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Acknowledgments

GROWING UP as a sports nut in Ohio, you cannot escape the shadow of Ohio State University football. It fits that the Ohio State mascot is a nut—but a dangerous one. If eaten, the buckeye nut can be detrimental to your health, so it’s better to look at it rather than to consume it. Ohio State football, on the other hand, is all-consuming once one chooses to enter the world of these beloved Buckeyes. I grew up in Hamilton, Ohio, between Dayton and Cincinnati, but had relatives in Columbus who actually would dress me up in Ohio State football gear when I would visit as a small child. I still have at least one picture in my possession to offer as proof. I’m still not sure if I should thank my Uncle Bill and Aunt Louise and all my older cousins for that, or not. The outfit came complete with helmet and even one of those oversized OSU parka-type coats that the actual players sometimes wore on the sidelines, and it dwarfed me. But I felt big in it, even at age six or seven or whatever I was at the time, and like every other kid in Ohio, at some time or another, I pretended to be an Ohio State football player throttling Michigan whenever I was in it.

My idea for this book came as I watched the 2002 Buckeyes win the national championship with an improbable upset of the heavily favored Miami Hurricanes in the Tostitos Fiesta Bowl. It seemed to me that they had reached back into the past to land a coach in Jim Tressel, who was an unabashed Woody Hayes disciple, after wandering in the college football wilderness under a coach who appeared to be a decent guy, but simply never understood the traditions of Ohio State football.

This book could not have come about if not for the generosity of men like Archie Griffin, Jim Karsatos, and Chris Spielman, who willingly gave time from their busy lives for interviews. Griffin, the only two-time Heisman Trophy winner in the history of college football, has been described as one of the nicest men in sports—and he did not disappoint during an interview that ran long because he didn’t want to stop telling stories. The candid Karsatos, a former Ohio State quarterback, is a member of the respected radio broadcast team. Spielman now serves as head coach of the Arena Football League’s Columbus Destroyers, but has never stopped bleeding scarlet and gray. Like Karsatos, he may disagree with some of what goes on with the Buckeyes now and then—and he’s free in expressing his opinions on a local Columbus radio show—but he also fervently believes in the integrity of the program and its traditions.

This book is the story of how the program evolved in the years between Woody Hayes’s last true national championship in 1968 and the championship run in 2002, and beyond. It is the story of all the young men who played at Ohio State during that time, and all the extraordinary and sometimes eccentric men who coached them. It is the story of Hayes, one of the most fascinating and complex men in sports during the twentieth century; of Earle Bruce and his struggle to follow in the legendary Hayes’s football cleats; of John Cooper and his pitfalls against Michigan, plus his failure to understand the true depth of college football’s greatest rivalry; of Jim Tressel and the current state of college football, filled with challenges away from the field that Hayes never could have comprehended.

There are stories both humorous and sad, sometimes heroic and occasionally tragic. They encompass the truly glorious, though often tumultuous, behind-the-scenes story of Ohio State football.

In addition to those listed above, my heartfelt thanks go out to Steve Snapp of the OSU sports information office, Curt Hunter of the Columbus Destroyers, and a long list of former Buckeye players and coaches too numerous to list here. I do want to offer a special thanks, though, to Dave Foley, Mark Lang, Dom Capers, Fred Pagac, Scott Zalenski, Drew Carter, Chris Gamble, and Ed Sidwell. All were most helpful in piecing certain stories together and placing bits of history in proper context and order. There also were many others who helped from the “enemy” perspective as well, including Pro Football Hall of Famer Joe DeLamiellure, Mike Trgovac, Rodney Peete, and Richard Williamson. Several members of the Ohio State 2002, 2003, and 2004 teams also deserve thanks for their cooperation. And as always I must thank the public relations staffs of several NFL teams, but especially that of the Carolina Panthers. I am proud to call Charlie Dayton, the Panthers’ director of communications, a friend. Thanks also to Chance Brockway and Chance Brock-way Jr. of Brockway Sports Photos for providing the terrific photos inside this book.

There have been many previous books written about the Buckeyes that proved helpful in my research. All are listed in the bibliography, but there is perhaps no better book about Woody Hayes than Woody Hayes: A Reflection written in 1991 by former Columbus Dispatch sports editor Paul Hornung, who shares a last name and a passion for football with his namesake who starred at Notre Dame and for the Green Bay Packers. Also useful was Jerry Brondfield’s Woody Hayes and the 100-Yard War and a number of other books, including What It Means To Be a Buckeye, edited by Jeff Snook.

I also owe thanks to sports editor Terry Oberle at the Winston-Salem Journal for allowing me to continue my book pursuits when not covering the Panthers for the newspaper. And I hope that this book meets the high expectations of my colleague at the Journal, one of the biggest Buckeye fans I know, John Delong, who also happens to be related to a darn good former OSU tight end, Ben Hartsock.

No book I do could take shape without the always encouraging words and never-ending assistance of my agent, Shari Wenk. And I have never had an easier or more effective editing team to work with than Bob Bender and Johanna Li at Simon & Schuster.

