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Physical qualities may well determine the destiny of the intellect. To emphasize these truths I had carved on the stone portals of the gymnasium these words:

“Upon the fields of friendly strife

Are sown the seeds

That, upon other fields, on other days

Will bear the fruits of victory”

—Douglas MacArthur, United States Military Academy Class of 1903, academy superintendent 1919–1922





Introduction

SINGING FIRST

While the cadets of the United States Military Academy at West Point and the midshipmen of the United States Naval Academy at Annapolis continued to huddle together and shiver in their respective corners of Lincoln Financial Field’s lower bowl, many of the announced gathering of 70,844 who’d come to south Philadelphia for the 104th chapter of the storied college football rivalry between Army and Navy on the first Saturday of December 2003 had long since fled the premises as the game’s final seconds ticked down. Navy’s starting quarterback, Craig Candeto, had ceded custody of his helmet to some member of the team’s equipment staff a few series earlier. The Midshipmen’s No. 2 quarterback, Aaron Polanco, had even completed a cameo appearance under center and since given way to third-stringer Lamar Owens. The Middies approached the line of scrimmage for 3rd down and 4 yards to go at their 49-yard line. Owens took the snap, faked an inside handoff, and broke toward the left side of his offensive line. Army linebacker Tom Farrington sniffed out the play early. A reserve throughout his four years on the team who most often played on special teams, Farrington took off in hot pursuit of Owens, came through Navy’s line essentially untouched, and lunged at him with both hands. His right hand managed to barely clip Owens’s right ankle, bringing down the Navy quarterback one yard short of the first down.

A first down would have stopped the game clock by college rules—at least until the first-down chains along the sideline could be reset. With neither coaching staff interested in using any of its remaining timeouts, the final seconds ticked away. Navy won, 34–6, for an outcome that was widely expected. The Midshipmen were favored by 22.5 points according to the betting line established in Las Vegas. For Army’s Black Knights, the 28-point defeat was actually a mathematical improvement; their 58–12 loss to Navy a year earlier was the most lopsided in series history. The ’03 Middies finished their regular season with an 8–4 record—their first winning season since 1997—and were bound for their first postseason bowl since 1996. More important to the legion of Naval Academy grads, Navy had won the triangular gridiron competition with Army and Air Force for the first time since 1981. The Commander-in-Chief’s Trophy would finally return to Annapolis, Maryland.

Losing was all too familiar to Army’s players. They lost every game that they played that season, all 13 of them. The vast majority of college football teams that play in the NCAA’s top classification—known now as the Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS) but called Division I-A in 2003—have played a maximum of 12 regular-season games beginning with the 2002 season. West Point played 13 games in 2003 through a scheduling anomaly. That allowed Army to become the first team in the long history of major college football to finish 0–13.

Navy’s victorious head coach, Paul Johnson, left the sideline soon after receiving a chilled shower courtesy of Candeto and two teammates, who dumped a half-full cooler of ice water on him, per the custom whose roots trace to the National Football League’s 1984 New York Giants. Johnson began his soaked saunter toward midfield, seeking to engage in a football tradition that’s much older than the sideline shower—exchanging a handshake, and possibly pleasantries, with the opposing coach. Johnson had walked no more than a handful of steps off Navy’s sideline when he was first greeted by someone associated with Army football and offered congratulations. That was Ryan Kent, a senior “sniper” (Army’s vernacular for an outside linebacker then) and three-year starter who played his high school football only a few minutes from Philadelphia in the small New Jersey town of Woodbury.

Tradition, at least for Army-Navy football, also called for the competitors to stand in front of their respective student bodies and sing the two alma maters. The losing team always goes first; hence, “singing second” is a year-long goal for both squads. The football playing members of West Point’s Class of 2004, seniors that day in Philadelphia, enjoyed the pleasure of singing second after the Navy game only once. That happened when they were sophomores, following Army’s 26–17 victory in 2001 just up South 11th Street in Lincoln Financial Field’s predecessor, Veterans Stadium.

As more frigid fans left “The Linc,” Army players gathered in front of the Corps of Cadets, seated in the stadium’s northwest seats. And they didn’t simply crowd around the stadium wall like impatient shoppers on Black Friday. They lined up in formal rows, standing at attention. The nearby West Point marching band began to play, and the players—some with tears in their eyes—began to sing. The final lines:

E’er may that line of gray … Increase from day to day … Live, serve, and die, we pray, West Point, for thee.

The alma mater reflects West Point’s three-word motto: Duty, honor, and country. “Those hallowed words reverently dictate what you ought to be, what you can be,” General Douglas MacArthur told the cadets in May 1962—sixty-three years after he had initially arrived there as a wide-eyed freshman from Wisconsin—when accepting the Thayer Award for lifetime service to the academy. “They are your rallying point to build courage when courage seems to fail, to regain faith when there seems to be little cause for faith, to create hope when hope becomes forlorn.”

Kent, Farrington, and all of the Army football players then crossed the field and stood behind the exultant Navy players, who sang second. The Black Knights then made their way to their locker room—as the day’s designated home team, they occupied the quarters normally held by the Temple Owls—left to ponder a season that they had approached with enthusiasm and promise. Farrington and Kent were two of the eight fourth-year seniors—or firsties in West Point parlance—who played that day for Army. The Navy roster, in contrast, featured fifteen seniors. Only three of Army’s seniors started on offense or defense—Kent (outside linebacker), Brian Hill (inside linebacker), and Clint Woody (receiver). A fourth, Anthony Zurisko, was Army’s first-string placekicker.

Four starters among eight seniors from the 51 inter-collegiate football “candidates” who had reported to West Point during the summer of 2000 as freshmen, or plebes. The process of welcoming freshman football players to Army, Navy, and Air Force is vastly different from what’s practiced at other universities that play major collegiate football. The “mainstream” teams award football scholarships to about 25 promising players each year with a maximum of 85 allowed on scholarship at any time. (The math indicates someone’s going to be displeased along the way.) Army, Navy, and Air Force don’t award athletic scholarships; each newly enrolled student receives free tuition for the balance of his or her stay (pending academic eligibility), and some are invited to participate in intercollegiate athletics—corps sports, in West Point lingo.

