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			Praise for The Perfect Pass

			“The most entertaining book on football this decade . . . [Gwynne] writes with the enthusiasm of a fan and the scope of a historian.”

			—Allen Barra, The Dallas Morning News

			“A thrill-a-minute book . . . Along with his protégé Mike Leach, now the head coach at Washington State University, Mr. Mumme revolutionized their sport in ways that, frankly, dwarf the legacy of Billy Beane and his gang from Moneyball.”

			—Will Leitch, The Wall Street Journal

			“Informative and entertaining and a must-read for anyone interested in the inner game of football strategy . . . If you are a football coach, football fan, or simply a guy who likes a good story, S. C. Gwynne scored a touchdown.”

			—Tony DeMeo, American Football Monthly

			“The tale of Hal Mumme and how he changed American football is a David and Goliath story with similarities to Michael Lewis’s Moneyball: The Art of Winning an Unfair Game. . . . That was a different sport and era, but both Beane and Mumme found themselves in underdog positions and used creative, out-of-the-box thinking to level the playing field.”

			—Houston Press

			“Being a football coach who goes against the way the game has long been played is deeply challenging. S. C. Gwynne captures perfectly how Hal Mumme’s Air Raid offense helped change the landscape of college football forever. It’s a great story.”

			—Bruce Arians, head coach, Arizona Cardinals

			“When we played against a Hal Mumme offense, our defense had to be changed dramatically. You had to throw away everything you knew or you were going to get beat. Every offensive coordinator and defensive coordinator in football better study this book to find out why.”

			—Jerry Glanville, former NFL and college head coach

			“Hal Mumme has always been a true American genius, and every year teams running his offense are among the tops in yards and points. I know, because I would’ve liked to have hired him. He has a brilliant football mind, and here at last is his amazing story, told in full.”

			—Bob Stoops, head coach, University of Oklahoma

			“The Perfect Pass is a perfect book about football—and the transformative power of innovation. S. C. Gwynne brings the same remarkable reporting and storytelling skills he used in Empire of the Summer Moon and Rebel Yell to reveal the dramatic history behind the passing revolution that disrupted and forever changed America’s favorite sport. His portrait of Hal Mumme, the unknown underdog coach who unleashed the Air Raid offense on the modern game, is superb, at once capturing the passion and genius that made him an unsung hero of his generation.”

			—Texas Monthly

			“If you are a coach, a manager, an entrepreneur, an executive, an MBA student, etc., looking for a real-life example of thinking way outside the box and changing your industry or field completely, then The Perfect Pass is the book for you. Read it, digest it, and then apply it to your life’s work.”

			—Texas History Page

			“[An] illuminating history.”

			—The New Yorker

			“Rich, well-told story of Hal Mumme, who spent years losing before inventing the Air Raid offense, which has swept football.”

			—Sports Illustrated

			“It is undeniable that the Air Raid, the fast passing game, and the frequency of the forward pass are now imprinted on football, especially, as Gwynne notes, on the college level, though also in the NFL. That makes his subtitle all the more fitting, for undeniably, the two coaches changed the game—and brought glory to their institutions. A superb treat for all gridiron fans.”

			—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

			“Excellent sports history . . . an inspiring reminder that great ideas don’t automatically permeate the existing ideology. Sometimes a devoted few must pursue their principles with diligence, even if they don’t get the glory.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“A rousing tale of innovation finding success in the face of the gale-force winds of convention.”

			—Booklist

			“Gwynne masterfully reports how this eccentric offensive genius . . . followed his own path and put passing at the forefront to runaway success. His stamp is everywhere, even in the NFL.”

			—Austin American-Statesman

			“The most fun football book I’ve read in some time.”

			—Chris Brown, SmartFootball.com
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For my wife, Katie, who encouraged me to write this book, and for my daughter, Maisie, who came up with its title


We decided that since football is a game with a ball in it, we should use the ball, we should let the boys play with the ball, we should put the ball in the air, we should let people see the ball.

—Glenn “Tiger” Ellison

Head Football Coach

Middletown (Ohio) High School, 1945–1963

Now and then we had a hope that if we lived and were good, God would permit us to be pirates.

—Mark Twain
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The Mad Pirate’s Revenge

The Red Raiders are almost out of time.

With 1 minute and 23 seconds left in the game, Texas Tech’s football team trails the University of Texas, 33–32. They have the ball on their own 38-yard line, 62 yards from the end zone. They have one time-out left, but the clock is just one of their problems. Texas is the top-ranked team in the country, loaded with future NFL draft picks. In the previous three weeks the Longhorns have beaten, consecutively, the first-, eleventh-, and seventh-ranked teams in the nation, on whom they have hung a collective 129 points. Texas’s Heisman-candidate quarterback, Colt McCoy, has just engineered a textbook-perfect, 11-play, 80-yard touchdown drive to take the lead. On the Texas sideline you can see that the Horns are juiced. They are chest-bumping. They are jumping up and down. They are screaming.

So are the 56,000 Red Raiders fans in the stands, who have watched, agonizingly, as their team’s 22–6 lead has steadily vaporized in the second half. They are desperate to win. Tech is ranked sixth—a rare occurrence in itself—and has never beaten a number-one-ranked team in its 85-year history. The game has been wildly hyped. The West Texas campus has been turned into a giant, free-floating pep rally. ESPN’s College GameDay carnival has trundled into town with its 15,000 hangers-on. An elaborate tent city with 2,000 residents has sprung up around the stadium, loaded with so much digital technology and generator-powered electricity that it glows at night.

