating at the hands of the Broncos, Idaho would limp to a 4–7 record on the year.

Boise State, on the other hand, would finish 10–2, securing their first bowl game as a major university, where they defeated Chico State, 32–28, in the Camellia Bowl.

* * *

A 7–4 record the following season, in 1972, served as a stage-setter for a breakthrough in 1973. The school’s first Big Sky title, and a berth in the playoffs, were well within striking distance. Alongside Montana State—the reigning conference champion—and Idaho State (another perceived favorite), the Broncos were seen as a viable title contender among coaches in the conference. Boise State’s offensive attack was once again a topic of discussion among conference opponents.

Knap, in a media call-in session before fall camp, attempted to water down the hype building around his team, noting that, “We’ll be real good on offense and a question mark on defense. I’m a little concerned because you have to have a good defense in this league.”

That part was true; it was also true that Boise State’s offense could topple just about any defense thrown its way, nearly rendering their own defensive liabilities moot. The Broncos faced an unusual dilemma in that they returned the conference’s top-two quarterbacks from a passing standpoint in Ron Autele and Jim McMillan. Together, the two had racked up 2,548 yards and 27 touchdowns the season prior. Even with just a month to go before play began, Knap knew as much as the public about who his starter was going to be. In all likelihood, it would hardly matter with as much talent that surrounded the both of them. Add to that the offensive line, which entered the season averaging a massive (for the time) 245 pounds, and either player at quarterback would be primed for immediate success.

A strong recruiting class would help ignite some much-needed energy into the defense. The year before, the Broncos had finished sixth in rush defense and fourth in passing defense in the conference. However, until those young players were ready to contribute, shootouts and nail-biters figured to be weekly realities.

For the second year in a row, the Broncos would open the season against Idaho; just as they had the year before, they took care of business, 47–24. Although Idaho was a big game, and one fans devoured, the Broncos had bigger things on their mind; namely, the following week, when the defending Big Sky champions from Bozeman would come calling.

The Montana State Bobcats had gotten the best of Boise State previously, and the matchup on September 22, 1973, figured to be the closest thing to a title game as could be expected during the regular season.

In front of 14,521 fans on a tepid Boise day, the Broncos—for the second week in a row—would topple a potential conference giant. Without their star receiver Don Hutt (who was out with an injury to his eye that he’d sustained against Idaho) Boise State relied on his little brother, Terry, who stole the spotlight, nabbing six catches, scoring a touchdown, and recovering a fumble. They would outgain the Bobcats 443–204, riding their surprisingly stingy defense in the second half. It was arguably the biggest win the program had experienced as a member of the Big Sky Conference; after four seasons of knocking on the door, and now two wins over top-tier programs to start the season, the Broncos were the clear-cut favorites to win their first conference title.

Two drubbings followed, with wins over Portland State and Weber State by a combined score of 98–14, before a road game at UNLV knocked them from the ranks of the unbeaten. At 4–1, the Broncos’ offense was powerful, just as expected; however, it was the defense that was stealing the show. They were giving up just over 12 points per game and had displayed a level of tenacity that had lied dormant the previous season. Two more convincing wins and a loss to Nevada left them at 6–2 with three games remaining.

In order to lock down the conference title, they had to win one game out of their final three. Stumble, and another offseason full of “What-if’s?” would come calling.

Chance one of three came on November 10, as the team traveled to Pocatello, Idaho, to take on the Bengals of Idaho State. For the third year in a row, the two were set to lock horns in a game with the conference title squarely on the line. Two years prior, the Bengals had gotten the better of Boise State; last season, the Broncos returned the favor.

For the first 55 minutes of game action, it looked like Idaho State would again play the role of jealous sibling, snatching victory away from Boise State. After a back-and-forth affair, the Broncos took over on their own 9-yard line with just three minutes to play in regulation, down 14–17 and 91 yards from the end zone. Then Ron Autele connected with Don Hutt with 1:03 left to play, giving the Broncos the 21–17 win.

Boise State’s ability to crawl out of a 17–7 hole in the second half was “a good example of why they deserved to be Big Sky champions this year,”8 said Bob Griffin, Idaho State’s head coach. “They deserve a great deal of credit.”9

Autele had proven to be the differencemaker. Although his season had been marred by inconsistent play and a propensity for turnovers, his talent and athleticism was too good to ignore. “When he makes up his mind, he really executes. He has worked hard to develop his skills,”10 Knap said after the win.

“It was definitely a classic.”11

“Classic” may have been an oversell; historic was a better adjective. Exactly forty calendar years had passed since Boise Junior College first laced up and played a football game. Through all of the winning—156 wins in twenty seasons under Lyle Smith, and now an 80–14 record under Knap—the Broncos could irrefutably lay claim to conference champions at the Division II level.

The week two victory over Montana State had proven to be the de facto conference title game; the Bobcats finished 5–1 in conference play, the loss to Boise State their lone slip. Heading home for the final two games of the season, they awaited other dominoes to fall in determining their postseason fate (conferece titles did not automatically guarantee a playoff spot).