Varsity football has long held a storied place in the history of the United States Military Academy. The Army Cadets claimed national championships in 1944, ’45, and ’46, their games attracting a huge national audience. In two of those seasons, a West Point football player was recognized as the best in the nation, with the awarding of the Heisman Trophy to Felix “Doc” Blanchard in 1945 and Glenn Davis in 1946; they were nicknamed “Mr. Inside” and “Mr. Outside,” respectively, for their running styles. Army’s clashes during the 1940s with another college football program that was hugely popular from coast to coast, Notre Dame, were staged at the nation’s most well-known sports venue, Yankee Stadium in New York, and were among the most memorable sporting events of the mid-twentieth century. The stature of an Army football player both on the field and off is symbolized by words long attributed to General George C. Marshall during World War II: “I want an officer for a secret and dangerous mission. I want a West Point football player.” The George C. Marshall Foundation can’t verify if the general actually said that, but the words now appear on a plaque that’s fixed to the wall near where Army players run out onto the field at the academy’s long-time football home, Michie Stadium. Every Army football player touches that plaque on his way onto the field before each game. The practice is considered such a revered, imperative aspect of West Point football that a reproduction of the plaque is brought to each away game, so the tradition can continue.

While Army doesn’t award football scholarships, it isn’t a stretch to conclude that most of the high school seniors who seek to play football for the Black Knights decide to enroll at the academy primarily for that very reason. For many, Army represents their only opportunity to play major college football beyond walking on elsewhere and hoping to earn an athletic scholarship. Enrolling at West Point means committing the first five years after graduation to being an active-duty army officer and, for those who elect to leave the service at that point, the subsequent three years to duty in the reserves. Political writer Bill Kauffman, in a 1999 contribution to The American Enterprise, cited a survey taken of cadet candidates for West Point’s Classes of 1998–2002 during their first days of summer military training—a kinetic mutation of freshman orientation appropriately called Beast Barracks—in which fewer than 20 percent of the males identified a desire to become an army officer as their primary reason for enrolling at West Point. Consider what military service distills to according to John McCain and co-author Mark Salter, as stated in 13 Soldiers: A Personal History of Americans at War:

Scared kids. That is what combat mostly comes down to in the end. Scared kids fighting and killing other scared kids. The main objective of a soldier’s training is to show him how to act while he is afraid, how to use a rifle and bayonet and his hands to kill a man he is afraid will kill him. A soldier’s training is supposed to be intense and unpredictable and realistic so that even if actual combat isn’t a familiar experience when you confront it—even though fear is choking your throat, even though your hands are shaking and your legs trembling, even though you are confused, shocked, terrorized, even though you want to run away—you still know how to fight, how to do your job, and you will still follow orders, you will still kill your enemy if you can.

How and why did the original 51 Army football frosh of 2000 become eight who played against Navy in 2003? Reasons for such significant Army football attrition were many. They were related to factors particular to attending a military academy (such as deciding after arrival at West Point that you didn’t really want to be an army officer) to enrolling at a college whose academic demands are often equated to those found at an Ivy League school (in autumn 2003, the Princeton Review named West Point as the most selective college in the United States, having accepted only 1,300 of the 13,000 applicants). What often shakes up and shakes out any college sports team’s roster is a change of head coaches. All of those affected the gridiron hopefuls among West Point’s Class of 2004.

Those who lost an appetite—or at least a tolerance—for the prospect of future military service likely could trace their figurative about-face to the events of September 11, 2001. Each member of West Point’s Class of 2004 had agreed to attend the academy during peacetime. Each tuition-free academic year at West Point is valued between $50,000 and $65,000. A cadet in good standing can pack up and, in civilian terms, withdraw from the university anytime during the first two years and not be liable for any financial restitution to the US government or service as an army officer. That all changes the night before a cadet’s third year begins. The juniors report to Thayer Hall and stand, right hands raised, for the affirmation ceremony. That is a blood oath without the blood. From that day forward, any cadet with a change of heart toward military service will be informed before his or her exit how much of a bill is due to Uncle Sam. And there’s a military commitment, but for two years as a soldier instead of being an officer. The Class of 2004 was the first student assemblage brought to West Point that, in the wake of 9/11, had the opportunity to decline a military obligation that could lead to armed conflict. The academy, asked to provide numbers on how many ’04 cadets left between 9/11 and the affirmation ceremony in August 2002, stated no such tally exists. One Army football staffer who was there then estimated that ten players in the combined Classes of 2004 and 2005 left school before their affirmation obligations because of 9/11. Academy records show 1,200 West Point hopefuls walked into Michie Stadium on that first day of Beast Barracks in 2000. That included 63 high school valedictorians and 39 salutatorians, 222 who were either class president or student-body president, 500 who captained one or more high school athletic teams. The Class of 2004’s graduation roll numbered 960, right at 80 percent.

Eight football seniors endured the humbling, disheartening record 13th attempt at victory during the 2003 season that was unfulfilled. Hall of Fame football coach Bill Parcells (an Army assistant coach from 1966–1969) famously stated during his NFL coaching term, “You are what your record says you are.” The eight players’ previous football seasons at West Point were unfortunately similar to 2003 when defined by the cold reality of wins and losses. The Black Knights finished 1–10 in 2000, 3–8 in 2001, and 1–11 in 2002. Their combined, four-year mark was 5–42. Five of those firsties arrived at West Point following a year’s stay at the academy’s prep school in Fort Monmouth, New Jersey. They were South Jersey’s Kent; Farrington from greater Pittsburgh; Josh Davis from New Smyrna Beach, Florida near Daytona Beach; Brad Waudby from the town of Oakland in North Jersey; and Zurisko from little Springdale, Pennsylvania near Pittsburgh. The other three were 2000 high school graduates who came straight to the academy, located on the banks of the Hudson River about 50 miles north of New York City: Hill from Port Orange, Florida next door to New Smyrna Beach; Peter Stewart from the north end of Houston, Texas’s urban sprawl; and Woody from rural Hayesville, North Carolina.

Those eight could have waved goodbye to West Point after what initially appeared to be five years of peacetime military service were replaced by likely war-zone deployments. Five-hundred and thirty-nine days after graduation day, on May 29, 2004, the class suffered its first wartime casualty about 7,000 miles from West Point. Even in electing to remain at the academy, those eight could have walked away from a football program that drained valuable time and energy that could be have directed toward other pursuits—like studies. Those eight were convinced another victory lay just ahead. Those eight didn’t want to be defined by the steady stream of football defeats year after year.

This book attempts to depict their experiences both at the United States Military Academy—as football players and as cadets—and during the years that followed their departures from West Point in 2004. I visited with each multiple times—from late 2004 through early 2018—as well as with their families, friends, West Point peers, fellow US Army officers, and superiors; I’ve been to West Point, Fort Hood, Fort Riley, Fort Rucker, Fort Sill, Fort Benning, Fort Leavenworth, Fort McPherson, Fort Monmouth, and Camp Merrill. I hope what follows is a compelling and enlightening journey.