But as the clock ticks perilously toward 0, the feeling in Lubbock on this warm November night in 2008 goes much deeper than that. In spite of the odds, Tech fans believe, as an article of unwavering faith, that they will win. They do not doubt it. That is not just because their football team is having an exceptional year. The real reason is that they are the possessors of what is, by the traditional standards of the Big 12 Conference and the rest of the NCAA, a sort of gridiron black magic, a brand of offense so profoundly different from what their opponents play, so alien to the conventions of the rest of American football, and so astoundingly effective that for almost a decade it has consistently defied the best efforts of the best defensive minds in football to stop it. They call it the Air Raid. That’s because the magic is in the air: balls thrown and balls caught. In their hearts, the citizens of Red Raider Nation do not believe that it can be stopped.

Most of America is seeing the offense’s oddities for the first time, as Texas Tech sets up at the line of scrimmage. Conventional wisdom holds that offensive linemen should position themselves close together so that there is no more than a foot or foot and a half between them, creating the effect of an impenetrable wall. Often they are closer than that. Texas Tech’s offensive linemen are, as one amazed commentator puts it, “strung out from here to Amarillo.” There are four or more feet between the center, guards, and tackles, creating a line that looks, when viewed from the end zone, shockingly porous. As though any self-respecting linebacker could just walk right through those vast open spaces and kill the quarterback. Nobody lines up like this. The linemen, moreover, do not get down in the normal three- or four-point stance, ready to fire out, like everybody else. Instead, they stand, hands resting lightly on their thighs, looking like men waiting for a bus. Nor do they even position themselves on the line of scrimmage. They are set back from it, deeper than the center. Football traditionalists would tell you that they look like a group of fat men who are about to be knocked backward onto their Buick-sized hindquarters, while the defensive tackles and linebackers ravage the backfield. Tech has been setting up this way for years. Hardly anyone, anywhere, does any such thing.

Where did this madness come from? The simple answer is, Texas Tech’s coach, a slender, mild-mannered man of average height who never played football in college. His name is Mike Leach. He is the proximate antithesis of the beefy, square-jawed drill sergeants who have populated American football since the 19th century. He has a law degree from Pepperdine University. His intellectual interests range from history—Apaches, pirates, Wyatt Earp, the Vikings, Winston Churchill, Daniel Boone, Napoleon Bonaparte—to the tango, the philosophy of John Wooden, the music of Jimmy Buffett, and, because he is a surfer, the dynamics of offshore breaks in San Onofre, California. When recruiting players, he does card tricks and tells pirate stories. In conversation he generally wants to talk about anything other than football.

But when he does think about football, interesting things happen. During his nine-year tenure at Texas Tech, he has compiled a 73-37 record. But those numbers tell you nothing. He has accomplished that while playing in one of the nation’s toughest conferences and using players that few or no other elite college football programs wanted. In five of those nine years, Texas Tech—running its mysterious, pass-crazy Air Raid system—led the nation in offense, routinely hanging ungodly numbers of points on the opposition. Leach’s first quarterback, Kliff Kingsbury, set the all-time NCAA record for career completions. His second, B. J. Symons, passed for the most yardage in a single season in NCAA history. His third and fourth, Sonny Cumbie and Cody Hodges, also led the nation in passing. Symons, Cumbie, and Hodges, moreover, were all fifth-year seniors who only started for a single season. Leach’s current quarterback, Graham Harrell, who has actually played three years, was the first quarterback in NCAA history to have multiple 5,000-yard-plus seasons. His completion rate is an astonishing 70 percent. (He will soon set the all-time NCAA record for career touchdown passes, with 134.) Tech never huddles and plays blazingly fast, running as many as 90 plays a game compared with the NCAA and NFL average of 65. The Red Raiders throw 50 or 60 passes a game. Sometimes more. They rarely punt, even on fourth-and-4 from their own 35-yard line. They disdain field goals.

To say that Tech’s Air Raid offense can score quickly is to understate the point. In 2004 the Red Raiders were trailing a good TCU team, 21–0, with 8 minutes to go in the second quarter. It looked like a blowout. One of the TCU defensive backs was even captured on camera saying, “They aren’t going to score.” Texas Tech won the game 70–35, behind five touchdown passes and 441 yards of spectacular aerial offense. That same year Tech rang up 70 points on Nebraska, the most that had been scored against the Cornhuskers in their 114-year history. In the 2006 Insight Bowl, trailing Minnesota, 38–7, in the third quarter, Texas Tech rallied to win 44–41 in overtime—the greatest comeback in NCAA bowl history. This is why Raiders fans believe. When Tech lost, it was often no fault of the offense. In 2007 the Raiders went down to Texas, 59–43, and to Oklahoma State, 49–45. Air Raid is an offensive, not a defensive, system. Leading up to the Texas game in 2008, Tech is undefeated and averaging 48 points a game. Ten of its scoring drives this year took less than 1 minute and 30 seconds.

Which is just a little bit more time than Mike Leach has now, facing a dazzling, adrenaline-pumped array of all the talent he has no access to.

With 1:23 to go, Harrell zips an 8-yard pass over the middle to running back Baron Batch. He follows it with a swing pass for a first down, then an 11-yard dart to wideout Detron Lewis at the 38-yard line. With 28 seconds to go, Harrell, dead calm in the pocket, hits the other wide receiver, Edward Britton, down the left sideline for 10 yards and another first down.

