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FOREWORD

When I became the head football coach at the University of Florida, I was well aware of the history of Gator football as it pertained to the incredible run during the 1990s. I watched Steve Spurrier's teams play and admired their abilities to compete and win games.

Once I arrived in Gainesville, it became clear that there was a deeper history to the school's football program. I am a big believer in celebrating the past and embracing the traditions and heroes of previous seasons.

Bringing those players back to speak to our team—Jack Youngblood, Carlos Alvarez, Emmitt Smith, Brad Culpepper, to name a few—helped our team win the 2006 national championship.

During my time at UF, it also has become obvious to me that Gainesville Sun sports columnist Pat Dooley has a grip on that history. Pat lived through much of it and has covered so many of the players who have made Florida football special.

In his book Game of My Life Florida, Pat takes Gator fans back into time and relives some of the special games in Florida football history, including a very special night for me and my family in Glendale, Arizona, with his chapter on Chris Leak.

The Gator Nation will enjoy looking back on these amazing accomplishments by so many of the people who helped make Florida the place to be in college football.

This book brings to life those games and those players who helped pave the way to many championships and happy times for the Gators.

Enjoy it with me and Go Gators!

There is also a chapter in Game of My Life about one of my favorite players—Ahmad Black. Ahmad made a huge play to help us win a second national title in 2008 and made the biggest play of my final game as Florida's coach in the Outback Bowl.

—Urban Meyer

Former Head Football Coach

Florida Gators Football



INTRODUCTION

When I was approached about writing a book detailing the “Game of My Life” for more than two dozen former Gator football players, I was giddy. Heck, I had seen almost all of the great performances in Florida history and knew many of the players involved.

And for a guy who considers deadline writing my best trait, having a year to write it made it seem like a snap.

But a few things happened along the way. In my job as columnist for The Gainesville Sun, I couldn't have foreseen the magical runs by the football and basketball teams. Covering the three-peat made my time more difficult to manage.

But with a lot of help, I got it done.

Since I had personal relationships with many of the players I wanted to interview, getting them to sit down for interviews wasn't difficult when I could find the time. Norm Carlson and Steve McClain with Florida's sports information department filled in details and phone numbers.

Jim Trebilcock and Brian Kratzer at The Sun helped with the technological aspects of the book.

And my wife, Karen, was incredibly understanding when I told her I was locking myself in the office to write.

Putting this book together was an educational experience. One thing I discovered in talking to this Who's Who of Gator players was how many of them made it to where they are because of two things:

1. Somewhere in their lives there was a mentor, whether it was a coach or a friend or a parent or even a peer group, who helped them with the foundation that allowed them to succeed.

2. They all had a tremendous inner fire that pushed them to be the best. One of my favorite stories involved Neal Anderson, who told his coaches at Florida that he was good enough to start and he'd better start or he was going home. He started against Kentucky and came up with “The Game of His Life.”

Memories are certainly faded and I had to provide some prodding with older players. Lindy Infante was the smart one, getting Carlson to send him the play-by-play of the 1960 Georgia Tech game to his Crescent Beach home so his memory would be refreshed when we sat down.

There were a couple of players I called who could not remember any game that stood out. They are not included in this book, but it doesn't mean they weren't great players.

One player whose memory was certainly fresh was Chris Leak. I saw Chris at a function before the 2006 season and told him I'd like to include him in the book after the season was over and his eligibility was up.

As I walked away from Chris, I wondered if there would be a compelling game that would interest the readers. If Florida went 8-4, what would that game be? At LSU in 2003? His first start? One of the Georgia games?

Little did I know that he would have one of the most memorable games of all as MVP of the BCS National Championship Game in Glendale, Arizona.

When I approached Florida coach Urban Meyer about writing the foreword for this book, he asked me if I had any of his players in it.

“Chris Leak,” I said.

“What was his game?” Meyer asked.

“What do you think?” I said.

Meyer then asked me if it was Leak's best game. I told him that he had better games statistically, but never a better game.

Some of the choices by the players may surprise you. Shane Matthews, who quarterbacked Florida to its first SEC title, chose his first game as a starter. So did Wayne Peace. James Bates chose his senior season return to Knoxville. Carlos Alvarez chose his return home to Miami as a sophomore.