Chapter One

“THE PLACE OF ALL PLACES”

The clatter of cleats was all that could be heard as junior quarterback Ryan Kent and the rest of the Woodbury High football team, physically drained and emotionally spent, boarded their buses for the short ride back to campus from nearby Paulsboro on the first Saturday of December 1997. But for the Thundering Herd, the trip of maybe 10 minutes felt like 10 hours. South Jersey high school football’s Montagues and Capulets had just staged an encore to their annual regular-season engagement, which once required the intervention of twelve local police departments when hometown pride escalated far beyond trash talk. This meeting decided the champion of South Jersey’s Group 1, the Garden State’s version of a state title, and Paulsboro had won yet again. That gave Paulsboro’s Red Raiders six consecutive group championships, and it wasn’t like they simply played above their heads every postseason. The 16–12 victory was Paulsboro’s 62nd straight, the most ever for a New Jersey high school football team. Before Paulsboro’s championship run began, the previous four group titles were captured by Woodbury.

The headline in the following Monday’s Philadelphia Daily News read, “Woodbury Can’t Overcome Powerhouse Rival Paulsboro.” For Kent, it might as well have stated “World Ends.” At 6-foot and 190 pounds, Kent was the deft operator of Woodbury’s option offense and felt an unreasonable amount of responsibility for the defeat, as quarterbacks are wont to do. He threw a first-quarter interception, at best a jump ball of a pass, which was returned for a touchdown. He soon after came inches from answering that with a touchdown of his own on a 78-yard burst around left end that ended with him struggling to maintain his balance over the final 20 yards and being pulled down inside Paulsboro’s 1-yard line. Surely, the Herd would score from there. But the Red Raiders’ defense stiffened, and the promising series ended with Kent buried beneath a pile of defenders in the backfield. Any blame that Kent was intent on self-inflicting on the morose ride home failed to account for the loss of the Herd’s star running back, Lamar Sturdivant, seven plays into the game to injury, or for Kent throwing a fourth-down touchdown pass on the game’s opening possession. He would, as a senior in the fall of 1998, have one more chance to lead Woodbury to a state championship, and probably one more chance to end the haunting Paulsboro streak.

Woodbury had become Kent’s hometown by choice. He was born in Michigan, his parents divorcing when he was a few months old. His mother, Dawn, and his stepfather, Bill Livingston, moved to south Jersey when Kent was about to enter the eighth grade. He could have remained in small-town Michigan with his father, David, and his stepmother, Lynne, who’d been in his life since he could remember, or he could relocate with the Livingstons. There was no right or wrong choice. Young Kent was greatly attracted by the activity that would lay across the Delaware River in Philadelphia, only minutes from home in south Jersey. Goodbye to the Tigers, Lions, Pistons, and Red Wings. Hello to the Phillies, Eagles, Sixers, and Flyers.

Woodbury is a bedroom community of about 10,000. For four days during the Revolutionary War, British General Charles Cornwallis headquartered in a house on what today is Broad Street. James Lawrence, born in 1781, grew up in Woodbury; that’s significant because it was Lawrence who, during the War of 1812, futilely cried, “Don’t give up the ship!” just before his USS Chesapeake went down. The Woodbury of the late 1990s was still small enough where every student walked to school. Lunch period meant hustling to a nearby convenience store or picking up a couple of slices at a pizza parlor.

When Woodbury and Paulsboro met again in late September 1998, the Raiders’ behemoth of a winning streak was indeed still breathing, at 63 games. Herd fans arrived at the Woodbury field adjacent to the high school with high hopes despite their team having lost its first game of the season, by one point. Some bravely carried the signs that featured the letter “P” circled with a slash through it, signs that the Red Raiders fans were all too familiar with and ignored. But if the Herd were to slay mighty Paulsboro, they likely would do it without one of their standout linemen. Senior Jadie Barringer III had injured his knee a few weeks earlier, and most Woodbury players were certain Barringer would have trouble that day simply walking, no less playing in a football game.

But, hey, Woodbury is almost Philly, and Philly is Rocky, and, like Rocky Balboa, Barringer arrived in the locker room before the game on a dead sprint. The rest of the day played out like a football movie that Woodbury players and fans had waited years to enjoy. The final score was 14–13 Herd, thanks to a Paulsboro PAT that sailed wide right with about five minutes to play and a 31-yard Raiders field-goal attempt that did likewise in the closing seconds after the kicking unit scurried onto the field since Paulsboro was out of timeouts. Seconds later, Kent cradled a ball and cried into the shoulder of a teammate as a scene that resembled New Year’s Eve in Times Square appeared to play out around them. He composed himself a few minutes later to appear on a local telecast, proclaiming, “The happiness is indescribable.”

Woodbury and Paulsboro predictably qualified for the playoffs again. Another championship matchup failed to materialize with Glassboro’s upset of Paulsboro in the semifinals, and at least some Herd fans confessed to being relieved that the Red Raiders were out of the way. After Woodbury beat Glassboro, 21–6, to claim its first group title since 1991, many of those same fans considered the championship victory second in importance to the win over Paulsboro two months earlier. Kent scored on a 76-yard run the first time that he touched the ball. After the game, his mind returned to that disconsolate ride back from Paulsboro a year earlier. “Ever since then, I made a promise to myself to get back to the championship game and leave with a different feeling,” he said, according to the Star-Ledger of Newark, New Jersey.

Barringer’s primary contribution that day, other than simply showing up, was a crushing blow on Glassboro’s quarterback that knocked him from the game. (He later compared the hit to “running over a mannequin.”) Four years earlier, the outgoing Barringer was one of the eighth graders who openly welcomed newcomer Kent from Michigan. His father is African American, the first to serve on Woodbury’s city council, and his mother Italian. The two boys’ friendship grew to where the Livingstons referred to Barringer as their fourth son. He was a regular in basketball tournaments held behind the Kents’ home on American Street. He accompanied the Livingstons to the Jersey shore. Kent, when a student at West Point, would mail Army football game tickets to the Barringers.

