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Dedication



To my friend Larry Smith
and his life-long love for Kansas State University






“A lot of people consider it to be the biggest turnaround in college football history. To play under Coach Snyder and be a part of it is a tremendous feeling. At least you know you did something to make history.”


- Kevin Lockett
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Introduction



 


Abrutal 30-mile-per-hour wind from the north swept over KSU Stadium, stifling the players movements on the field, and rocking the spectators in the stands. The strong, never-ending gusts pushed back kicks and turned passes into wobbling ducks. The result was less than perfect football. But it was the 1972 K-State-KU game, and the mostly partisan Wildcat fans in the packed stadium didn’t care. K-State was playing its top rival, and there was always the chance the Wildcats would beat the hated Jayhawks. Admittedly, these were two teams going nowhere – both were on probation, and between them they would win just seven games in the season. But this game was a good indication of what K-State football might be, and the kind of passion it could inspire throughout an entire season if the Wildcats fielded a more competitive team. As it was at the time, the K-State football crazies lived for the annual game against the Jayhawks, their expectations for each new season simple: beat KU, and it would be a somewhat successful year, no matter how many other games the team lost.


The Wildcats won that game in 1972, against the wind and KU, 20-19. With so few big wins to celebrate, the students did what they’ve done throughout the last 100 years when the Cats won an important game; they tore down the goal posts and set off a celebration across the campus to Aggieville.


This was my first taste of “Purple Pride” football, and the thing I remember most about this blustery game was the exuberance of the K-State fans. Their optimism wasn’t reserved just for KU; Wildcat fans always believed they could pull off the miracle upset, as I saw many times later against such opponents as Nebraska and Oklahoma.


K-State’s football fans had been long-suffering, and in the not-too-distant past, three or four wins in a season were considered a high-mark achievement. No more. The Wildcats regularly drub most of their opponents, and only Nebraska and Colorado have presented formidable challenges to the Wildcats since 1993. And consider this: It wasn’t that long ago Wildcat fans were cheering the end of a 30-game winless streak. It isn’t improbable to think they might someday be cheering a 30-game winning streak.


Kansas State’s rise to the top of the college football world the past decade has been nothing short of extraordinary, but the Wildcats’ assent wasn’t a miracle. Great coaching, hard work, and a belief by the University that it could be a winner, could challenge Nebraska and other powerhouse teams in the country are what made the program a winner. Bill Snyder put together a plan for K-State football when he came to Manhattan in 1989, and he stuck to it. The results have been remarkable: Coach of the Year awards, All-American players, a No. 1 ranking in the polls, a top Heisman Trophy candidate, Academic All-Americans, a great stadium and facilities, and seven straight bowl games appearances.


But it wasn’t magic, it wasn’t a miracle.


Powercat logos are now everywhere in the state of Kansas, from Liberal to Overland Park, and Goodland to Independence. And they are also sprinkled across the country. K-State football is now synonymous with success, and K-Staters have relished the transition.


Wildcats to Powercats.


It’s been a bumpy ride for K-State football fans, but the football program has arrived at an unparalleled level of success. With this in mind, if an event was of historical importance to the football team – good or bad – or important to the fans, I tried to include it in the book.


M.S.
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Coach Bill Snyder





 



Powercat Pride



A Brief Overview of K-State Football


From its beginning, K-State’s football team struggled, and not for wins. The first couple years the game was played on campus and acceptance for the sport among the faculty and staff of the college was absent. They resisted the game and denied its popularity. But the students persisted, and by 1896 an organized, school-sponsored team became a permanent part of student life in Manhattan.


And then there was the losing.


The early days of college football in Kansas knew no “class” distinction among foes. Kansas State played almost every college in the state, and also played against some high school teams. They lost to high school teams. When Mike Ahearn took over the football coaching duties in 1905, many things changed and for the first time in the short history of K-State football, the team posted a winning record. Actually, K-State’s football team was usually competitive throughout the first 40 years of the 20th century. It wasn’t until just before World War II that the seemingly endless string of losing seasons started.


Coach after coach came to Manhattan, coach after coach was fired. The program was so bogged down with a losing mentality, it seemed at times to embrace the losers’ role. More than 90 seasons of gridiron competition had yielded little success.


And then the football David turned into Goliath.


Bill Snyder’s arrival at K-State marked the beginning of a new era in Kansas State’s football fortunes, and the Wildcats shed their long-time doormat role.


They began to win football games. And then they won a lot of games.


Kansas State’s football journey from Wildcats to Powercats has been a long one, much too long. Bill Snyder has shown that winning can become as much of a habit as losing ever was in the past. And as K-State zeros in on a national championship, it’s a habit that should be hard to break.


