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  To my wife, Maxine, who said, “Well, you’ve probably

  set the record for writing about Iowa football games, players

  and coaches over the last 40 years, so go ahead and

  do it,” when I sought her opinion after a guy from Sports

  Publishing called to ask if I was interested in authoring

  Tales from the Iowa Sidelines. For the next year, she somehow

  had the patience to put up with me as I researched

  and wrote these tales.

  To my sons and daughters-in-law—Lonn and Julie, Mark

  and Polly, Kevin and Donna. Now when they ask me during

  those Sunday and holiday family dinners how the book is

  going, I can finally say, “It’s finished, and it was fun.”

  And to my six wonderful grandchildren—Jerika and Shelby,

  Cole and Claire, Nathan and Megan. Now when I hear them

  ask, “Where’s Grandpa?” I won’t have to holler, “In the computer

  room, writing about another Iowa football game!”
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  Introduction

  This book started out to be about football, basketball and wrestling at the University of Iowa.

  Then…

  Wouldn’t you know it? Coach Kirk Ferentz and his 2002 Hawkeye football team won a school-record 11 games, tied for the Big Ten championship with an 8-0 record, and suddenly I suggested to the folks at Sports Publishing, “We’ve got a winner here. How about saving the basketball and wrestling for the next book?”

  They went along with the idea. So here we are, with not only the best tales from a Ferentz era that turned into something special, but also a rich assortment of anecdotes from other eras in the university’s football history.

  Iowa put its first team on the field in 1889, and it was not very pretty. There was no coach and no offense. The team was shut out in its only game, 24-0.

  But better things would eventually be on the way. Along came Howard Jones, Dr. Eddie Anderson, Forest Evashevski, Hayden Fry, and Ferentz, who all coached the Hawkeyes to big games and big seasons. They’re all in this book.

  And along came the likes of Nile Kinnick, Bill Reichardt, Kenny Ploen, Cal Jones, Alex Karras, Randy Duncan, Bob Stoops, Chuck Long, Chuck Hartlieb, Marv Cook, Larry Station, Tim Dwight, Tavian Banks, Brad Banks, and many other players to do the running, passing, receiving, blocking, and tackling. They’re in the book, too.

  When I was 13, I spent a week in the children’s section of University Hospital at Iowa City, and a wonderful bunch of nurses worked it out so that I could attend my first Iowa football game at a place that wasn’t to be named Kinnick Stadium until 1972. The Hawkeyes defeated Wisconsin 19-13 that day, and I was hooked.

  The next year, I sat in the Knothole section for the Northwestern game. Iowa won that day, too, 28-21. Within a few years, I went from kid-in-the-Knothole-section to photographer’s spotter on the sideline during Evashevski’s outstanding seasons. At the time, I was working as a part-timer at the Cedar Rapids Gazette while attending Iowa. Later, from 1965-1998, I thoroughly enjoyed working in stadiums and press boxes around the nation while covering games for the Des Moines Register.

  Writing about Iowa football was, and always has been, a roller-coaster ride. During one stage, five Hawkeye coaches had 19 consecutive non-winning seasons. Frankly, I was starting to wonder what would come first—the end of the streak or my retirement from the newspaper business. But Fry eventually showed that there could, indeed, be life in the Hawkeye program again. After him came Ferentz and his brilliant coaching job in 2002.

  In my estimation, a 38-17 loss to Southern California in the Orange Bowl cost Ferentz’s Hawkeyes their chance to become the best team ever at Iowa. Still, it’s obvious that Ferentz has brought back the fire and the fun to the Hawkeye program.

  Finally, one more personal note. After many interviews with the people in this book, my one regret is that I wasn’t old enough to see Kinnick and his 1939 Ironmen play. Kinnick—not big and not fast—was a special player and a special person. He captured the imagination of an entire nation.

  In my conversations with those who knew him, played with him and played against him, I am convinced the 5’8”, 170-pound Kinnick was destined for greatness beyond the football field. He remains the most dynamic player in the 113-year history of football at the university. At 24, he died much too young in the June 2, 1943 crash of his navy fighter plane.


  CHAPTER ONE

  The Kirk

  Ferentz Years

  Dean of Big Ten Coaches

  Kirk Ferentz’s 14-year record as the head football coach at the University of Iowa is 100-74. At a place that’s been fielding football teams since 1889 and where such legends as Howard Jones, Dr. Eddie Anderson, Forest Evashevski and Hayden Fry have coached, Ferentz has strung together the greatest run of success in school history.