Others were more obvious—Kerwin Bell's miracle against Auburn, Chris Doering's catch at Kentucky, Danny Wuerffel's national title win in New Orleans, Wilber Marshall's harrassment of USC's backfield.

The thing that I took away from this book more than anything was that I thought I knew just about everything there was to know about Florida football. It turns out I only knew the stuff on the surface.

These pages should give you insight that will surprise you and delight you. I hope so, because as someone who has been going to Gator games since 1962, this was truly a labor of love.

More than anything, I want to thank the players who gave me their time. With every one of them, I told them it would take 20 minutes or so and we always ended up talking for at least an hour.

One funny story before I turn you over to Game of My Life. Cris Collinsworth is a very busy man who is difficult to contact. We exchanged e-mails for about six months. He'd set a day and then not be able to do it because of TV or family obligations.

As deadline approached, I was about to give up, especially when Florida's basketball run began in 2007 at the SEC Tournament in Atlanta. I was going to be the one who would be busy.

So as I settled into my press row seat to cover a game I had been looking forward to—Kentucky vs. Alabama in the first round—my cell phone rang.

“Pat, it's Cris Collinsworth.”

Now?

What are you going to do? I missed the game but got the interview and Collinsworth's chapter is one of the most entertaining in the book.

Thanks for reading.



Chapter 1

CARLOS
ALVAREZ

FLORIDA VS. MIAMI
NOVEMBER 29, 1969
ORANGE BOWL
MIAMI, FLORIDA

PREGAME

Alvarez was born in Havana, Cuba, where he lived until he was 10 years old, attending a private school run by Dominican Brothers.

“We were learning philosophy in first grade and they emphasized sports,” he said. “Baseball was the big thing. I had no idea what a football was until I got here.”

His father went to law school with Fidel Castro and knew him well enough to realize that when Castro took over it was time to leave Cuba.

“He had to convince my mom and that took him about a year,” Alvarez said. “It was great living there. We were watching a revolution take place. You know how kids collect baseball cards, we used to collect bullets. The guerillas, we used to ask them for bullets. It seems bizarre now.

“We left at about the time Castro was getting ready to shut the door. We made it by a month. We took the ferry to Key West. We had visited the U.S. so we knew a little about it. The ferry brought our car over, too, and we had it packed with everything we could stuff in it. My dad was a lawyer for a shipping company and he had a lot of friends in the business. My brothers had silverware stuffed in their pockets. The authorities in Havana checked each car. When they came to our car they bypassed it because my dad had paid someone off.”

The family migrated to North Miami where nobody at the time spoke Spanish. At St. James Catholic School, two brothers and a sister were put into a difficult environment. The youngest Alvarez, Carlos wound up in the wrong classroom.

“I still remember the guy who sat in front of me—Paul Aaron,” he said. “I did everything he did. I would put Paul Aaron on the top of my papers because he did. Because it was North Miami, I don't have an accent. Within a month I was speaking English. I have aunts who moved to South Miami who still don't speak English.”

Because he played sports, it was easy to integrate himself into school. He attended North Miami High where Alvarez played running back and safety.

“I caught one pass my senior year,” he said. “I had the speed and I was the second-leading rusher in Dade County. I'd have been first but in the last game, this guy named Paul Casey, they wanted him to win the rushing title and he ran for 300 yards. We played our rivals and they shut me down.

“The big thing for me was there was a Boys Club near our house, It was basketball, baseball, and football. All the kids who played basketball and baseball went out for football so I did, too.”

After his junior season, Alvarez “pretty much committed” to Vanderbilt. He couldn't believe that they were offering a full ride. But during his senior year, other schools came calling.

One of them was Florida.

“Lindy Infante recruited me to Florida,” he said. “He was great. He made my mother feel like he was Hispanic. Once Florida offered, they flew the family up to Gainesville. It was perfect match for me. Both of my brothers were at Florida.”