Woodbury’s 1999 yearbook featured Kent as the boy who was “Most Attractive” and who had the “Most School Spirit.” (His contributions to both ending the Paulsboro streak and winning the group championship somehow didn’t earn him the title of the boy who was “Most Athletic.” That accolade went to Paris Minor, a running back who earned a football scholarship to the University of Maine.) As a youngster, Kent seemingly could never run short of energy and wasn’t easily deterred. If knocked down while playing, he popped right up and returned to his business. For that quality, Dawn Livingston referred to him as her “Weeble.” He also didn’t accept defeat well. David Kent didn’t allow any of his sons—two by his first marriage and two by his second—to easily beat him in backyard sports. Ryan’s distaste for defeat was developed early.

Kent attracted little attention from collegiate offensive coordinators despite his unquestionable success at running an option attack, which primarily ran the ball rather than pass. He was considered too short to stand out for a major-college team. The offensive line coach at the nearby University of Delaware, a successful program in Division I-AA for decades, offered him a scholarship. Kent prepared to sign with the Blue Hens, even adding a Delaware T-shirt to his wardrobe, until word came that Delaware’s quarterback coach chose to sign a different signal-calling prospect. That negated the offer that had been extended to Kent. West Point, a rare major-college team whose offense employed the option, was among the other schools that had recruited Kent earlier. Army’s point of contact was Bob Shoop, who joined head coach Bob Sutton’s staff going into the 1998 season and left soon afterward for Boston College. In the midst of Shoop’s departure from the academy, his recruiting files apparently weren’t smoothly assimilated into the rest of the staff paperwork. Kent, awkwardly turned away by Delaware, was no longer on Army’s recruiting radar as the time period for officially signing college football prospects began on the first Wednesday of February 1999. He soon after was brought back to the staff’s attention thanks to a phone call from Kent’s determined stepfather. Livingston subsequently took Kent on a trip to West Point and met with Sutton. It turned out that one of Army’s formal football recruits had changed his mind about attending the academy, which left an enrollment slot available. Sutton invited Kent to fill the slot but to enroll that fall not at West Point but at the academy’s prep school in Fort Monmouth, located about 90 minutes east of Woodbury near the Jersey shore.

Sutton’s suggestion to precede arrival at West Point with a year at the prep school was a common recommendation for incoming football players. Army, in addition to not attaching free tuition to athletic prowess, doesn’t participate in the common collegiate sports practice of red-shirting, in which an athlete can be held out of formal competition for one season without that counting against the maximum of four years’ eligibility. Most football players at major universities will take a red-shirt year, typically as an incoming freshman, and play four seasons over the course of five academic years. That allows the athlete the benefit from an extra year of sports instruction and physical maturation while also spreading the academic load over five years. Given the rigors of the four-year academic gauntlet at West Point, even football recruits with solid high school transcripts often elect to attend the prep school since its emphasis on the core courses of math and English will provide another year of foundation before facing the challenges of the academy environment. Kent accepted Sutton’s recommendation and agreed before returning home to enroll at Fort Monmouth; he was also relieved to see that West Point cadets didn’t live in buildings like the army barracks that he’d seen in the movies.
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The coaches at Shaler Area High School, located in the hills just north of Pittsburgh, were well acquainted with Tom Farrington’s athletic prowess before he stepped onto the tree-laden campus in 1995. For one, he’d impressed them with his drive and intensity no matter the sport. (Farrington later summed up his pigskin predilection: “I just love to hit. To me, it’s the best part of football.”) The coaches were also pleased with his blood lines. Farrington’s father, Tom Sr., had long been involved in local high school athletics, first as a game official and later as a supervisor of officials. Tom Sr. was a carpenter, quiet and driven to succeed no matter the task—and a Pittsburgh Steelers season-ticket holder. He was considered a man’s man and served as both hero and best friend to his only child. Wife Theresa was a hospital nurse who became a school nurse when young Tom began playing junior high sports. That way, she could attend as many of his games as possible.

Shaler Area High opened in the fall of 1971, the product of a court-ordered merger of four schools that served adjoining boroughs. Farrington played football and basketball for the Titans, earning a spot on the latter’s varsity as a freshman. He went on to start three seasons at safety and shared the position of running back as a senior in the one-back, run-and-shoot offense under head coach Frank Rocco, who’d been a back-up quarterback at Penn State. As a 6-foot-1, 195-pound senior, Farrington also started on the basketball team as a slightly undersized center.

As Shaler Area’s 1998 football team retreated to the school gym to practice one rainy, late-summer day, the players took notice of the various championship banners—and noted the lack of representation of the football team. They promised that day that the ’98 Titans would contribute to the banner collection. Contribute they did. Shaler won the school’s first conference championship and added the school’s first-ever playoff win in football. With Shaler’s top rusher missing that game with a sprained ankle, Farrington rumbled for 132 yards in the convincing 31–6 victory over Ringgold. He was named to the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette north edition’s “Fabulous 22” postseason team.

Basketball season likewise held significant promise for Shaler. The Titans won their first six games and were led by junior sharpshooter Yuri Demetris, who was extremely accurate from the perimeter. Farrington, playing center, could score both from the outside and bull his way through taller defenders inside. Demetris was the lone Titan who attracted the attention of NCAA Division I basketball coaches and would eventually play for nearby Pitt, but Shaler head coach Howie Ruppert considered Farrington his best player. Ruppert was from Staten Island, had served as an assistant coach at Division I’s Seton Hall in New Jersey and Duquesne in Pittsburgh, and shared in Farrington’s appetite for blue-collar skills on the court. Ruppert liked that Farrington reveled in rebounding, made the pass that led to the pass that led to a basket. He also liked that Farrington drew charges.

Farrington was averaging 18 points per game, second on the team to Demetris, when Shaler Area’s basketball team made the drive south of downtown Pittsburgh, winding along the south bank of the Monongahela River to West Mifflin for a non-conference game in mid-December. Shaler held a comfortable lead in the closing minutes when tempers began raging. Farrington’s temperature rose when he saw a West Mifflin player punch one of his teammates. Soon after, he was involved in a loose-ball scramble that escalated into a scuffle. A West Mifflin player spat in Farrington’s face, and the two got into it. Coaches from both benches ran onto the court to calm their players, but not before Farrington was assessed a technical foul. The pushing and shoving continued; Farrington was t’ed up a second time, which disqualified him from the remainder of the game and would prevent him from playing in the Titans’ next game.

Ruppert dispatched assistant coach Roger Depew to take Farrington down a nearby hallway to calm him. Depew then escorted him to the Titans’ locker room, located one floor below the court at the end of a small, winding staircase. Shaler won, 72–57, and the teams didn’t exchange handshakes afterward. Depew returned to the court to retrieve the team camera while Farrington continued to seethe. In a building that he was unfamiliar with, Farrington threw a punch with his right hand, thinking he was going to strike a locker, and soon after let out an ungodly scream. His fist instead went through an office door window that was reinforced by wire mesh. His hand was shredded by the combination of glass and metal. The alarmed Depew arrived seconds later and wrapped Farrington’s blood-soaked right wrist in what was available—the player’s jersey.