  Ferentz, the dean of Big Ten Conference coaches, was in charge of teams that won 11 games in both 2002 and 2009, and 10 in 2003 and 2004. From 2002 through 2005, Iowa’s 38-12 record was the best ever at the university. Iowa’s 25 Big Ten victories were the most ever by Hawkeye teams in a four-season span, and no other Big Ten team won more league games over that four-year period.

  Following the 2009 season, Ferentz was named the Dave McClain Big Ten Coach of the Year for the third time in eight years. He also won the award in 2002 and 2004. In 2002, when Iowa went 11-2 overall and tied for the Big Ten title at 8-0, Ferentz was named the National Coach of the Year by the Associated Press and the Walter Camp Foundation. In his 14 seasons, Ferentz has taken the Hawkeyes to 10 bowl games. His six bowl victories place him in a tie for third place all-time among Big Ten coaches.

  Despite all of that success, the 2012 season was one Ferentz and his players would prefer to forget. The Hawkeyes’ record was only 4-8 and, after Ferentz won his 100th career game at Iowa on October 13, the team lost its final six games. Iowa led the nation with six games decided by three points or fewer. Of those six, four were defeats.

  Obviously, those aren’t the kind of numbers Ferentz and his players are accustomed to having. Not since a 3-9 record in 2000 had Iowa lost so many games in one season.

  After his Hawkeyes lost their 2012 finale to Nebraska 13-7 on a cold, windy day after Thanksgiving at Kinnick Stadium in Iowa City, Ferentz was asked if he had concerns about the progress of his program,

  He said, “No, I don’t. Nobody’s happy about where we’re at today, obviously. Big picture-wise, no. Nobody is happy about today or this season.

  “None of our seniors wanted to go out being part of a 4-8 team. But it can happen. It did happen… I think anybody that’s competed learns to appreciate the fact that wins are hard to come by. But I’ll flip it around, too, and say our expectations are certainly to go to bowls every year. But we realize they’re never automatic. This year is certainly evidence of that.”

  Several days after the final game, Ferentz said this about the 4-8 finish: “Nobody’s happy. I can’t imagine anybody being happy about it, except people that don’t like us. I’m sure they’re thrilled to death, but nobody in our program is happy or satisfied. You can’t be. It’s not what we want.”

  On the day 2013 spring practice began, Ferentz was asked what kind of reaction he received from fans in the offseason.

  “I realize everybody was disappointed last year,” he said. “I think disappointed and probably at times frustrated. And I would emphasize nobody more so than the players. They’re the ones who work harder than anybody and coaches, as well. So our goal is never to be 4-8 here. That probably would have looked good in ‘99 [when Iowa’s record was 1-10 in Ferentz’s first season as head coach]. That’s never been our goal and none of us are happy and all of us take ownership. There’s not much else we can say.”

  Obviously, everyone is ready to move on.

  “It’s a new year, a new opportunity,” Ferentz said. “That’s how we’re looking at it. I don’t think it’s anything magical that’s going to take us to where we want to go. It’s just a matter of doing the work that you have to do and doing it better and obviously the end result is playing better on Saturdays. That is going to be our goal.

  Until the 2012 disaster, the Hawkeyes had played in bowl games in 10 of the previous 11 seasons, compiling an overall record of 6-4.

  Asked what gives him confidence there are better days ahead for his team, Ferentz said, “Our players. Start with that. We’ve got some good players on our football team. There’s no reason we can’t be successful.

  But…

  “We fully realize we have a lot of work to do right now,” Ferentz added.

  Basically, the 2012 Hawkeyes were a team without game-breakers, and it showed up in an agonizing number of close losses. Iowa led the nation with six regular-season games decided by three points or fewer. It was the first time in school history that had happened. The record in those games was 2-4.

  Optimism was starting to build after a long winter.

  As spring practice began winding down in 2013, Ferentz said, “I think everybody is intent on getting better. When you go 4-8, there aren’t any incumbents. Nobody’s performance, starting with myself, was good enough for what we’re looking for. That’s a fact. We’ve all been working hard, and I think the guys are carrying it to the field. It doesn’t always come together the way you want it to. But I think it’s not for a lack of effort, that’s for sure.”

  Confidence in Ferentz

  When a radio and television announcer has covered a football team for 70 years, you can figure he’s seen just about everything.