Unbeknownst to almost everyone watching this game, two of the four passes Harrell has thrown are actually the same play, known as Four Verticals, a sort of backyard, “everybody go deep” play that has been adapted to the Air Raid attack. The Texas defensive coaches, on the other hand, know all about Four Verticals. They can diagram it in their sleep. They know exactly what Tech is doing, but they can’t stop it. This is the true beauty of the Air Raid; the reason it will be written about in history next to the single wing and the wishbone. With 15 seconds to go, Leach calls Four Verticals again. This time the ball is deflected off the hands of Texas defensive back Blake Gideon.

There are 8 seconds left. The crowd is hysterical, a stadium full of shimmering, dancing patterns of red and black. Fifty-six thousand fans scream in unison.

The ball is on the 28-yard line. It’s second down. Tech, playing with its single time-out, needs to move the ball maybe 5 yards downfield, putting it within the range of its kicker. A field goal wins the game.

But the Air Raid is not about kicking field goals or punting or doing anything except scoring touchdowns. The Red Raiders’ shorthand for Four Verticals, in fact, is simply the number “6”—the number of points they believe they are going to get every time they run it. And now Leach wants one more touchdown. He’s not going short, he’s going long. He calls . . . Four Verticals. Tech sets up, Harrell in the shotgun flanked by a single running back, four receivers spread wide. On the far right is Michael Crabtree, the best receiver in the nation, winner of two consecutive Biletnikoff Awards, a lightly recruited high school quarterback whom no college coach other than Leach knew what to do with.

Eight seconds.

Harrell waits, standing on the 36-yard line. The ball is snapped. Crabtree streaks down the right sideline. Texas Tech quarterbacks are taught to make quick reads, and Harrell sees more or less instantly that—for some reason known only to God, Texas head coach Mack Brown, and his defensive coordinator, Will Muschamp—Texas has elected to use single coverage on Crabtree. That single defender is freshman cornerback Curtis Brown. As Brown sprints to keep up, Crabtree, running full tilt, turns to find Harrell’s eyes, and in a flash they both know what is going to happen. Crabtree is going to slow down and let Brown run by him, then he will spin to his right. Harrell’s pass will travel 30 yards in the air, as Leach later puts it, “to Crabtree’s outside ass cheek.”

Harrell hits his target. Crabtree catches it at the 6, spins to the outside, and, instead of stepping out-of-bounds with 3 seconds to go to set up an easy field goal, shucks Brown milliseconds before the safety arrives and tightropes into the end zone with 1 second on the clock. It is impossible to fully express the depth of happiness Texas Tech fans feel at this moment. Years of perceived disrespect by Texas and everybody else are obliterated. They go crazy. The extra point is an afterthought, as is Texas’s last play from scrimmage. Tech wins, 39–33.

*  *  *

The victory over Texas marked the moment that Mike Leach and his radical Air Raid offense stepped into the full glare of the national spotlight. Since his arrival in Lubbock in 2000, he had always been seen as a marginal, pass-happy guy who played a sort of anti-football and scared the hell out of everybody—an eccentric uncle who was entertaining but in the end was never going to win anything big. There was always a suggestion, too, sometimes spoken aloud but often implied, that this wasn’t real football anyway.

Beating Texas changed all that. It was no longer possible to dismiss Leach as a refugee from a Jimmy Buffett concert, or his passing attack as a sort of cheap novelty item that would soon vanish in the heat mirages of the High Plains. Here was a coach in the bone-dry wastes of West Texas, where few top-rated recruits would willingly choose to go, putting together teams that consistently piled up huge yardage against the nation’s elite football schools. He did it with fifth-year senior quarterbacks with weak arms, and he did it with slow receivers and running backs and offensive linemen whom no one else wanted. Just exactly what this “system” was few could say. Only a handful of people inside the football community really understood how it worked. The rest of the world could only theorize about what sort of mad-professor schematics could allow a team of second-raters from Lubbock to hang 70 points on Nebraska. But the proof that this was a “system,” commentators all agreed, was that hardly any of Leach’s players, and none of his quarterbacks, ever made it in the NFL. They were merely products of a scheme that magically spun dross into gold, mediocre quarterbacks into NCAA record-holders. It was a nice conceit, but it still didn’t explain how the thing worked.

Amid all this new interest in the Air Raid—which would grow as the system began to dominate huge swaths of American football in the following years, from the pee-wees to the pros—was the obsession, as old as the game of football itself, with the “unstoppable” play. Such a thing was not entirely mythical. It had existed, for several brilliant, flashing moments in history. There was Harvard’s weird, lethal (and later outlawed) flying wedge in 1892. Pop Warner’s sweep off his radical single wing at the Carlisle Indian Industrial School and Clark Shaughnessy’s counterplay from the T formation at Stanford both had long moments of invincibility. When it was unveiled to the world in 1969, no one could stop Darrell Royal and Emory Bellard’s triple-option play out of the wishbone, which started at the University of Texas and tore through American football in the 1970s and early 1980s.

Defenses eventually caught up, of course, as unstoppable objects finally met immovable forces. You could only fool people so long. That is the story of the game of football. But the myth lingered. Everyone wanted to see the Four Horsemen ride again. And it was not lost on the coaching community, once their noses had been fully rubbed in it at the Texas game, that Leach had been running exactly the same offense—featuring the same handful of basic plays, including his favorite, Four Verticals—in the Big 12 for nearly a decade. And that, after a decade’s worth of intensive film study and game experience and much grinding of teeth and cogitation and marking of dry-erase boards, defensive coaches in one of the nation’s toughest conferences still could not stop it. The Texas game was the perfect case in point: How could Tech possibly call the same play four out of six times with everything on the line and use it to beat a number-one-ranked team in the biggest game of the year? Was that not the very definition of the unstoppable play? Leach had others like it, too, that haunted the nightmares of defensive coordinators. They had names like Y-cross, Y-sail, and mesh. Nobody had figured out a foolproof way to stop them either. Only a handful of coaches in the country even understood the concept behind them.