The rest of the Titans contingent, just then making its way down the stairway, was jolted by Farrington’s screams. He came running up the stairs, and Ruppert was horrified at what appeared to be a nearly severed hand. Ruppert grabbed Farrington’s right hand, squeezed it as hard as he could, got a towel to replace the jersey, and had Farrington lay down. Ruppert frantically phoned an old Staten Island friend who was a local orthopedic surgeon and worked with baseball’s Pittsburgh Pirates. Patrick DeMeo immediately referred him to Mark Baratz, a nationally renowned hand specialist at nearby Allegheny General Hospital. Baratz waited until the following morning to operate. He reconnected nerves and muscles and essentially saved young Farrington’s right hand, though the prospect for full recovery was unknown. With all the tubes and attachments connected as Farrington lay in a hospital bed, the hand resembled that of a marionette. A physician’s assistant told the Farringtons it was possible the hand would never return to normalcy, that the lack of full mobility could leave it in a claw-like condition. Farrington quietly told his parents, “They don’t know me.”

News of the episode soon hit the local sports pages given the Shaler basketball team’s standing as one of the area’s best and a potential contender for state honors, and Farrington explained to the Post-Gazette: “Sometimes you get so much adrenaline in you.” In mid-January, the inevitable was confirmed: Farrington wouldn’t be playing anymore basketball for Shaler. Toward the end of the season, the healing reached the point where he came to practice and at least fooled around some on the court.

Much of the football recruiting interest in Farrington abated in the weeks following the incident in West Mifflin. That left one NCAA Division I-A school that was still considering Farrington, hand issue and all. West Point wasn’t ready to give up on him. He was invited to visit the academy over Super Bowl weekend in late January. Farrington’s hand was still early in the healing process when he traveled to West Point by himself. His predicament made for some awkward interaction with his fellow recruits since he didn’t want to extend his heavily bandaged right hand during introductions. Some of the other prospects were confused when Farrington kept his right hand stuffed in his coat pocket and instead offered his left for a handshake.

Maladroitness aside, Farrington thoroughly enjoyed the time that he spent with his student host, Clay Daniels, who would be the Black Knights’ starting quarterback during the 1999 season. The recruits checked in at the nearby Bear Mountain Inn—they ordinarily would have stayed at the stately Thayer Hotel just inside the academy’s main gate, but that was under renovation—and then were treated to dinner and arcade games at a Dave & Buster’s down at the Palisades Center Mall in West Nyack. On Sunday morning, the culmination of the recruits’ weekend was breakfast with Bob Sutton in the officers’ club followed by private meetings with the coach in a downstairs room. In that room, Sutton offered Farrington the opportunity to play Army football following a year at the prep school. Farrington said he would think about it. He didn’t think all that long; a week later, he told his father that he was “just going to do it” and sign with the Black Knights. Farrington’s parents had essentially left the decision to him, happy to offer advice but primarily there to listen. The decision brought with it a coalescence of joy and relief. “It’s pretty neat there,” Farrington told the Post-Gazette. “The place is amazing, and the people there are a lot like me. It’s just a good deal. My life is planned out.”

The hand healed enough for Farrington to enjoy one additional experience as a high school athlete, playing in a summer all-star football game for players from schools north of Pittsburgh, held at Fox Chapel High. Most of the participants simply saw the invitation as the cherry atop a successful high school gridiron career; Farrington viewed it as an opportunity to prove the hand injury wasn’t an impediment to future athletic endeavors. The week of on-site practice preceding the game was generally meant to meld the players from various high schools into offenses and defenses that could at least somewhat function together for 60 minutes. Farrington treated the drills as a referendum of his football worth and attacked them with zeal. With a little too much zeal for the coaches and some of his teammates, the latter vexed by the kid from Shaler Area who tried to knock off their heads. Farrington must not have set his sights on Anthony Zurisko, a slightly-built kicker from Springdale High, located in the modest town of the same name. Early in the week, Zurisko asked Farrington if he was going to West Point. Yes, he replied. “I’m going, too,” Zurisko said. In the game’s closing minutes with the outcome already decided, Farrington was true to his personal athletic doctrine of always playing to the final whistle. When the opposing quarterback, Pitt-bound Rod Rutherford, lined up as a receiver, Farrington was convinced a pass was coming Rutherford’s way—and made sure to break it up with a jarring hit. On the game’s final play, Farrington recovered a botched center-quarterback exchange and felt like he’d done all that he could in one game to assure any onlookers that he had plenty more football to play despite the injury.
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Josh Davis made the same recruiting trip as Tom Farrington—he wondered if the left-handed handshakes were an expression of cockiness—along with his father, Mike. They traveled from Volusia County, Florida, which is located almost halfway down the state’s east coast and is best known as home of the Daytona International Speedway. The Davises lived toward the county’s southern end in the sleepy town of New Smyrna Beach. Ponce de Leon is said to have come traipsing through there in 1513. New Smyrna, as it’s most-often known, is a haven for surfers and fishermen, attractive to many who simply want to sit back and enjoy sunrise and surf. Mike Davis had lived all across Florida, from St. Petersburg to Jacksonville to Orlando, when he settled in New Smyrna with wife Cheryl, son Josh, and daughter Nicole in 1993.

Davis didn’t fit the physical mold of the typical New Smyrna surfer, though he did ride some waves. As a sophomore, he pushed 300 pounds while standing about six feet. He was a member of the New Smyrna Beach High Barracudas’ weight-lifting team, was a heavyweight wrestler, and began a three-year run as starting center for the football Cudas. That was the first time that Davis was allowed to play organized football; his size had prevented him from participating in New Smyrna’s youth league. As a 310-pound senior, he helped the Barracudas finish the regular season 9–1—earning their first playoff berth since 1972—and was named to the state sportswriters’ Class 4A all-state second team. Later that school year, Davis lifted a combined 765 pounds to finish second among heavyweights in the state Class 4A meet; that total would have won the competition in the state’s largest classification, Class 6A.