  That’s Bob Brooks of Cedar Rapids, Iowa, for you. “Brooksie,” as he’s known to his friends, has seen it all.

  Brooks’ days around Hawkeye football date back to when, as a teenager, he sat in the Knothole Section at what then was Iowa Stadium to watch the legendary Nile Kinnick play. Kinnick became Iowa’s only Heisman Trophy winner in 1939.

  That’s the Nile Kinnick, of course, in whose honor the stadium is now named.

  “This is my 70th year of covering Hawkeye football,” Brooks told me as the disappointing 2012 season drew to a close.

  Brooks pointed his finger at the 32-31 loss to Central Michigan on September 22 as the start of Iowa’s problems. On that day, Central Michigan scored nine points in the final 2 minutes 18 seconds to win the game

  A crowd of 70,585 walked out of Kinnick Stadium in disbelief after David Hartman’s 47-yard field goal with 3 seconds remaining decided the outcome following the Chippewas’ recovery of an onside kick.

  “The snowball effect seemed to take over Iowa’s season after that,” Brooks said. “But I’ve got confidence Kirk Ferentz will get this thing together. He has in the past, and he’ll do it again.” Another veteran of the Iowa broadcast crew is Ed Podolak, a former standout Hawkeye player who has been a radio commentator for 31 years.

  I interviewed the man I’ve always known as Eddie many times in his years as a Hawkeye player, and I had the pleasure of writing the story when he named to the Des Moines Sunday Register Iowa Sports Hall of Fame. I value the man’s opinions.

  “What went wrong with this team?” I asked Podolak.

  “We were outmanned,” Podolak answered. “On top of being a little ‘skinny’ in our junior and senior classes, we had two new coordinators on the coaching staff. But coach Ferentz has been around long enough to know what changes need to be made.”

  In a 14-month period, Ferentz hired a half-dozen new coaches to his staff. One was his son, former Hawkeye player Brian Ferentz, who coaches the offensive line. Also prior to the 2012 season, LeVar Woods was named the linebackers coach, and Greg Davis replaced longtime offensive coordinator and quarterbacks coach Ken O’Keefe.

  Brian Ferentz, an offensive lineman in his playing days at Iowa, came to his father’s Hawkeye staff after coaching tight ends with the New England Patriots of the NFL. Woods had been an administrative assistant at Iowa since 2008. Davis spent 13 seasons as the offensive coordinator and quarterbacks coach at Texas before joining Ferentz’s staff.

  Veteran Iowa assistant coach Phil Parker assumed the defensive coordinator responsibilities heading into the 2012 season. That appointment followed the retirement of Norm Parker.

  Ferentz had been rumored to be a candidate for various head coaching jobs, at both the major-college and professional levels, in previous years at Iowa. Several days after the 2012 season ended, he was asked if he anticipated any changes in his staff, and he gave a humorous answer.

  “Well, I can’t speak for everybody,” he said. “You know, this is one press conference where I don’t think people are going to ask if I’ve been contacted by anybody other than a Division III job in Montana or something like that. But you just never know. There is no way to predict that. We have guys that may have opportunities. We’ll just see how that plays out.”

  Indeed, there were changes.

  Bobby Kennedy was named the wide receivers coach, and Jim Reid was hired to help with the defense. Chris White was named the running backs coach, and is coordinating special teams. Kennedy had been at Colorado, Reid at Virginia and White with the Minnesota Vikings before coming to Iowa.

  An Old-School Running Back

  Although Iowa’s offense had massive problems in 2012, running back Mark Weisman was a genuine success story.

  Imagine this. In the preseason depth chart, Weisman’s name was nowhere to be found among the running backs, and he was listed as an “or” at fullback. What that meant was this: Brad Rogers was the No. 1 fullback, and it was senior Jonathan Gimm or sophomore Weisman at No. 2.

  However, because of his own determination and injuries to other players, Weisman turned out to be the Hawkeyes’ most productive running back. That shows what can happen, even though Weisman didn’t even have a football scholarship. For the season, the 6-0, 225-pounder ran for 815 yards and eight touchdowns in 159 attempts. Not bad for a guy who played in only 10 games.

  Weisman, who is from Buffalo Grove, Illinois, transferred to Iowa in 2010 after spending half a semester at the Air Force Academy.

  “The academy wasn’t for me,” he said. “I thought I knew what I was getting into, but until you live it you don’t really know.”