With Autele and Hutt suiting up for the final time in front of their adoring fans, and an undefeated and 4th-ranked Cal Poly Mustangs team in town, a celebratory and proving ground day was in order. “This is our biggest game of the year,” Knap said as build-up began. “Now that we’ve won the title, the kids deserve a chance for one really big win.”12 After falling to the Mustangs the year prior, the Broncos could also take out a bit of venom as they ramped up for the playoffs.

They would.

Emphatically.

After falling behind 10–7 in the first quarter, and after a fumbled punt set up a Mustangs score, the Broncos steamrolled. Autele and Jim McMillan would throw for a combined 396 yards and five touchdowns. Don Hutt also scored a touchdown, and the team finished with 506 yards of total offense. They allowed just 216 yards of total offense, handing the Mustangs their first loss, forcing Knap to decry, “Our defense played better than it ever has before.” As the teams exited the field, the Broncos, with smiles stretching from ear-to-ear, could overhear their coach—normally stoic and calculating—exuberantly singing their praises: “What a fantastic defensive effort!”13

The following week’s narrow escape of UC Davis was hardly cause for concern. The Broncos were playoff-bound, set to host the South Dakota Coyotes in the quarterfinals. The Coyotes, co-champions of the North Central Conference (arguably the best in all of Division II), brought a tricky, wishbone-oriented offense that mixed in unusual passing concepts.

They were not a team that was easy to prepare for with an entire offseason to do so, let alone just one week.

“We are planning on playing our best game of the year on Saturday against them,” Knap said the Thursday before the game. After a 25-point fourth-quarter rally in their finale against UC Davis, Knap could feel something brewing with his team. “[The comeback] makes me think that there must be greater things in store for us than a defeat at the hands of South Dakota.”14

If Knap was worried about the Coyotes multi-faceted offensive attack, yet seeing “greater things” for his team, his gut feeling toward the positive would prevail. The Coyotes may have been unusual and difficult to prepare for, but they were, as it turned out, woefully inadequate in the talent department. Outside of running for 67 yards in the first quarter, keeping the Broncos’ offense on the sidelines, South Dakota was outclassed in every aspect of the game; their 3–0 lead early in the game was an anomaly when looking back at the end. After Boise State’s John Smith returned the ensuing kickoff 85 yards for a touchdown, giving the Broncos a 7–3 lead, the rout was on.

Jim McMillan, hemming the offense for the Broncos after Autele injured himself the week prior, was lethal through the air. The junior quarterback, making his fourth start of the season, threw for 285 yards while completing 21 of 30 passes. Autele, who was suffering from concussion symptoms, played sparingly, including a two-play drive in the third quarter which covered 56 yards and resulted in a touchdown.

Before the game Knap told reporters he was hoping to hang at least 35 points on the Coyotes; that number, he said, should be enough to counter the offensive output he was expecting. His team obeyed, rolling to a 53–10 win. To the surprise of almost everyone in the stadium, most especially the Coyotes, the Broncos defense destroyed South Dakota mentally with every possession.

“We started great, but then the dam broke open,” Joe Salem, South Dakota’s head coach, told the Associated Press after the game. “Nothing went well after the start.”15

The win set up a semifinals matchup against the Louisiana Tech Bulldogs, taking place in Wichita Falls, Texas. It was the longest road trip the Broncos had embarked on since their game against Hiram Scott in Nebraska in 1970.

Louisiana Tech’s defense, known as the “Immovable Objects”—due to their freakish size and aversion to giving up points—would have their hands full: making the flight to Texas was the Boise State offense, which by this point in the season could lay claim to the best in the country. The Broncos had accumulated 2,776 yards in the ground and 2,805 through the air—an absuredly even split—and were scoring at a clip of 40 points per game. Bulldogs head coach Maxie Lambright knew full well the challenges that awaited his team. “It will certainly be our toughest assignment our defense has faced all year,” he told The Times before the game.

Fortunately for Lambright, Knap could say the same thing; looking at the defensive stats for the Bulldogs was almost silly. At the very least, it could cause even the most God-fearing coach to reach for the bottle. Louisiana Tech had surrendered just eight touchdowns and 59 total points during the entire season. Although Boise State averaged 466 yards per game and would be going with Jim McMillan at quarterback after his late-season surge, Lambright felt confidence in his team’s ability to break the Broncos.

“This is the best defensive unit I have ever had, and I’m not going to be the one to tell them they can’t do it,” he said.16

The Bulldogs had won 31 of their previous 34 games overall; Boise State, taking a giant leap up from their quarterfinal game, had to play near-perfect in order to advance to the title game.

In assessing the difference between their previous opponent, South Dakota, and Louisiana Tech, Knap was glib.

“It’s kind of like jumping from the frying pan to the fire,” he told the Times.17

In their first-ever semifinal playoff game, Boise State would be facing the best defense they had ever seen. Louisiana Tech was the type of challenge they clamored for when they first began sniffing around the Division II ranks. Now that it was here, the reality of the challenge was clear.