Had Davis stood at least 6-foot-2, he probably would have attracted the attention of major college football programs. He did spark interest from the South Carolina staff of head coach Brad Scott, but Scott was fired after going 1–10 in 1998. Lou Holtz came out of coaching retirement to take over the Gamecocks, and South Carolina’s recruitment of Davis ended. His two best options for earning a football scholarship were from Division I-AA schools—The Citadel and Western Kentucky. That was until Army assistant coach Darrell Hazell (a Minnesota Vikings assistant during the 2017 season) came through Volusia County and invited Davis to visit West Point.

Davis scheduled his three recruiting trips to be made within one week in late January 1999, beginning at Western Kentucky. The Hilltoppers’ head coach, Jack Harbaugh, was the patriarch of the football family that includes sons John (then a Philadelphia Eagles assistant and the Baltimore Ravens’ head coach since 2008) and Jim (the Ravens’ starting QB in 1998; he coached the San Francisco 49ers to the 2013 Super Bowl and has been Michigan’s head coach since 2015). Davis’s visit to Western included a stop at Harbaugh’s home and a film session of sorts; the two of them watched old footage of Jim playing youth football. Jim Harbaugh had previously visited New Smyrna on behalf of his father to spend time with Davis and teammate Manny Robles, and received something of a lukewarm reception from the two recruits. That was because they didn’t recognize him. They were subsequently informed of their unintentional snubbing of an NFL quarterback by one of their aghast coaches. The two kids scrambled for the door to catch up with Harbaugh but were too late. Before Davis left dinner and home movies at the Harbaughs, he made a verbal commitment to Western Kentucky. He went ahead with the trips to The Citadel and West Point, joined only during the latter by his father.

Davis wasn’t surprised to encounter snow and frigid temperatures on the banks of the Hudson. Despite the meteorological jolt, he was awed by the academy’s ambience, the combination of physical beauty and history. He wasn’t the first to be smitten with the surroundings upon his maiden visit to West Point. Such was the case in 1839 when a reluctant first-year enrollee arrived from Ohio. Ulysses Hiram Grant—somehow nominated for admission as “Ulysses S. Grant,” which made for a much more patriotic moniker later on as the nation’s 18th President—futilely hoped some manner of travel mishap would prevent him from reporting on time for the academy’s academic year. By late September, he wrote to a cousin, R. McKinstry Griffith, and extolled the beauty of the United States Military Academy: “So far as it regards natural attractions it is decidedly the most beautiful place that I have ever seen; here are hills and dales, rocks and river; all pleasant to look upon… . In short this is the best of all places—the place of all places for an institution like this.” Visitors often shared such wonderment. Charles Dickens said of West Point: “It could not stand on more appropriate ground, and any ground more beautiful can hardly be.”

Davis’s student host was Neil Ravitz, a three-year starter on the offensive line and one of the captains of Army’s 1998 team. After the Friday night fun at Dave & Buster’s, the Davises strolled out to a patio in the frigid night and discussed the evening’s events and, more importantly, Josh’s impending decision. At Western Kentucky, he could enjoy “mainstream” college life and play for a team that could compete for a Division I-AA playoff berth. Army was his only “big-time” football opportunity, albeit with a program that appeared to be years from competing for even a minor bowl invitation. Mike noted what a West Point degree would mean in ten, fifteen years. Josh, with two days remaining in the visit, had essentially made up his mind.

On Saturday, the recruits visited the superintendent’s house and toured the football facilities. Davis was informed along the way of West Point’s restrictions on weight, that football linemen received exemptions since players of their size were needed to compete in major college football. The occasional conflict between holding firm to rules that were set to produce the best military officers possible and the ability to compete in major college athletics had existed for decades. Without such waivers for cadets who were too heavy and/or too tall to meet academy regulations, Army would be hard-pressed to field football linemen or basketball players who could go toe-to-toe with counterparts from other major college teams. The philosophical clash sometimes extended to include academic qualifications, all the way back to Douglas MacArthur’s tenure as West Point superintendent beginning in 1919. MacArthur, himself a baseball player at the academy, was convinced fielding successful intercollegiate teams by recruiting top-notch athletes would enhance the academy’s national standing. Such enthusiasm wasn’t always shared by West Point’s academic board.

The two Davises got on the phone with Cheryl back in Florida and informed her of Josh’s intent to formally sign with Army. She was apprehensive and asked Mike if he’d steered their son into making that enormous commitment, one that extended well beyond the football field. Mike tried his best to assure her that Josh’s decision was his own. Josh took the phone and delivered the same message. On Sunday morning, Davis took his seat across from Bob Sutton and was offered a West Point appointment and football slot after a year at Fort Monmouth. He signed right there and then; the public signing in early February for what’s referred to as National Signing Day—which actually begins a signing period—was for the benefit of any local media back in Florida. “I’ll be fighting for a spot in my freshman year,” Davis told the Orlando Sentinel. “I plan on starting by my sophomore year.”
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Like Davis, Brad Waudby Jr. couldn’t play in just any youth football league because of his size. He began playing in the first grade in his hometown of Oakland—a bedroom community located about 30 miles west of New York City and popular with the metropolitan area’s big-league athletes—but was denied reentry two years later because of his weight. His family took him to play with a cousin 15 miles away in Clifton, where there was no weight limit, but all parties soon tired of the travel time.

Young Brad lived with his family on the second floor of the funeral home that his father operated, which certainly proved to be a conversation starter. His family moved into the home in 1976, when his father became its caretaker; Bradford Sr. bought the business in 1983, and the Waudbys moved into a “regular” house when Brad was in the fifth grade. He certainly was no different from other boys who enjoyed helping their fathers at work. Brad would remove the sympathy cards from floral arrangements after services, straighten chairs, and vacuum. And ask questions: “Dad, what did he die from?” Brad would accompany his father on body removals and got to where he’d help embalm. Bradford would occasionally chastise his son for making too much noise upstairs when Brad had one of his school friends over, and there was the time that Brad tried out a new fishing rod by casting it down from a second-floor catwalk and hooked it on a table decoration that shattered. Given such eccentricities of Waudby home life, Bradford was perplexed when his son was frightened during his first sleepover at someone else’s house: “What are you crying about? You live with dead people below you!” And Bradford didn’t want his only son following him in the business: “I want you to have a life.”

Waudby’s athletic interest grew to include baseball, especially pitching. He was throwing 70 miles per hour as an eighth grader and played with the sons of former New York Yankees second baseman Willie Randolph (Andre) and New York Giants defensive tackle Jim Burt (Jim Jr.). Mothers of opposing players weren’t comfortable having their sons step into the batter’s box against Waudby and sometimes asked his coach for proof that he was young enough to play in that league.