  Weisman spent 2010 as a redshirt after walking on at Iowa. In 2011, he saw no game action. Finally, in 2012, things began breaking his way. After running backs Damon Bullock and Greg Garmon left the game against Northern Iowa with injuries, Weisman showed what he’s made of.

  The powerfully-built young man ran for 113 yards and three touchdowns against Northern Iowa, and a career-best 217 yards and three more touchdowns against Central Michigan. When he continued piling up yardage, Hawkeye fans had fun saying, “Weisman for Heisman!”
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  Mark Weisman AP Photo

  I told Weisman he reminded me of an old-school, run-over‘em-not-around-‘em type back.

  “Thank you, sir,” he said. “I’ve always been that kind of runner. I don’t know where it came from. I always like trying to run through people instead of around them.”

  That style took a toll on Weisman, however. In the bruising Big Ten, ankle and groin injuries limited his playing time. He wasn’t able to play at all against Indiana and Purdue. He rushed only five times for nine yards against Penn State and gained 21 yards on nine carries at Northwestern, playing in just the first two quarters in each game.

  Weisman led Hawkeye rushers with 63 yards in 16 carries at Michigan, and he also caught three passes. Weisman scored his first receiving touchdown of the season on a 13-yard reception in the fourth quarter against the Wolverines. He led the team with 91 yards in 29 rushing attempts against Nebraska.

  Although Iowa ranked last in the Big Ten in rushing offense with a 123-yard average, Weisman was eighth in the conference individually with an 81.5-yard average per game. His 5.1-yard average per carry tied for second place among the conference’s running backs.

  Weisman, who was awarded a football scholarship in the spring semester, is certainly a strong building block in 2013. I asked him if he was confident the Hawkeyes will show improvement, and he said, “Definitely. We have the leadership. It’s a matter of continuing to work hard.”

  Weisman opened the eyes of Chris White, Iowa’s first-year running backs coach, in spring practice, 2013.

  “I’m trying to make Mark a big-time back, and he’s buying in,” White said. “He’s not just a ‘slobber-knocker.’ He’s going to knock it full. I want Mark to break arm tackles. I want Mark to really stick his foot in the ground and run through a guy or run around a guy or stiff-arm a guy or break a tackle.

  “That’s the thing I’m challenging Mark to be, a complete back and catching the ball out of the backfield. He’s perfectly capable of doing that.”

  No Fullback?

  Mark Weisman and Damon Bullock were listed atop the depth chart at running back when spring practice began. Bullock was limited to just six games in 2012, but ran for 513 yards and scored three touchdowns. His yardage ranked second only to Weisman on the team.

  “We like both Mark and Damon,” coach Kirk Ferentz said after a spring practice session in mid-April. “They’re different kinds of backs, but we consider them both starters. Jordan Canzeri [a sophomore who missed the 2012 season because of an injury] looked good today, so that was encouraging.”

  No fullback was listed on the spring depth chart, and it’s possible that Weisman and Bullock could be in the same backfield at times in the fall. Atop a position labeled Y-back were a couple of 245-pound sophomore tight ends—Jake Duzey and Henry Krieger Cable.

  Asked if the fullback position was something Iowa was trying to move away from, Ferentz said not necessarily. The obvious goal, he added, is to get the 11 best offensive players on the field at the same time.

  “Last year, we wanted to use both Weisman and Bullock in there at the same time, but didn’t have that chance,” Ferentz said. “That’s something still that we’re interested in, but I think we’re thin a fullback for sure right now. We’d like to develop that position. I envision us playing with a fullback. I envision two tight ends at times. Also three wideouts, that type of thing, the things that we’ve done in the past. It’s just a matter of seeing what we can piece together.

  “A year ago at this time we were just wondering if Weisman could block. The nice thing is now that we know he can block, we’ve got an additional bonus if he can run. If you can have those two guys out there, I think it gives us a little bit more firepower, which is something we lacked last year, for sure.”

  Inexperience at Quarterback

  In a 2013 goodwill gesture to fans from western and central Iowa, the Hawkeye players and coaches boarded five buses and made the 2-hour trip from Iowa City to West Des Moines for a Sunday afternoon spring practice session at Valley High School’s stadium.

  Despite morning rain and the threat of more bad weather throughout the rest of the day, the 1:30 p.m. workout on April 14 attracted 8,000 fans, all of whom scooped up free tickets when they were offered. Because of the weather conditions, the stadium lights were turned on throughout the afternoon.