Mike Leach was not the inventor of the Air Raid offense, though he had played a major role in its development. What fans saw at Texas Tech in the miraculous season of 2008 was merely the final flowering of an American sports technology that had its origins a quarter century before, in a small town on the rolling plains of Central Texas, with a coach nobody had ever heard of, at a high school that couldn’t beat anybody, with an idea that the football world thought was somewhere between crazy and suicidal.
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A Job You Wouldn’t Want

In the annals of the American workplace, there are few jobs as thankless, unforgiving, underpaid, overworked, lacking in security, destructive to marriages, and mercilessly competitive as coaching college football. Yes, there is the warm glow that comes from making an impact on the lives of impressionable young athletes, teaching them the virtues of courage, discipline, teamwork, etc.

But for the dewy-eyed idealists and everyone else, the more immediate reality is this: The college football coach is the one with the cell phone pressed firmly to his ear in the delivery room, at parent-teacher conferences, on family vacations. His job requires him to miss weddings, funerals, marriages, the births of his children. College football coaches work all the time. The football season is filled with coaches’ meetings, film and training sessions, practices, team travel, games, meetings with irate parents, and the complex logistics of running a large organization. The average football coach clocks 100 hours a week, in season, often sleeping in his office.I Nor is there anything “off” about the off-season. After the final game, they take to the road to recruit new players, traveling for weeks at a time, staying in Best Westerns, eating at Arby’s, and spending untold hours in living rooms trying to sell parents, athletes, high school coaches, and guidance counselors on the excellence of their programs. For many of them the money is lousy. Their job security is a joke. Nobody gets fired or changes location more than a college coach. A dozen moves in twenty years is common. (High school coaches work hard and move frequently, too, though turnover there is much lower. They are also paid significantly more money at junior levels. But mainly they are spared from the bane of most college coaches’ lives: the ceaseless task of recruiting new players.)

If they win, they are loved and celebrated. That is the good part. That is the first noble truth about coaching. The second noble truth is that, in this cruelly Darwinian world, coaches who lose have their houses egged, their cars keyed, and their wives shunned at church functions. Losing consistently is nothing less than proof that you, your school, its athletes, and all of its alumni are simply not as tough, talented, brave, or smart as your opponents. You’re all losers. That’s the message. The difference between being loved and being run out of town is the difference between 7-4 and 5-6. A couple of injuries, some bad calls, a missed field goal, a few poorly timed turnovers. It’s the sort of high-risk, low-return job that many people would not want.

Which brings us to a young man named Hal Mumme. (His last name is pronounced “mummy.”) On Good Friday of the year of our Lord 1986, he is 33 years old. He is a trim 6 feet 2 inches tall, handsome, with a head full of thick blond hair that falls down across his forehead in a way that reminds you of a Three Days of the Condor–era Robert Redford. He has a broad, toothy smile and a deep tenor voice with an accent that originates somewhere in the live oak savannas of south-central Texas, where he was born, and can explode unexpectedly into a high-pitched laugh. He is—or was—a college football coach.

On this day Hal and his family are taking a trip across Texas, though it is not one of those happy vacation excursions that include stops at barbecue joints, snake farms, and spring-fed swimming holes. Until a few months ago, Hal was the offensive coordinator for the University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP) football team. He’d taken the job four years earlier, at the age of 29, which, at the time, made him the youngest offensive coordinator in Division I-A. He had made the sort of lightning-quick career jump from a smaller college that most young coaches could only dream about.

But the title, he soon learned, was one of the few good things about the job.

UTEP was a kind of French Foreign Legion of major college football, a desert outpost in the sun-scorched Mexican borderlands of West Texas with a team full of misfits and rejects and players no one else wanted. UTEP had long been the worst team in the Western Athletic Conference, the sort of patsy that decent teams in more-powerful conferences could open their seasons against and beat 66–6. That was the team’s most useful purpose, in fact, in the college football ecosystem. Most of its facilities, from its locker rooms, to the gyms and nonexistent weight room, were not what you would want to show prospects.

Because El Paso wasn’t near any place anyone cared about, recruiting trips were difficult, frequent, and long. During the season, Hal would fly to Dallas on Thursday to scout high school players and watch their Friday-night games, then return Saturday and go straight to his own game. He would spend the entire month of May recruiting in California because UTEP could not afford to fly him back and forth. His schedule was so unforgiving that, in order for him to be there for his daughter Leslie’s birth, in October 1983, his wife, June, had to schedule an induced labor.

Not that any of that brutally hard work made much difference. From 1982 to 1985 UTEP won 7 games and lost 39. In 1985 the team won only 1 of 11. The coaching staff, under head coach Bill Yung, was deeply unpopular. Fans said nasty things; the press was relentlessly negative. To boost morale, Yung and his wife held potluck parties after home games in a room in the stadium. Instead of happy social occasions, they ended up being gloomy, despondent affairs. The team had usually lost, and the simultaneously depressed and wound-up husbands brought the losses with them to the parties, where they hovered in the air above the chips and queso like a bad odor.