Although they expected few fans of their own in the stadium, upon their arrival to Wichita, Kansas, the Wednesday before the game, Boise State was greeted warmly from, as Idaho Statesman reporter Jim Moore put it, “a uniformed band and dancing girls, with cowboy-hatted members of the Pioneer Bowl committee.”18

Dancing girls and cowboy-hatted well-wishers were nice; finding an answer for a defense that gave up 5.9 points per game would be nicer. When the teams kicked off on Saturday, December 8, that’s what the Broncos did … for the first ten minutes, at least.

Two Jim McMillan touchdown runs in the first quarter put the Broncos up 14–0, sending shockwaves up and down the Bulldogs’ sideline. In less than 15 minutes of action, the Broncos had almost tripled the scoring average of previous Louisiana Tech’s opponents. Although the Broncos were unable to run the ball consistently, outside of McMillan scrambles, his ability to stretch the field vertically through the air was giving Boise State a chance.

A see-saw affair took hold for the remainder of the game, until—with just a few minutes remaining in the fourth quarter and Boise State clinging to a 34–31 lead—the Bulldogs, and their All-American wide receiver Roger Carr, got one last chance.

Needing 65 yards to clinch the win, the Bulldogs, after wearing down Boise State’s vastly improved defense with 165 punishing yards on the ground, would rely on their star to deliver. With 12 seconds remaining in the game, Carr would do just that, hauling in a 21-yard touchdown pass from quarterback Denny Duron, capping off a dramatic, hard-fought win. In a matter of seconds, Boise State’s first trip to the playoffs was over, a victory snatched out of thin air.

Game, and season, finished.

On the final scoring play of the game, Boise State—having used a blitz-scheme successfully at various points throughout the game—again brought everyone they could at Duron, hoping the extra pressure would force an errant throw or possibly a turnover.

“As I came out of the huddle I said, ‘Help me, Lord,’” Carr said after the game. “I was praying they were in a man defense. And they were.”19

In the locker room following the game, Knap defended the team’s decision to bring extra pressure on the final play, knowing it would leave Carr alone with just one man to cover him. “We had blitzed them a couple of times and caught them with an inability to protect,”20 he said. The error cost the Broncos a shot at their first national championship.

After playing out of their shoes for the better part of the season, Boise State’s defense had cracked at the end, allowing Louisiana Tech to score at will for the last three quarters. The Broncos’ inability to run the ball successfully—they netted just 40 total yards on 37 carries—was the nail in their coffin.

Their season had ended abruptly, but a new standard had been set; not just for Knap’s tenure, but for the program as a whole. Their dominant run under Lyle Smith, and the national championship that had come with it as a junior college, was a small window into what they could be. Now, with one playoff run under their belt, the Broncos could see that there was something out there … something bigger.

* * *

The following season, 1974, saw the Broncos streak out to a 9–1 regular season record, tying their mark from the 1969 season. Unlike that year, when they were stuck in NAIA purgatory, they could fall back on their conference affiliation. Another conference title, and a return trip to the playoffs resulted in a first-round exit at the hands of Central Michigan. But back-to-back postseason berths had the Broncos sitting atop the Big Sky as the program to beat.

The only question, it seemed, was how long could the story last? How long would Tony Knap stick around before he was whisked away to a land of bigger paychecks and grander possibilities?

In an effort to delay that inevitability, Knap was rewarded another year of reappointment by the Idaho Board of Education, bumping his salary to $22,305—a pay raise of just over one thousand dollars from the year prior. After two consecutive Big Sky titles and two revenue-boosting playoff appearances, the program was as hot as it had ever been.

Knap, the maestro of it all, was reaping the rewards.

Adding even more intrigue to the program was the post-Boise State career of Jim McMillan. After taking over down the stretch of his junior season and putting forth a stellar senior campaign, McMillan was drafted in the 14th round of the 1975 NFL Draft by the Detroit Lions, capping off a remarkable turnaround. After serving as Ron Autele’s riverboat sidekick for much of his first two years on campus, he had impressed NFL scouts with his ability to maneuver, scramble, and make throws in poor weather conditions. He also won a lot of football games, a desired trademark in any quarterback.

The 1975 season would move along much as the previous seven had under Knap: the team would win nine regular-season games, win the Big Sky, make the playoffs just to bounce out short of their ultimate goal. It was successful, it was directly in line with the goals set forth by the program … and, as it turns out, it was the end of yet another era.

The season concluded on November 29, 1975, with a loss to Northern Michigan, 24–21, in the quarterfinals of their playoff game.

On January 29, 1976, after guiding the Broncos to a 71–19–1 record under his watch, Knap was out, heading south to take the head-coaching job at UNLV.

____________

1 The offseason before the team’s 1970 campaign began had proven to be a busy one; on February 1, it turned solemn. On that date, The Idaho State Journal ran a scathing article on the Civil Rights movements taking place in the state of Idaho.
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