Alvarez was also recruited by Miami where he had attended several games. He was a big fan of Miami quarterback George Mira, whose scrambling abilities caught Alvarez's eye.
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Carlos Alvarez still owns the career record at Florida for receptions with 172. University of Florida archives

But when the Hurricanes were recruiting Alvarez, he found himself in coach Charley Tate's office staring at a stuffed alligator hanging from the wall.

“It was offensive to me,” Alvarez said. “That's when I knew I was going to be a Gator.”

Florida recruited Alvarez as a running back or a defensive back, not as a wide receiver. But at 175 pounds, he wondered if running back was the right position, especially once practice started and he saw 200-pound All-America running back Larry Smith in action.

“I thought, ‘If that's the style of Florida football, I'll be dead by the end of the first year,’” he said.

Florida allowed Alvarez to try out at wide receiver. He was ready because of a strenuous workout schedule during the off-season. It was part work ethic, part fear of not making the team that drove him that summer.

“If I don't make it, I don't ever want to look back and say I should have done this or that,” he said.

During the high school all-star game at Florida Field, Alvarez caught a few passes out of the backfield from John Reaves. It was a hook-up that would become Florida legend.

One of his first pass routes in practice at UF came against All-America defensive back Steve Tannen. Alvarez ran a post pattern, caught a perfect spiral from Reaves and slowed down.

“One-on-one when you have the whole field and no safety rolling over, it's not too hard,” he said. “I beat Tannen clean, John threw a perfect pass, but Tannen came behind me when I stopped and just killed me.

“All of my Cuban temper came up. I jumped on him and started fighting him. The coaches were all over me, telling me you're not supposed to do that with the varsity.

“Lindy came over and said, ‘Don't do that… but he deserved it.’ After that first day, I was never going to move back.”

Freshmen weren't eligible then, so Alvarez had to wait his turn. He didn't have to wait long. After lighting up the upperclassmen in preseason practices, Reaves and Alvarez hooked up on a 70-yard touchdown pass on their first connection against Houston.

Alvarez kept it going, even making Sports Illustrated with his fingertip catch in a 21-6 win over Florida State. The Super Soph backfield rolled through the first six games of the season before suffering a loss at Auburn and a tie against Georgia.

Florida finished off its SEC schedule with a win over Kentucky, then had the week off before the regular-season finale against Miami.

Alvarez, for one, couldn't wait. He was going home a hero with a chance to play in front of so many people he knew.

Plus, there was a score to settle for that stuffed alligator hanging in the coach's office.

THE GAME OF MY LIFE

BY CARLOS ALVAREZ

The Miami game, from an individual standpoint, had so much going on emotionally for me. We had such a great season and to be able to go back with our team doing so well and me having a great season was special.

There are three or four games where everything is rolling right and the energy and things are flowing in the right direction and this was definitely one of them for me.

The game was in Miami on Thanksgiving weekend and it was the game I was pointing to all year. My family was pointing to it, so many friends in Miami were pointing to it. During the week I got a lot of calls from Miami people. The whole thing was channeled towards a special night.

When we got there my family was there at the hotel. I had to fly out the next day for the coaches’ All-America team television appearance in New York.

I always got really tense until I got on the field. I hated night games because you have to sit there all day. You just hate it.

I had all kinds of butterflies. You have to calm yourself because you don't want to waste any energy. I meditated. Now, the kids have mp3 players, which is great. You have to keep your mind off of it or you burn out before the game.

We had a great senior class. People talk about senior leadership, well, when I think back to my sophomore year, it made things easier for the sophomores who were there. They would fire us up at the right time. Our locker room was always calm, but this was an emotional setting.

The Orange Bowl was packed and there were so many Cubans there because I was first the Cuban athlete to really play football and get some recognition. We had a lot of Gator fans and a lot of Cuban fans in the stands. Miami would usually draw 20,000, but it was packed.

Before the game, four or five of my high school friends who used to sneak into the Orange Bowl told me before the game, “Not only are we going to sneak in but we'll meet you at the 50.” And there they were, not that I could do a whole lot with them, but it just cracked me up they made it that far.

You don't sneak up on anybody after that first game we had. We did sneak up on Houston, but after that a lot of times I got double-teamed, so we had to have balance.