And then, predictably, the ax fell. And of course it fell on Thanksgiving, which is when football axes fall, and in a matter of moments it was the end of Bill Yung and all his staff and the end of the line for the youngest offensive coordinator in Division I-A. The timing could not have been worse. The mass execution happened to coincide with the demise of the short-lived, professional United States Football League, whose unemployed coaches flooded the college market and immediately sucked up most of the good jobs.

The result of this run of bad luck is that Hal has been unemployed for four months; he has looked hard but in vain for a job, while the family moved to a rental house and the bank account dwindled. The “courtesy” car, given to him by the booster club, was abruptly repossessed, as though Hal and June were deadbeats. Casual acquaintances told June they “couldn’t believe” she was still hanging around, as though Hal’s firing meant that they were pariahs who could not possibly live in El Paso anymore. She sometimes came home crying.

This is why the children—Matt, 10, Karen, 8, and Leslie, 2—have been pulled out of school and why the family is traveling on Good Friday. With no money and no prospects, they are moving to June’s parents’ ranch in Brenham, between Houston and Austin, using Hal’s unemployment check to pay for the move. Their future at this point—entirely in keeping with the storied traditions of college football coaching—is about subsisting on the last of their savings and on the charity of June’s mother and stepfather. It is the only thing they can think of to do.

*  *  *

Something in Hal Clay Mumme had always wanted to be a football coach. He had always loved the game. When he was young, his grandmother had let him pick out his Christmas present from the Sears catalog. The only thing he ever wanted was a pair of football spikes. When he wasn’t shooting at squirrels with a single-shot 410 on his grandparents’ ranch near San Antonio, he was dreaming of playing and, even at a young age, of coaching. He played wide receiver for Jefferson High School in Dallas and was good enough to win scholarships at New Mexico Military Institute, a two-year college, and later at Tarleton State University, in Stephenville, Texas, from which he graduated. In 1974, while he was still in college, he married the former June Leishman, a striking Louisiana State University coed from Houston. They were opposite personalities: She was serious-minded and personally conservative; Hal was boisterous, fun-loving, and adventurous, eager to pursue the great worlds of possibility that shimmered beyond the walls of the classrooms at Tarleton State. Their first meeting tells you everything about them. While she was lifeguarding at a pool in Houston, Hal swam up and delivered the line “What does a person have to do to get saved around here?” She considered him arrogant and ignored him for a full year. Eventually she was persuaded to date him, and then marry him, anyway. When he graduated, in 1975, he took a job selling agricultural equipment for his father in Corpus Christi. He was a natural salesman and made decent money.

But Hal still dreamed of football. Against the wishes of his wife and parents, he took a job as quarterbacks and receivers coach at Foy H. Moody High School, in Corpus Christi. His salary was $9,000. While Hal labored long hours, June worked as a substitute teacher. Hal was so busy that June’s mother had to take her home from the hospital after the birth of their second child, Karen. June, who had been furious that he had taken the job, was told point-blank by the school’s principal that her husband had “made a poor decision” and that “he’ll never amount to anything.” Moody had three losing seasons while he was there. Things were even worse at nearby Aransas Pass High School, where Hal got the head coaching job in 1979, making $13,000 a year. His team went 1-9. The other coaches held meetings in Spanish from which he was excluded. Fans egged his house. Nine unpleasant months later, he took a job coaching quarterbacks and receivers at West Texas State University under head coach Bill Yung.

The college was located in Canyon, south of Amarillo, a pretty little town surrounded by breathtaking scenery and some of the largest—and most malodorous—cattle feedlots in the world. That sounded like a step up. What didn’t was the salary: $500 a month with no benefits. Though that kind of money was common enough in the hardscrabble world of collegiate sports—where for young coaches it was always a buyer’s market—the salary was alarmingly small for a 28-year-old man with a wife and two children. It was so small that the team’s offensive coordinator tried to talk Hal out of taking the job. He failed. June went to work, which was the only way the family survived. She did alterations and babysat to make ends meet and eventually opened a small sewing shop. The family struggled financially, ate Hamburger Helper for dinner, with large portions of Helper. Sometimes they got checks from June’s parents. Hal worked long days.

But this time the hard work paid off. The first year, West Texas was 5-6 but beat a couple of very good opponents. The second year, 1981, the team went 7-4. Hal had gotten a raise—to $16,000 a year—and June’s sewing business was bringing in enough to allow them to buy a $50,000 house. Things were finally looking up for the Mumme family; they were settling in.

Then, on December 15, June received a call from one of her friends. “When are you moving?” she asked. “Moving?” June replied. “We’re not moving.” The woman said: “Turn on your television.” On the news was a report that Yung had just accepted the head coaching job at UTEP. And of course in the world of college football that meant that most of his coaching staff, including Hal, would go with him and share in his good fortune. And of course the wives were not consulted. Not only that, but so great was the magnitude of the task they were about to undertake, and so desperately were they needed—this was so college football—that the men were leaving for El Paso on a plane that very day. That meant they were leaving their wives to handle all the messy details of the move, worrying about the logistics of selling houses and getting out of rental leases and pulling children from school in the middle of the year. The wives also had to figure out how to pay for all that since these wonderful new jobs came with no money to cover moving expenses or real estate fees.

Hal was coming home only to pack a bag. He would begin recruiting immediately for next year’s class in his assigned areas of Los Angeles and Dallas. This time at least the money was better: $33,000. June had managed to save $600 for the honeymoon they had never taken. Now she used that money to fly with the kids to see her mother and stepfather in Houston for Christmas. Hal was able to get a day off from his desperately important work to join them.