Waudby was finally able to formally return to football at home as a 240-pound freshman at Oakland’s Indian Hills High School, and he continued pitching during his first two years with the Braves. Having played relatively little organized football compared to his teammates, Waudby was intimidated by their knowledge of the game and became discouraged. He wasn’t particularly strong for his size but had quick feet, which led the coaching staff to initially place him exclusively on the offensive line. It didn’t help that his freshman coach was a high-energy Bronx native who’d played pro football. Gene Prebola, who scored the first winning touchdown in the history of the Oakland Raiders, rode the inexperienced freshman relentlessly because he recognized the challenges that Waudby would face down the road as a varsity player. The 1995 freshman Braves lost only one game, which was to their next-door neighbor, arch-rival Ramapo. The Braves won their league championship during Waudby’s junior and senior seasons and qualified for the playoffs in 1998, going out in the first round. He suffered a chipped finger one season that should have sidelined him for a significant amount of time according to the team doctors. Waudby’s father didn’t understand that conclusion, noting that his son was neither a quarterback nor a receiver, and had him cleared to play by other doctors. Waudby returned to action soon after with no problem.

Waudby also competed in the discus and the shot put for Indian Hills’ track and field team coached by … Gene Prebola. Waudby and a couple of his track teammates—all football linemen—incurred Prebola’s wrath after one road meet by leaving without a parent, a violation of a team rule. The following Monday, Prebola made the offenders follow their throwing practice by running 100-yard dashes with only a brief rest period between runs. Waudby really struggled and began to complain. His fellow detainees warned him to keep quiet, else their coach might increase their punishment. No such punitive augmentation was necessary; the boys never pulled that stunt again.

Waudby was a first-team all-league offensive lineman and named third-team all-Bergen County that year as chosen by The Record of Hackensack at both lineman and tight end. The biggest college programs to initially show interest in him were Boston College, Syracuse, and Rutgers. When he received a recruiting letter from West Point, his father, an Air Force veteran, was floored and urged his son to accept an invitation to play Army football—all of 36 miles northeast of Oakland—if given the opportunity. His mother, Nancy, was hesitant, given the post-graduate military commitment. On the drive home to New Jersey from a summer football camp at BC, Bradford diverted from the most direct route back to Oakland for one that conveniently went down the main road toward West Point. Nancy chided her husband: “Don’t put ideas in his head.” The idea was already there; Brad agreed to attend the prep school with the hope of playing football for Army’s Black Knights.
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Among the 98-member Springdale High Class of 1999, Anthony Zurisko was selected as the most athletic boy. He played soccer, basketball, and football. On the football team, he was a receiver and a kicker, his career at the former ending after he injured a finger while making a catch. From that point on, Zurisko’s football focus was on being the kicker for the Dynamos—the nickname came from having two power plants in town. His kicking motion was atypical. Most kickers have a follow-through that results in the kicking leg raised high and figuratively bisecting the goalposts. Zurisko’s right leg remained relatively low after connecting with the ball and pulled to his left. His peers contended he was defying the laws of physics. No one complained about his aberrant approach when his 35-yard field-goal attempt sailed straight through the uprights in the closing seconds against conference-rival Duquesne High for a 15–14 win during his senior season.

Springdale is located about 15 miles northeast of downtown Pittsburgh amid the hills along the north bank of the Allegheny River. It’s just across the river from Oakmont, home of the august country club that has hosted PGA Tour major tournaments since the 1920s. The Dynamos usually compete in the state’s smallest enrollment classification, and a big night for the students, if they elected not to head into Pittsburgh, usually meant hanging out at a friend’s house or going to the bowling alley. Zurisko’s father, Damian, worked in town at the PPG plant. He also earned money on the side as a football back judge until Anthony became a junior in high school and the father felt guilty for missing games played by the eldest of his three sons.

During the winter of Zurisko’s junior year of high school, Army’s Bob Shoop visited Springdale and met with the Dynamos’ kicker. Zurisko told his parents that night about meeting with the Black Knights assistant, and his father was ecstatic. As a senior, Zurisko was recruited by Pitt, Syracuse, Temple, and West Virginia, visiting most of those campuses. The best scholarship offers, however, were to begin his college football career with a partial scholarship that could become a full ride if merited by his performance. He didn’t take a recruiting trip to West Point, but his guidance counselor, Joanna Tano (with a son who was a Naval Academy graduate), made sure Zurisko was aware that four years’ tuition-free education at the United States Military Academy would in no way be connected with how many field-goal attempts that he could convert. And Damian made sure Anthony was clear on the post-graduate military commitment. Nancy Zurisko urged her son to apply to West Point even if he wasn’t sold on attending. If he was accepted, she said, he’d then at least have a decision to make. When Shoop phoned to offer a slot at the prep school, Zurisko didn’t hesitate: “I’m ready.”
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A few weeks after Signing Day 1999 passed, a change of personnel at the United States Military Academy took place that would greatly impact the future Army football careers of Ryan Kent, Tom Farrington, Anthony Zurisko, Josh Davis, and Brad Waudby. A replacement for retiring West Point athletic director Al Vanderbush was introduced on April 22. The choice of academy superintendent Lieutenant General Daniel Christman was Rick Greenspan, the AD at Illinois State for the previous six years. Christman was predictably enthusiastic in describing Greenspan: “I am absolutely convinced he is the right person to lead Army’s intercollegiate sports program into the twenty-first century.” For most major college athletic programs, football serves as the financial and public-relations bell cow. So, Army fans were wise to study the kind of football program that Greenspan had cultivated at Illinois State. The school competes in NCAA Division I-AA in football. Illinois State’s Cardinals finished the 1998 season 8–4 under third-year coach Todd Berry, the program’s first winning finish in five years, and qualified for the I-AA playoffs.





Chapter Two

CONDOS BY THE BEACH

Though Tom Farrington recovered from the calamitous hand injury enough to play in a summer all-star game, the possibility that West Point would conclude at the relative last minute that he wasn’t physically able to attend the prep school was never far from his mind during the summer of 1999. His parents drove him from Pittsburgh to Fort Monmouth on the day before prep school students were scheduled to report for their version of West Point’s Beast Barracks military orientation. After the Farringtons returned to their hotel room after dinner, Tom pensively checked the family’s home answering machine to see if any messages had rendered their trip unnecessary. There was no such depressive directive. Nine months after the accident, Farrington’s greatest issue with the hand was his lack of control over the pinkie finger. During the prepsters’ first days learning the basics of military protocol, his unconstrained digit prompted some quizzical looks from superiors when he saluted. Farrington resorted to taping some of his fingers together, but that proved problematic for other tasks and was quickly abandoned.