We didn't put anything new in for this game. Our strategy was to see how the defensive backs were covering. We did the hitch just to let them know we could go long. You have to do that. It doesn't matter if you complete it or not; just get it into the defensive back's head. It opens up middle routes.

The first pass I caught was a long pattern. I figured Miami wanted to take me out of the game with double teams. On the first pass, I remember going up and catching the ball and falling even though nobody was touching me because I wanted to make sure I caught the ball.

Once I got the first one, it was all over in my mind. I knew. Even when I was warming up, I was catching everything John threw. I remember doing a 25-yard out pattern reaching out with one hand and pulling it in. It just stuck. And I was feeling the energy. My legs were fresh because we had an open date.

They single-covered me for much of the game until it started to pile up and then they doubled me. Andy Cheney was playing opposite me but he got hurt. He actually had more catches than me when he went out. John was just on.

To catch 15 passes in one game, you have to have a lot working for you. To run that many routes, you have to be fresh. It was a night game, so it wasn't hot. The other receivers have to be playing well to keep the defense from keying on you. And you have to have a close game or you're out. It was close enough although we had them the whole way. The final was 35-16.

That last catch of the game, Miami was double teaming me. Fred Pancoast, who was our offensive coordinator, put me in the slot just to get me another touchdown. I ran a fly pattern and I was wide open. They didn't have to do that for me because we had it won. I always appreciated that.

My brother Arthur came down on the field after the game, It was a magical moment.

I knew I was in double digits, but 15 catches is a lot of catches. I was truly surprised when they told me after the game.

The funny thing is we had the ball one time on the 1-yard line and I ran a fly pattern and I was 10 yards behind the defender. It was one of the few passes John didn't throw well. He underthrew it and the defender got back there and tipped it. It would have been a 99-yard touchdown.

The 15 catches is a record that still stands, although the 237 yards was broken by Taylor Jacobs in 2002. It was just a special night that I'll never forget.

THE AFTERMATH

Florida went on to win the Gator Bowl game 14-13, but Ray Graves was out as the UF coach and Doug Dickey was in. Alvarez aggravated an arthritic condition in his knee working out on the UF track during the summer and was never the same player.

“I overdid it, like I always did, just trying to get faster,” he said.

He also had a problem with the way the coaching change took place and even tried to organize an athletes union.

With Dickey's run-oriented attack and his sore knees, Alvarez never had a season like 1969 as Florida went 7-4 in his junior season and 4-7 in his senior season. But he did finish with a bang, catching the final pass of the ’71 season to allow Reaves to get the NCAA career passing record.

Alvarez was drafted by Dallas in the 15th round of the 1972 draft.

“They kind of surprised me,” he said. “I told them I was going to law school and I'd see how it worked out, but I knew I was finished with football.”

He earned a law degree at Duke, taught for four years at SMU and then worked in Jacksonville for a year.

Alvarez settled in Tallahassee where he practices law. He still makes it back to Gainesville for Gator games.



Chapter 2

NEAL
ANDERSON

FLORIDA VS. KENTUCKY
NOVEMBER 13, 1982
COMMONWEALTH STADIUM
LEXINGTON, KENTUCKY

PREGAME

Anderson was born on the same day the only hospital opened in his hometown of Graceville, Florida, but the brand new hospital wasn't equipped to deliver babies. So he was actually born across the border in Dothan, Alabama, then moved to the hospital in Graceville.

There was no Boys Club in Graceville, a small town with no red light and no fast food restaurants at the time, but from the time he started playing in the playgrounds he was showing off his speed.

“I was always fast,” he said. “I was the fastest in elementary school, fastest in middle school, fastest in high school. I got it from my dad. He was really fast. The old guys in town would always say, ‘You're fast, but you're not as fast as your daddy’

“When I started playing football in the seventh grade, I had three things going for me—I was fast, strong, and mean. It was a tough town, everybody working at the mill. You had to be tough to make it. So I had this mean streak, which is exactly what I needed.”

At the end of his ninth grade season, Anderson was moved up to the varsity and started as a sophomore. By the time he was finished at Graceville, he had all of the school's rushing records.