*  *  *

Almost four and a half years later, with the wreckage of their dreams of victory and happiness left behind in El Paso, with few savings, no job, and no income, the Mumme family finally arrived in Brenham on that Good Friday in 1986, followed by the moving van with all their belongings. While they were unloading, Hal drove to the small Central Texas town of Copperas Cove, in the shadow of the gigantic Fort Hood, the country’s largest military base. The high school there was looking for a head football coach and director of athletics. Copperas Cove was a sort of high school version of UTEP, one of the worst programs in Texas, a perennial loser in one of the state’s toughest districts. The school’s administrators were desperate for something to change their luck. By the time Hal got back, he had the job. The Mumme family had not even unpacked and they were moving again. This time there was a $36,000 salary waiting for them, with a moving allowance and full health benefits.

It would not have been clear to an impartial observer, however, that Hal was making a wise career move. For one thing, it was going to make a simple, unavoidable firing seem like a spectacular career dive, from Division I offensive coordinator to head coach at a dead-end high school. There was the inescapable fact, too, that in 10 years of coaching Hal had experienced only two winning seasons. Taking the new job suggested that the UTEP job—the 29-year-old prodigy and all that—was some sort of mistake, an aberration that was now being corrected in the marketplace. On paper Hal was beginning to look like one of those career losers, of whom there are thousands in the coaching world, well-meaning, somewhat sad men with a bit of wistfulness in their voices who lack whatever it is that makes teams win.

Hal didn’t see it that way at all. He was ecstatically happy. The money was fine and the benefits were fine and his family would be happy enough in Central Texas. All that was true. But his optimism was rooted in something deeper. In the early 1980s, while he was coaching in West Texas, he experienced a series of events that together amounted to a revelation about how he could change the game of football. It didn’t matter how good or bad Copperas Cove High School was or whether it had won any games or whether he liked the town and the people or they liked him. What mattered to him was that he had a vision and he was going to be able to try his vision out. He was going to be able to put it on the field. And because he was head coach and athletics director, no one could tell him that he couldn’t do it. No one could tell him—though many would eventually try—that what he wanted to do was, by football standards of the day, crazy and that he would never get away with it. His vision would have sounded wildly impractical if not outright wrong-headed to people who did not know any better, which would have been just about everybody.

Hal’s grand, icon-shattering idea was that he was going to throw the ball.

He was going to make passing the centerpiece of the game.

He was going to throw the football more often and for more yardage than anyone in history. He was, moreover, going to change not only the way football was played but the premise of the game itself. He was going to smash more than a century of football tradition.

No one knew or cared about this except Hal.

No one was waiting for such a vision. No one would have given him the slightest chance of success.

To understand what he was about to try to do, and the world in which he was about to do it, one must first grasp the peculiar, hostile, and seemingly irrational relationship that has persisted between the game of football and the forward pass since the sport began in the latter 19th century.



I. Study by the website jobmonkey.com, cited in an article titled “College Football Coaching Jobs.”
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A Brief History of Men Throwing Balls

In the beginning there was the Civil War, in which 750,000 men died and whole sections of the country were wrecked and burned and devastated. In the years immediately afterward, it was hard to see much glory in all that ghastly killing and wholesale destruction. But as time passed and no more wars occurred—except the minor Spanish-American War, whose paltry 2,000 American casualties were equivalent to about an hour at Antietam—citizens of the North and the South, peering backward, began to consider that in spite of its horrors there was something redeeming about war, something principled and character-building, something that toughened your fiber and endowed you with the sort of moral and physical courage that the next generation seemed to lack. Americans began to see that there was a link between the violence, discipline, and hardship of war and the development of upright, courageous, productive, and God-fearing citizens. They began to see something that was missing in a country that would not fight a major war between 1865 and 1917—fully 52 years.

Thus arose a legal form of intimate, savage violence to fill that need: the game of American football. Baseball was mostly a game of speed and finesse and timing. Football was pure combat. The first contest took place in 1869 between Princeton and Rutgers and was more like soccer than football. But the rules soon changed to allow the ball to be carried by a man, which in turn allowed for a far more violent style of tackling, which was what everyone really wanted. Its supporters saw it as a cross between social Darwinism and military science: It required intelligence, strategy, and collaboration as well as pure strength. From its humble start in an open field bounded by split-rail fences, the sport soon became wildly popular.

It also became dangerous to human health. The early game of football was all about sheer, crunching force. Speed and deception were largely irrelevant. The contests consisted of men colliding in a tightly packed scrum in a very small area of the field. The few rules that existed were broken routinely. There were punches to the face, elbows to the throat, knees to the groin, kicking, biting, gouging, and throwing dirt into players’ eyes. All while wearing minimal or no protective equipment. Often the game consisted of simply pushing, or pulling, the ballcarrier forward, while the other team piled on and arms and ribs and legs snapped underneath all those layers of vulnerable flesh. A common ploy was to try to maim or cripple the opposing team’s star player. The center of the action was known as “the pile,” and players who came out of it with dislocated joints or broken collarbones were expected to rub some dirt on their wounds, grit their teeth, and play on.

The game’s early violence soon became codified in elaborate “massed” plays. The first of these was Princeton’s V-trick, invented in 1884, which consisted of a moving “V” with the apex forward and the ballcarrier in the middle, rumbling slowly and inexorably down the field. Its purpose was to bring enormous force and human tonnage to bear at a single point of the opposing team’s line. It worked brilliantly and soon became one of the most popular plays in the game. But the formation was not invulnerable. The following year Yale’s legendary star William Walter “Pudge” Heffelfinger took a running leap, vaulted the human wall, and landed with his knee in the back of the Princeton ballcarrier. That marked the beginning of the end of the V-trick’s dominance.