Anthony Zurisko’s parents made a similar drive from greater Pittsburgh. At dinner the night before the prepsters reported, their son didn’t seem to be himself. If Zurisko had any last-minute misgivings, he didn’t state them then or the following morning when the incoming students reported to Fort Monmouth. They and their families gathered in a reception area, when a school representative read off the students’ names and the cadet hopefuls walked off. The day was filled with instruction in basic tasks, like facing movements and routine exercises with a robust amount of verbal “encouragement” from the supervising officers. Students and families were reunited at 5 p.m. in a parking lot, the prepsters having been liberated from any hair atop their heads and issued identical T-shirts. Families were told they had 10 minutes to visit before the students would move on and begin their prep year. The Zuriskos struggled to find their son amid the congregation of white shirts and shorn skulls. The 10 minutes felt like two. The Zuriskos had planned to stay over one more night near Fort Monmouth, but instead drove right back to Springdale.

The prepsters were housed in two three-story barracks in a back corner of the post. Brad Waudby was disappointed the dorm rooms didn’t resemble the “condos by the beach” that were described during recruitment. It was almost cruel for the sweating prep cadets to stand at attention in formation during their first days of the late summer and look overhead to see the prop planes carrying advertising banners over the nearby shore. Fort Monmouth approached the 1999 football season without a head coach. The team’s previous coach, Mike Bender, left after only one season to work in the NFL’s European league. Athletic director Bob Mueller determined he lacked sufficient time to identify a suitable replacement and decided to do the job himself for the upcoming season. The position, however, wasn’t new to him. Mueller was first employed at the prep school in 1969, which was located then at Fort Belvoir in Virginia, soon after he finished graduate school at Ithaca College in New York. He’d been drafted into the army and asked his football coach at Ithaca, Dick Lyon, if there were any immediate coaching opportunities at West Point. There weren’t, but Lyon helped Mueller land the head coaching job at the prep school. Mueller coached the prepsters for only the one season, determining early on that he much preferred overseeing a football program that featured more than one academic class of players. He spent the next four years coaching at two high schools in the northeast before returning to the prep school’s football program in 1974, holding that job through 1986 (the operation moved to Fort Monmouth in 1975) and then concentrating on being athletic director.

The prep school’s 1999–2000 class numbered 232. Enrollment at Fort Monmouth was capped at about 240, with a typical class sending slightly fewer than 200 on to the academy. According to West Point, 11 percent of the average academy graduating class since 1951 has consisted of prep school grads, while occupying 25 percent of senior leadership positions of the Corps of Cadets. West Point’s prep school was meant to be a transition to academy life without duplicating what the students would face upon their arrival on the banks of the Hudson. While the military training, conducted by actual officers instead of older students, resembled what they would experience at West Point, prep school students could earn privileges that far exceeded those that were available at the academy.

The incoming students—primarily high school graduates, though some older civilians decide to take a crack at admission to West Point—endured three weeks of basic training, one of those weeks conducted about an hour away from the school at Fort Dix. When the school year began, academics consisted of study in the core courses of math and English that figured to benefit them once they arrived at West Point. Students typically took two sections of math—one hour of instruction and one of lab work—plus two hours of English. There were also sessions called “student success,” as well as an additional afternoon instruction period. Students reported to mandatory study halls Sunday through Thursday nights. If a student struggled in a particular class, he or she would be scheduled for an additional study session on Friday evening.

Mueller and his staff—which included recently-commissioned Neil Ravitz, Josh Davis’s recruiting host among the graduate assistants—worked with a football roster of 60, 44 of whom were recruited to play on the team. Two Jersey boys were selected as team captains—Ryan Kent representing the offense and linebacker Jeremy Campbell from Montclair for the defense. Kent’s competition at quarterback featured Andre McLeod from Monroe, New York (only 15 miles from West Point); Adam Rafalski from Bel Air, Maryland; and Thomas Roberts from Cincinnati, Ohio. Each ran the option in high school. New York’s Daily News hailed McLeod as the best option quarterback in New York State as a senior. Rafalski led a football renaissance at his high school, which had not qualified for the playoffs in fifteen seasons. Roberts, reared by a single mother who became a police officer, captained his football, basketball, and baseball teams at Hughes High next door to the University of Cincinnati. He considered accepting a partial athletic scholarship to play baseball for Notre Dame or Stanford before choosing West Point.

Roberts roomed with Tom Farrington. On their first night together, Farrington discovered that Roberts preferred having a veritable soundtrack of his personal music in order to feel comfortable. Farrington was willing to accept that, except when it was time for them to turn in for the night. The band played on, so to speak. Farrington politely asked Roberts to turn off his music. Roberts turned off what was playing—and promptly turned on something else, which was Otis Redding’s soulful “Sittin’ on the Dock of the Bay.” All Farrington could do was giggle, and the roommates forged an immediate bond.

For years, the prep school football team faced junior varsity squads from major college programs located in the region, like Maryland or Rutgers, until such programs were phased out nationally. Subsequent opposition was provided by junior colleges and other prep schools located within a relatively short drive. Fort Monmouth’s 1999 schedule included powerful Nassau Community College, Milford Academy (quarterbacked by Farrington’s signal caller at Shaler Area, Chris Siegle), Princeton’s junior varsity, West Point’s own junior varsity and—not coincidentally the final game of the season—the prep school from the Naval Academy. The prepsters finished 4–5. On their visit to West Point, they lost to the junior varsity, 42–34. But they brought a 31–14 triumph back from Annapolis for the highlight of their season. Kent and McLeod emerged to receive the most playing time under center. They essentially shared the starting duties and sometimes shuttled in and out during the same series. Roberts eventually shifted to defensive back and found a new football home there.

At Fort Monmouth, young men and women who hoped to become West Point cadets were first introduced to the physical fitness test given to all members of the army: the APFT. The test consisted of three parts, each needing to be passed to continue as a student in good standing, since physical conditioning was one of the bedrock emphases of the institution. The cadet was directed to do pushups for two minutes, sit-ups for two minutes, and then run two miles. Passing grades varied by age and gender within four age groups beginning at age seventeen and running through age thirty-six. The bar for men 17–21 was set at 35 pushups, 47 sit-ups, and completing the run within 16:36. A prepster who failed to pass the test when administered in the fall was granted a second opportunity in the spring, with failure endangering his or her appointment to the academy. All passed.
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