“My junior and senior year, I could pretty much run for as many yards as I wanted to,” he said.

But long before that, he knew where he was headed. At a recent Neal Anderson Day in Graceville, a middle school classmate showed Anderson a yearbook. Under his picture, Anderson signed it, “Neal ‘Superstar’ Anderson. Save this because when I'm playing pro football nobody will believe you knew me.”

First he had to get to college, which was clearly not going to be a problem. Anderson dropped baseball early in high school to concentrate on football.

“My dad still thinks I made a mistake,” Anderson said.

The scouts were all over Graceville. Its one hotel was constantly sold out although Anderson suspected one school was buying up all the rooms to keep the others away.

The prevailing suspicion in Graceville was that Anderson would join the long line of great tailbacks at Southern Cal, but he wanted his mother and father to be able to see him play. So it came down to three SEC schools—Alabama, Auburn, and Florida.

“I was very close to going to Alabama,” he said. “When Bear Bryant came to our little town to recruit me, it was the biggest thing that had ever happened there. They let the kids out of school that day.

“I always hear the stories about guys getting rich off recruiting. Heck, my family went into debt. Every time a Bear Bryant or a Pat Dye was coming to my living room, we'd go out and buy stuff to make it look good.”

Bryant told Anderson that the Tide was ditching the Wishbone offense and going to the power-I formation which featured the tailback. He didn't believe the old coach. Why would he make the change? It didn't make sense. As it turns out, Alabama did just that the following year.

“The hardest thing I had to do was call Coach Bryant and tell him I wasn't coming,” Anderson said. “He was so nice to me. When the word got out, there was this booster who came over to my house and walked right in and turned our TV off. Right in our house. You should have seen the look on my mother's face.”
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Neal Anderson was named second-team All-SEC in 1984 and first team the following year as a senior. University of Florida archives

In the end, his decision came down to this—if you go to Alabama and win, so what? The Tide had a long history of championships. You're just another one of those guys who got it done in Tuscaloosa.

If you go to Florida, which had never won the SEC, and win big, it could be something special.

To the people back in Graceville, it didn't make any sense. The town was still buzzing from the whole recruiting process that had been a circus with college football royalty walking the streets daily. That was exciting, but the decision was puzzling.

Florida already had James Jones and Lorenzo Hampton in the backfield and had signed another big-time running back in John L. Williams. Why would Neal want to go to a crowded house?

“Everyone thought I was crazy,” Anderson said. “But I knew I could play at that level. I was very confident. People were wondering how I was going to handle the big city which Gainesville was compared to Graceville. But I wasn't worried.”

Neal Superstar Anderson was heading for college with pro aspirations. But it wouldn't be easy to crack a line-up that had so much talent.

It's amazing that an 8-4 season would be chronicled so often in these pages—this is one of four games from 1982 chosen by the players who were picked for this book—but the ’82 season was a wild ride.

As the season began, Anderson was at the bottom of the depth chart. In addition to Williams, Hampton, and Jones, Florida had signed Joe Henderson and Leon Pennington. The good news for Anderson was that Charley Pell was drifting away from the one-back sets that Mike Shanahan had brought to Gainesville, using the fullback more.

Still, the fiesty Anderson saw it another way.

“I always thought it was political,” he said. “There were no boosters in my hometown. Actually there was one doctor who gave a little bit of money. I thought that made a difference.

“But when we'd be out on the practice field, they had trouble tackling me. I was getting very frustrated that I wasn't playing.”

Florida opened with dramatic wins over Miami and Southern Cal, but three SEC losses doomed UF's chances of a conference title again. A 44-0 loss to Georgia was especially humiliating.

Next up—Kentucky in Lexington. Back then, Florida always played the Wildcats in November when the grass had turned brown and cold was in the air. The boys from the Sunshine State often had a difficult time with the Wildcats.

THE GAME OF MY LIFE

BY NEAL ANDERSON

Up to this point, I was hardly playing at all. I was frustrated and upset and wondering why they wouldn't let me get in there. I knew I could play. I knew I could do something big. I also knew that this week would be my chance.