But Harvard soon made a stunning improvement on the basic concept by adding speed to the V-trick. On kickoffs and other plays in the open field, two lines of players would converge like Canada geese, moving at full speed with the ballcarrier shielded inside the chevron from would-be tacklers. Thus was invented perhaps the most spectacular football play of all time: the flying wedge. Recently two researchers, Allen St. John and Ainissa Ramirez, used Newtonian physics to assess its power. Assuming a very modest average of 200 pounds per player, they calculated that the change in momentum after impact—the collision, often between a single player and the point of the apex—was 2.5 tons, the equivalent of being hit by a modern-era sport-utility vehicle moving at 25 miles per hour.

In this world of gritty, intimate violence there was no such thing as a forward pass. It was, specifically, illegal. The game, by modern standards, was a monotonous and often-low-scoring contest involving line plunges, mass momentum plays, and kicking, none of which seemed to affect its popularity. To many of the fans, games ending in scores of 5–2 seemed hugely exciting.

This status quo might have held but for the inescapable truth that by the turn of the century the sport had become increasingly lethal. Men were actually killing one another at the bottom of the pile. In the 1905 football season there were 18 deaths and 149 severe injuries, which led to a national outcry over violence in the sport. And since football’s rise in popularity coincided with the dawn of the Progressive movement in America, it was only logical that the same activists who had taken on child labor, the trusts, and the railroad monopolies would eventually turn their attention to America’s most troubled sport. They were convinced that the game of football was both ignorant and barbarous, like cockfighting or bullfighting or the old sports of the Roman arena. Much of the national press corps bought this line. The result: The prohibition of football became a social and political crusade. Its supporters included such odd bedfellows as Harvard president Charles W. Eliot and former Confederate general John Singleton Mosby.

Theodore Roosevelt himself was soon drawn into the debate. Roosevelt, who was president from 1901 to 1909, had been too small to play football at Harvard, but he believed in the “doctrine of the strenuous life,” loved the game, and wanted to save it. He believed, moreover, that the people who wanted to ban football were misguided idealists who would, if left to their own devices, “feminize” the hardy youth of America and turn them into “mollycoddles instead of vigorous men.” He also realized that the status quo could not hold; something had to be done to placate the pacifists, to reduce the violence.

One of the main issues in this fight was what to do about the exotic and highly illegal forward pass. The players all had fun tossing the ball around, rugby-style, in practice. But all attempts to make it legal in games had been soundly defeated. To listen to the run-only diehards of the era talk about it, you would think that throwing a leather ball down the field was some kind of satanic ritual. Opponents such as Yale coach Walter Camp, one of the dominant forces in the early history of football, believed that passing would “sissify the game.” To Camp and his cohort there was something not quite right about the idea of passing, something delicate and a bit too feminine and possibly even un-American. The big, bloody pile at the line of scrimmage, on the other hand, merely reflected both the violence of the world and the natural selection of life. Such close combat, which recalled an Iron Age world that predated horses, guns, and bows and arrows, “prepares [the player] to be a man in the best sense of the term,” according to Ed Poe, Edgar Allan Poe’s grand-nephew, who quarterbacked Princeton’s undefeated team in 1889. “It implants in him courage . . . and lays the foundations of an iron constitution.” The reformers argued that passing would open the game up, utilize more of the field, discourage massed formations, and result in something other than a bleeding heap of human beings at the line of scrimmage on every play. Passing was the single rule change, they argued, that had the best chance of opening the field and busting up the bloody scrum.

They eventually won the argument. In a deal brokered in part by Roosevelt—in an era when Americans had become enthralled with the idea of things that flew, from biplanes to zeppelins—football rules changed to allow the forward pass for the 1906 season. The change came with severe restrictions. The passer had to be 5 yards behind the line, an incomplete pass resulted in a loss of possession, and a pass could not cross the goal line for a touchdown. The shape of the ball would remain unchanged, watermelon-like and difficult to throw. There were other rule changes, too: The game assumed its modern 60-minute length; unsportsmanlike conduct was defined more precisely and penalized more severely; to reduce mass momentum plays, no more than five men were allowed in the backfield.

Still, the rules did not say teams had to pass, merely that they could. And, overwhelmingly, they chose not to. But there were exceptions, and the new rules inevitably gave rise to history’s first forward pass. On September 5, 1906, in a game between St. Louis University and Carroll College, a quarterback named Bradbury Robinson threw the first downfield overhand spiral pass. The first team to really grasp the significance of the rules changes was the Carlisle Indian Industrial School, in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, which had been founded in 1879 as the first federally funded, off-reservation boarding school for Native Americans. The school’s football team was coached by a man named Glenn Scobey “Pop” Warner, considered to be the father of the modern game of football. Using speed, deception, forward passes—the Indians had somehow figured out how to throw short spirals with the unaerodynamic ball—and Warner’s brilliant new single wing formation, the Carlisle School became one of the most exciting teams in the country. In a landmark 1907 game against the fourth-ranked, unscored-upon University of Pennsylvania, the Indians completed an unheard-of 8 of 16 passes, gained 402 yards to Penn’s 76, and won 26–6. This was in spite of Penn’s huge size advantage. A Sac and Fox Indian named Jim Thorpe made his debut in that game, threw a complete pass, and cut loose on a 45-yard run. Two months later Carlisle beat perennial powerhouse Harvard, spawning a near riot on the field.