Aggies


The Kansas State Athletic Department lists 1986 as the school’s first official football season. The mascot “Aggies” was selected that year, as well as the school color of Royal Purple. Support to get the program started wasn’t easy, and as a result the K-State football team had trouble finding stability the first decade of its existence. The team won just 15 games in that time period.
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Bill Snyder gets a victory shower following K-State’s 52-17 win in the 1993 Copper Bowl.


But after nine consecutive seasons with nine different head coaches, K-State found a keeper in Mike Ahearn. Taking over the program in 1905, Ahearn led the Aggies to a 6-2 record. K-State never lost more than three games in a season under Ahearn, and in 1906 the school defeated the University of Kansas for the first time in five tries, winning 6-4 in Lawrence.


Bring on the Jayhawks


Their rivalry came naturally, and the animosities, fighting, bitterness and mutual dislike developed quickly.


Silo Tech versus Snob Hill.


From 1907 through the 1923 season, K-State could not defeat the Jayhawks. Each loss brought about another form of the “Jinx,” a spell KU seemed to hold over K-State on the football field. Jayhawker fans reveled in their mastery over the Aggies, and each year at the start of the game would yell “jinx, jinx,” as the K-State team took the field. If KU didn’t win by three or four touchdowns, a miracle play would occur to either secure a win or tie. Sometimes K-State would just play a horrible game.
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The 1936 K-State – KU game.


By 1909, the intense animosity between the two institutions escalated to the point that they did not play one another in 1910.


After tying KU in 1922 and 1923, K-State finally went over the top in 1924 and defeated the Jayhawks, 6-0. This started a string of K-State dominance in the series that lasted until the end of the 1930s. KU again dominated in the series until the late 1960s when Vince Gibson’s 1969 squad broke a 14-game winless streak against the Jayhawks, winning 26-22 in Lawrence. That was also the first season of the modern Governor’s Cup Trophy, presented each season to the winner of the game.


Some great games in the series: K-State’s 46-0 shellacking of KU in 1955, the 20-19 wind-blown K-State victory in 1972, K-State’s dominating 36-20 win in 1978, the national TV massacre KSU put on the Jayhawks in 1982, the 1991 “Miracle in Manhattan” K-State win, the 21-13 Wildcat victory in Lawrence in 1994, and K-State’s dominating performance over KU in 1995.


Bill Snyder and his teams have dominated the Jayhawks in recent years, winning seven in a row through the 1999 season, K-State’s longest winning streak in the series. Snyder and crew have lost just three times to KU since he started coaching at K-State.
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K-State fans prepare to tear down the goal posts after the Wildcats defeated KU at Lawrence in 1955.
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Action from the 1955 K-State – KU game.



Elements of Perfection


The 1910 K-State football squad was the first great team at the school. Led by legendary coach Mike Ahearn, the Aggies compiled a 10-1 record. Unscored upon in their first six games, the Aggies lone loss of the season was to Colorado College, 15-8. Stars on the team included Captain George Croyle, Harvey Roots, Jack Holmes, Merle Simms and Horse Power Bates. This team defeated Drury College, 75-0, which is still the school record for the most points scored in a game.


Mike Ahearn resigned his coaching position following the season, and it would be 85 seasons before the Wildcats matched the 10 wins of the 1910 team.


Farmers and Wildcats


What’s in a name? Kansas State changed the name of its mascot from Aggies to Wildcats in 1915 when John Bender took over as the football coach, because, he said, his squad had the fighting spirit of wildcats. Z. G. Clevenger changed the name again the following year when he became the head football coach, and K-State’s mascot became the Farmers. When Charles Bachman arrived in 1920 to coach the team, he reverted back to Wildcats, which it’s been ever since.
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The 1910 K-State Aggies
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Friendly Willie – 1954
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Wildcat – 1970s
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Beefed-up Willie – 1985
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Fighting Wildcat – 1960s
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Wildcat cartoon in 1916 Royal Purple yearbook


Wildcat Logos


Starting in the early 1950s, K-State used Willie the Wildcat in various forms. When the Powercat logo became the official sports logo for K-State athletics, Willie was retired to the Alumni Association.


A New Stadium


Combining the school’s need for a new stadium with a way to honor the 45 K-State students who lost their lives in World War I, appropriation for the construction of Memorial Stadium was started in the spring of 1922. The west side of the stadium was ready the following fall, and the east side of the stadium was completed in 1924. Originally designed to be a horseshoe-shaped stadium, funding ran out at the onset of the Great Depression, and the stadium was not completed in its original design.
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Memorial Stadium


The Wildcats’ first game at Memorial Stadium was on October 6, 1922, a 47-0 win over Washburn. The final game at Memorial Stadium was on November 18, 1967, a 40-6 loss to Colorado.