Lorenzo Hampton got into trouble with some kind of phone issue and was suspended. John L. Williams pulled a hamstring in practice a couple of days before the game. Leon Pennington had moved to linebacker. They had to play me now. I was the only tailback left.

Vince Kendrick was the running backs coach and he came to me to tell me that Coach Pell had decided to go with the one-back set for this game and just use James Jones. I couldn't believe it. Why did they think I couldn't play at this level? I knew I could.

So I went to Mickey Andrews, who was a defensive coach but had recruited me to Florida. He covered the Panhandle for them. I told him that I appreciated everything he had done for me, but that this was going to be it for me at Florida. I was breaking tackles in practice, I had the speed, I knew what I was doing and they were down to one tailback and I wasn't going to play. I was going home.

The day before the game, Vince came to me and told me I was starting. I guess they believed I was going to quit and they didn't want me to leave.

The night before the game, I slept like a baby. I always did, especially when I knew I wasn't going to play. There was usually no adrenaline rush when I'd put the uniform on. But it was there for this game. There was a lot of excitement.

I knew I could do it, but you never know what is going to happen in one given game. Is the line going to block well for you? And I knew that if I didn't have a good game, it might be a long time before I got another chance. I knew I needed to make something happen, but sometimes when you think like that you press and make mistakes. So I had to try to be calm but there was a lot of excitement running through me.

James Jones helped me stay calm. He kept patting me on the head. And right before the game, he came over and hit me pretty hard. I hit him back. He was trying to get me ready. We kept hitting each other, harder and harder. The adrenaline was definitely flowing.

Our plan was to run the ball against them. I don't know if they were keying on someone else, but I kept getting yards. I'd get five and then 10. It was a snowball effect. Once we got rolling, they couldn't stop us.

We beat them pretty easily, 39-13, and the yards kept piling up. But I had no idea how many I had. Back in those days, there was nobody on the sideline to tell you how many yards you had. Today, if a guy is getting close to 100 or breaking a record, there's somebody there to tell the coach.

So I just kept running, ripping off yards. James was genuinely excited. He kept slapping me on the helmet after every run, really hard, keeping me going.

At the end of the game, I was hoping I had 100 yards. But I had no idea how many I had. In the locker room, the reporters came to me and told me I had rushed for 197 yards. I was surprised. At the time, it was the fourth highest total for any Gator running back in history.

I carried the ball 33 times, which was the most ever for a Florida player. But I wasn't tired. I just kept running.

It's funny because I didn't keep many game balls or trophies during my career. When I'd get a game ball with the Bears, I'd come out of the locker and there would be a bunch of kids and I'd play with them and give one of them the game ball. But the one game ball that is still in my father's house is the one from that game. That was a special one.

The big thing was that I knew I could play like that and now I had shown the coaches I could. I had my big chance and I capitalized on it. It was a special feeling. And I remember Coach Andrews and his wife were real excited. He had talked to me about playing defensive back because I liked to hit people. A lot of schools recruited me as a defensive back. But there was no question where I was going to play after that game.

THE AFTERMATH

Anderson remained in the starting line-up for the remainder of his career. Over the next three years, he led the team in rushing. In 1984, Florida got that first SEC championship, only to have it stripped that summer by the conference presidents because of NCAA violations.

In 1985, Anderson was a first-round pick by the Chicago Bears. Walter Payton was entering the last years of his career, and the Bears wanted to groom a replacement.

“It was difficult for him,” Anderson said. “I wanted to play. The first year, I told Mike Ditka if I didn't play I was going to quit. He put me on special teams. I was supposed to play safety but I'd see a hole and barrel through it to get the return man. So he just told me to go find the ball.

“The next year they put me at fullback, but they ran a lot of tailback plays for me. That was it for Walter. He retired the next year.”

Although Ditka and Anderson often butted heads, Anderson was the only NFL back to go over 1,000 yards in each of the 1988, 1989, and 1990 seasons. He made four straight Pro Bowls, rushing for 6,166 career yards and scoring 71 touchdowns rushing and receiving before retiring after the 1993 season.