Despite such successes, the main body of the game clung tightly to tradition. Harvard and Penn took no particular lessons from the pass-happy Indians, other than the idea that they were running a screwy novelty act. Hardly anybody else did either. Predictably, the game’s mortality rate started to rise again. Between September 1908 and the summer of 1909, the Chicago Tribune reported 31 deaths related to football. Two in particular shocked the nation. On October 16 Navy’s star quarterback suffered a fractured spine, which led to paralysis and death. Two weeks later, as Harvard bulldozed downfield in one of its trademark massed formations, an Army tackler dived headlong into the oncoming mass, breaking his neck and upper spine. He died two days later. Army and Navy both canceled the rest of their seasons. Those deaths, at such prominent schools, sparked renewed controversy, and rules were changed again, to require only seven men on the line of scrimmage and to allow only one offensive player in motion in the backfield.

Passing’s real breakthrough into the national consciousness came in 1913, after even more rules were changed and the ball was made less blunt and more airworthy. On November 1, Army, thought to be the best team in the country, took on upstart Notre Dame, a small regional college in Indiana that no one in the East took the least bit seriously. In fact if anyone at Army or in the eastern press had cared to look, they would have seen that the Fighting Irish’s statistics that season were downright scary. They had scored 174 points on their last four opponents—an unimaginable number to the East Coast football powers—and they had done it by throwing passes in addition to the usual runs. The East Coast press and football powers tut-tutted and rolled their eyes and rationalized it all by saying that this little-known Catholic school had beaten a bunch of nobodies. The New York newspapers added to the general dismissal of Notre Dame, reporting that West Point would be playing a team from South Bend, Illinois. The boys from Army, of course, were sticking to their old rough-and-tumble ground game.

They would soon have cause to rethink their assumptions. In the middle of the first quarter, with the game tied, 0–0, Notre Dame quarterback Charles Emile “Gus” Dorais took the snap from center, dropped back five steps, and launched a perfect spiral that traveled 40 yards and hit receiver Knute Rockne at a full run for a touchdown. It is impossible to fully appreciate today the shock that this single play produced. Neither the Army team nor the spectators had ever seen anyone throw a football 40 yards, much less a perfect strike to a sprinting receiver. “Everybody seemed astonished,” recalled Rockne, who would go on to become the 20th century’s most famous college football coach. “There had been no tackling, no plunging, no crushing of fiber and sinew. Just a long-distance touchdown by rapid transit.” It was as though, in that split second, when the ball had landed in Rockne’s outstretched hands, the men on the field were suddenly playing a completely different game, one that involved speed and deception and movement through open space instead of the usual bloody grind. Dorais mixed long and short passes with the usual runs, and Notre Dame not only upset the favored team but completely outmaneuvered the Black Knights, 35–13. (On the Army bench that day sat an injured, deeply frustrated halfback named Dwight David Eisenhower. Next to him sat his injured roommate, Omar Bradley.)

At this point you might expect to hear that, after such a stunning demonstration of this new technology, the forward pass soon became a central feature of the game of American football. But that did not happen, thus establishing an odd and counterintuitive pattern of behavior in American football that would persist for three-quarters of a century. Though some teams continued to experiment for a while with the pass, they were almost all in the “West”—schools like Michigan, under Fielding Yost; the University of Chicago, under Amos Alonzo Stagg; and Illinois, under Bob Zuppke—and therefore far away from the East Coast power centers of football and arbiters of football taste and practice. Passing, in fact, would continue to be mostly a phenomenon of the American West. The dominant teams—Harvard, Penn, Yale, Princeton—did not pass. They saw it very much the way Walter Camp saw it: as a sort of sissified gimmick, a cheap trick that would soon fade away. It is interesting to compare that 1913 Army–Notre Dame game to the Harvard-Yale game of the same year. The latter was a typical slog-fest, and the players did what they usually did when the running game bogged down: They kicked the ball. Kicking, in fact, was the innovation that everyone preferred over passing. The hero of the game was Harvard’s Charles Brickley, who kicked five field goals in a 15–5 victory. Fans were thrilled and sportswriters awed by this game, in which no touchdowns were scored. “Try to find anything to beat it!” said one coach.

As years went by, the game proved remarkably resistant to passing in spite of periodic proof that it could actually win games. There was quarterback Benny Friedman at Michigan, for example, the first truly modern passer, who cocked the ball behind his ear and threw tight, overhand spirals with a follow-through like a baseball pitcher. In 1925, behind Friedman’s crisp, accurate passing, the University of Michigan walloped Yale, 54–0. In the 1930s Texas Christian University coach Leo Robert “Dutch” Meyer introduced a spread formation that featured two wide receivers, two slot receivers, and a substantial amount of passing. Meyer often used his full legal allotment of five receivers, a tactic that was virtually unheard of at the time. With his tailback Sammy Baugh slinging mostly short passes from a formation that looked like the modern shotgun, TCU tore through opposing defenses. Though Baugh passed only an average of 15 times a game, completing 7 of them, and the team ran the ball twice as often as it passed, the passing numbers were still radical for the age. Sometimes Meyer would seem to take leave of his senses and let Baugh throw the ball 40 or more times. Baugh went on to an even greater career in the NFL. Playing for the Washington Redskins in 1943, he completed an unprecedented 133 passes in 239 attempts for 23 touchdowns and 1,754 yards.
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