Conference Champs


Kansas State fielded several good teams between 1924 and 1933, but the Wildcats always fell short of winning a conference title. After Bo McMillin left K-State, Lynn “Pappy” Waldorf was recruited from Oklahoma A&M to become the Wildcats’ new coach. He was in Manhattan just one season, but oh, what a season. The Wildcats opened the season with a lackluster game against Fort Hays State, but won, 13-0. The team then earned a hard-fought tie with Manhattan (New York), but lost to Marquette. Kansas State then shut out the Jayhawks, but a loss to Tulsa put the team’s record at 2-2-1. K-State won its final five games of the season, defeating Washburn, Missouri, Oklahoma, Iowa State, and on Thanksgiving, Nebraska. The Cats were a perfect 5-0 in the Big Six


“To show their appreciation to the newly crowned champions, the Manhattan Chamber of Commerce sponsored a huge banquet at the Wareham Ballroom. Gold footballs, emblematic of the conference championship, and large purple K blankets were presented to the team.” – from the 1935 Royal Purple yearbook


The success didn’t last. Waldorf moved on to Northwestern the following season, and his successor, Wes Fry, couldn’t maintain the championship level of play. By 1940 the Wildcats were consistently playing losing football each season.


A Tradition of Losing


From 1940 through 1952, Kansas State won just 16 football games and went through six different head coaches (Hobbs Adams was the head coach in 1940-41 and 1946). At one point the school lost 28 straight games – K-State defeated Wichita in the first game of 1945 and didn’t win again until the third game of the 1948 season. They were shut out 22 times between 1945 and 1952. The one bright spot in this string of losses was Harold Robinson, the first African-American to play football at K-State.



A Few Good Seasons


The losing was supposed to continue in 1953, but led by the outstanding talent of Veryl Switzer – a 1953 first team All-American – and Corky Taylor, Bill Meek’s Wildcats put together a very good season, compiling a 6-3-1 record and second-place finish in the Big Seven.
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The K-State sideline during a 1954 game.


The 1954 season proved to be even better for the Wildcats. Traveling to Boulder, Colorado, for the final game of the season, K-State needed a win to secure a spot in the Orange Bowl. The Wildcats couldn’t handle the Buffaloes, though, and suffered a disappointing loss, 38-14. They ended the season with a 7-3 record.


Kansas State didn’t have another winning season for 16 years.


“We Gonna Win”


Kansas State hired Vince Gibson to take over the football team in 1967, and his enthusiastic optimism for K-State was refreshing.


“I don’t think K-State people realize what a great school they have and the potential it offers in the competitive area of college football,” Gibson said shortly after taking the job in Manhattan. “. . . Now is the time when Kansas State can become a legend in the annals of collegiate football. We have something to sell: a great school, great people, and believe you me, physical facilities that in a short time will hold its own with any in the country.” And he said one more thing, often and to anyone who would listen.


“We gonna win.”


“Purple Pride” swept through the state, and Gibson began delivering on his word. K-State moved into KSU Stadium and won four games his second season at the helm. Lynn Dickey and Mack Herron provided an offensive firepower the Cats hadn’t had in many seasons. The 1968 K-State team was ranked 20th in the nation after the first week of the season, and though the team finished at 4-6, it appeared the Wildcats were ready to become winners.


The 1969 team scored two major victories. For the first time in 14 seasons the Wildcats defeated KU.




Booming the Sooners


Of the great victories in the history of K-State football, the Wildcats stunning, dominant win over Oklahoma in 1969 has to be considered near the top. Winless against the Sooners for 34 years, Lynn Dickey led the Wildcats and had a fabulous game, completing 28 of 42 passes for 380 yards and three touchdowns. Mack Herron got into the end zone three times. K-State led 28-14 at the half and never looked back once the third quarter started.


“Oklahoma had the tradition, we’ve had nothin’,” Gibson said after the game. “But we weren’t awed by any tradition. We’ve had to build what we’ve got, but we’ve got confidence as a football team.”


The win improved the Wildcats’ record to 5-1, as well as moving them up to No. 12 in the polls.


The Oklahoma game was the last time K-State won in 1969, and the team dropped out of the Top 20 poll. Gibson and his team were ready for great things in the 1970 season, but during the week of the KU game, the bottom dropped out of Gibson’s program.


[image: images]


Lynn Dickey







Probation


On October 7, 1970, K-State’s football team was placed on probation for three years by the Big Eight Conference. Violations were cited in four areas: financial aid, unethical conduct, scholastic eligibility and recruiting practices. Vince Gibson also received a formal reprimand. The killer was that K-State wouldn’t be allowed to accept a bowl bid, nor would it be allowed on TV for the full three-year period.


Gibson always blamed KU for the probation (the Jayhawks received a two-year probation on the same day as the Wildcats), but the newspaper accounts of the day also cited Missouri as a possibility for turning in the Wildcats. Either way it didn’t matter.
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Vince Gibson (right) and KU coach Pepper Rodgers


“At one time, I tell you what, he (Pepper Rodgers. KU’s coach in 1970) killed my program,” Gibson said of the strict penalties assessed K-State. “He hurt my whole coaching career.”
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