Anderson returned to Gainesville where he has taken the money he earned in pro football and turned it into thriving businesses. He owns a peanut farm in Williston and is part-owner of seven banks in the area. Most of his time is spent shuttling his three children—T.C., Camille, and Brianna—to their sporting events.
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FLORIDA VS. TENNESSEE
SEPTEMBER 21, 1996
NEYLAND STADIUM
KNOXVILLE, TENNESSEE

PREGAME

Although his father played at Tennessee and his mom went to school there, James Bates didn't move to the state until his high school freshman year. Until then, he had been bouncing around the country as his father Jim moved for coaching jobs.

“We always watched the Vols,” Bates said. “It was Daddy's team. I always had Tennessee stuff. But we were always on the move. I think that's one of the things that helped me adjust later in life, to be able to adapt to so many different people. We'd be somewhere a couple of years and start wondering when we were going to move again.”

His parents divorced when Bates was 12 and his mother moved to New York. He spent time with both parents, but when his father got a job as an assistant at Tennessee, both sides agreed to move there for some stability for James and his younger brother Jeremy.

Bates went to Bearden High in Knoxville, but the coach at Seiver County High (Mike Biddix) wanted him to come to the school 20 miles away in Seiverville.

“My mom was looking for a job so I told him that if he got her a job I'd come,” Bates said. “He did, but when we got there, of course, there was no job.”

Bates had shown off his talent as a freshman playing for the varsity in Rochester, New York, a 185-pound wide receiver and outside linebacker with a nose for the ball. He fit right in at Seiver County (nicknamed the Smoky Bears) and enjoyed both school and sports.

As a sophomore he played some strong safety before moving to inside linebacker. As a junior, he played one of his best games in a playoff loss to Todd Helton's Knox County team, turning on recruiters for the following season.

“We didn't make the playoffs my senior season,” he said. “One of my biggest regrets was that we didn't finish up well.”

A high school All-American playing just outside of the Tennessee campus where his dad had been a player and a coach? Well, he's just got to go play for the Vols.

“Tennessee football was all they had up there,” Bates said. “My dream was to play big-time college football. There was a feeling then that if you were being recruited by Tennessee, why would you want to go anywhere else?

“But it was a little too close to home. I was ready for something new. I was used to moving every couple of years so I was getting a little antsy. And a big thing for me was that I had to wear No. 44. I was a big Brian Bosworth fan when I was living in Texas. Fee Bartley had just graduated from Florida and that was his number.

“And Florida was sexy. Coach (Steve) Spurrier, I'll never forget him telling me this, ‘All of the people up where you are want to turn 60 so they can come down to Florida and live.’ That stuck with me.”

Little did he know that was the same pitch that had been presented to Spurrier when he left East Tennessee for Gainesville.

Jim Bates wanted his son to make his own decision. Joyce Bates was a heavy Tennessee lean. Bates made trips to UCLA, Michigan, Texas, Tennessee and Florida. The only one that included his mother was Tennessee.

But as soon as he visited Florida, he knew where he wanted to be.

James Bates (44) was one of the best players on Florida's 1996 national title team and has parlayed his personality into a television career. The Gainesville Sun
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“I was in Coach Spurrier's office and he said we should call Mom and Dad,” he said. “Mom said, ‘That's nice. I'll see you when you get home.’ Then she hung up. I pretended like I was still talking to her.

“It was bad in the Bates house for a while. Coach Spurrier and Coach (Jim) Collins came up a few weeks later and told her how happy they were that I was going to be a Gator. She said, ‘If it were up to me you wouldn't be sitting in this house.’ But the day I left was the day she went and got all of her Florida gear.”

After he signed with UF, Bates wore a shirt to every workout in Seiverville.

It read, in magic marker, “9/17.”

The date of Florida's game that year in Knoxville.

“I just wanted to be part of that rivalry,” he said. “I wanted to help them lose to Florida, to make 100,000 people go home crying.”

It didn't work out the first year. Bates was injured and didn't dress, but he did make the trip as the Vols won easily on a rainy day.

“It was a terrible experience,” he said. “I was soaked and that was the flight where we lost cabin pressure. We were joking that the headline would say, ‘Gators Get Killed Twice.’ I just knew I never wanted a repeat of that day.”
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