  The practice enabled Hawkeye fans and coaches the opportunity to get a look at the three quarterbacks who were vying for the starting job—sophomore Jake Rudock, junior Cody Sokol and redshirt freshman C. J. Beathard. James Vandenberg took every offensive snap last season, and Rudock, Sokol and Beathard have not yet played a down for Iowa.

  “Everyone is doing really well,” Sokol said. “It’s close. It’s going to come down to who’s doing [the job] day in and day out. We all want to play, we all want to start.”

  After the practice, coach Kirk Ferentz said this about the quarterback situation: “Jake [who has been with the Hawkeye program for two years] has the best handle on things, for obvious reasons. There’s no sense trying to make a conclusion right now [on a starter in the fall] because we don’t need to. In fairness to the quarterbacks, we want to watch them all compete.”

  Sokol, who was redshirted in 2012 at Iowa after passing for 3,807 yards and 43 touchdowns as a sophomore at Scottsdale [Arizona] Community College, said he and his teammates enjoyed practicing at Valley Stadium.

  “It was awesome,” he said. “It’s good for us to travel a little bit. It’s cool for the underclassmen to travel in the spring to get them accustomed to going to away games. This is a great stadium. It’s pretty cool to come in here and play on the turf.”

  As for which quarterback will be the starter in the fall, there were no conclusions when spring practice ended with a scrimmage played in front of an estimated 16,500 fans at Kinnick Stadium in Iowa City.

  “We have no idea right now who the quarterback will be,” offensive coordinator and quarterbacks coach Greg Davis said in the final week of spring workouts. Consequently, no decision on a starter for the August 31 season opener against Northern Illinois was expected until preseason practice.

  Improvement in the Air

  Receivers Kevonte Martin-Manley and C. J. Fiedorowicz see better days ahead for Iowa’s passing attack in 2013.

  Martin-Manley led the Hawkeyes with 52 catches as a sophomore, and tied senior Keenan Davis with 571 receiving yards in their first season under offensive coordinator Greg Davis. Fiedorowicz caught 14 passes in the final two games to finish with 45 receptions and 433 yards.

  Fiedorowicz is a 6-7, 265-pound tight end with good hands, and it was frustrating for fans to see him be unproductive so often as a junior.

  “The ball came my way more late in the season,” he said. “They put more trust in me. I’m a senior this year, so I have to be a leader. I need to have a good mindset.”

  When asked if he thought the Hawkeye program was headed in the wrong direction after six victories in 2011 and four in 2012, Fiedorowicz said, “That’s not in our minds at all. Everyone can have a bad year.”
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  Kevonte Martin-Manley AP Photo

  Fiedorowicz caught eight passes for 99 yards in Iowa’s next-to-last game at Michigan, then made six catches for 56 yards in the finale against Nebraska. The eight receptions against Michigan were the most by a Hawkeye tight end since Tony Moeaki had 10 for 83 yards in 2009 against Northern Iowa.

  As a sophomore wide receiver, Martin-Manley led the team with two receptions for touchdowns. Keenan Davis, Fiedorowicz, Mark Weisman, Jordan Cotton and Henry Krieger-Coble had one each in a passing offense that ranked last in the Big Ten with just seven aerial touchdowns.

  “We had a young team,” Martin-Manley said, “but I don’t want to use that as an excuse. We have a lot of work to do, but I see better days ahead. It was the first season here for coach [Greg] Davis and his offense. He’ll get it rolling.”

  Keenan Davis has played his final game for Iowa, but predicted that this season’s Hawkeyes will be improved.

  “No one took a day off last season, but the 2013 team will work even harder,” Davis said. The team will be ready and certainly eager to play the first game. The coaches won’t put up with anyone thinking anything less than that.”

  Vandenberg Thanked Fans

  No one took Iowa’s 4-8 season in 2012 harder than James Vandenberg, the only quarterback coach Kirk Ferentz used.

  Although Vandenberg, a senior from Keokuk, Iowa, finished fifth in the Big Ten in passing yardage per game at 187.4, he threw for only seven touchdowns after totaling 25 as a junior. He was intercepted eight times in 2012. Not only did Vandenberg and the rest of the offense need to get accustomed to first-year coordinator and quarterbacks coach Greg Davis in 2012, Marvin McNutt had used up his eligibility.
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