Finally, I thank my wife, Sarah, for her patience when I had none left, and for her unwavering belief in me. I thank our four wonderful children—Andrew, Elizabeth, Emma, and Michael—who stayed out of my office most of the time when they were supposed to and who quit dribbling basketballs in the garage whenever I demanded it for the sake of overcoming writer’s block. I thank Ted and Nancy Sardinia for helping out with the kids and for talking us into taking some time out at the beach, which proved to be a surprisingly productive place to sneak in some work—and for Mel and Gladys Bartlett for offering us their place on the surf. Next time I’ll leave behind a copy of this book for Mel, who coincidentally happens to be an avid Ohio State fan. (They really are everywhere.)

Of all the Ohio State fans I know, though, one looms larger than the rest. As best man at my wedding many years ago, Jim Vogel wowed the reception crowd with the best Woody Hayes imitation I have seen before or since—and he not only loves Buckeye football, but lives it. He and his wife, Shawna, gave me a base of operations in Ohio at times and Jim facilitated several interviews while assisting in other ways even he may not realize. Without the accommodating Vogels, the book never would have been completed.

I will end with an anecdote. To help one comprehend the subtle beauty that sometimes accompanies the sledgehammer that is Ohio State football, we take you to the elevator leading from ground level to the press box for a game at famed Ohio Stadium. Sometime not long after Woody Hayes’s passing, his wife, Anne, still attended the home games. Before one game she was in an elevator at Ohio Stadium riding skyward along with several OSU coaches who were headed to their box perched high above the field. They wore grim game faces befitting the tension that looms before each kickoff. Suddenly, Anne Hayes broke into a cheer.

“Give me an O!” she shouted.

The somber and serious coaches looked hesitantly at each other.

Then, in unison, they gave her an O.

“Give me an H!” she shouted next.

And on it went, until the aging widow of Woody Hayes had coerced several very serious middle-aged men to spell out Ohio at the top of their lungs when they otherwise would have been poring over the day’s game plan in their busy minds. It was time well spent. Then they filed out of the elevator, one by one, properly motivated to go make her and everyone else in the state of Ohio proud.





To Mom: Maybe now you’ll finally read a football book.
To Dad: Thanks for raising me in Ohio and instilling in me a


love of sports and a respect for sportsmanship.
To Sarah, Andrew, Elizabeth, Emma, and Michael: I’m blessed


to have each and every one of you on my team.
And to the Vogels: What subject can we explore together next?




BUCKEYE


MADNESS





1

Ghosts of Ohio State

JIM TRESSEL’S fiery eyes flashed as he scanned the young men dressed out in scarlet and gray Ohio State football gear that sat or stood, or even bounced on their toes, all around him. Some of the players could not sit or stand still; some were listening intently to his every word; some already had drifted off into their own private world of mental self-motivation. Kickoff against the Miami Hurricanes was only twenty minutes into their future. A national championship would be at stake.

In his heart of hearts, Tressel knew he already was looking at a championship college football team—a team that he had molded, prodded, and flat-out coached into this game for the ages. But first there was the matter of some unfinished business against an opponent that hadn’t lost a game in more than two years, in front of millions who mostly didn’t give the Buckeyes a snowball’s chance in hell of winning. Tressel knew all of that, too, and knew how to get his players to feed off those facts like the hungry underdogs that they were.

“Men,” he started out in a low voice, “tonight you embark on the last portion of a journey that you started twelve months ago when we walked off the field after our last bowl game. Part of the journey involved some of our friends leaving us for various reasons to go their separate ways.

“But those of you who remain are a part of something special here at Ohio State University. You stayed for a reason.”

Tressel paused for effect. Then he went on, his voice slowly rising.

“You stayed on because you cared about the school, what it stands for, your teammates, and yourselves. All of you recognize that you are part of something special here tonight. You recognize that you’ve come a long way from last January. I encourage you to savor it. Absorb this moment—and seize it! Embrace it and take it in the direction that you want it to go.

“There comes a point in each person’s life when he or she asks himself or herself: How do I want to be remembered?”

Tressel had known for years how he would want to be remembered. He simply had kept redefining his legacy—upgrading it—at every available opportunity along the way. Critics would charge at times that he sometimes did so at the expense of others, sticking his head in a pile of sand he called morality. But Tressel always plodded ahead toward the goal, figuring that whatever methods he employed, the ends usually justified the means. This was the grandest of all opportunities he had been presented, one that really began roughly two years earlier when he was named the twenty-second head coach in Ohio State’s glorious but sometimes tumultuous history.

Like the legendary Woody Hayes more than half a century before him, Tressel overcame tremendous odds to beat out better-known candidates to land the job in the first place. Most thought the position would go to Glen Mason, the head coach at the University of Minnesota, who had played for Hayes in the early 1970s and later served as an assistant coach with the Buckeyes for eight years. Other more high-profile candidates had included Jon Gruden, then head coach of the Oakland Raiders in the National Football League; longtime Ohio State assistant Fred Pagac, who also had played for Hayes; and one of the greatest and most popular players in Ohio State history, Chris Spielman.

When Hayes became Ohio State head coach in 1951, he beat out Paul Brown, among other notables of the day, for the position. Brown had won a national championship as coach of the Buckeyes in 1940 before leaving the school to join the U.S. Navy, and was almost akin to a politician seeking reelection with the considerable dual backing of important alumni and respected former players. Hayes at the time was a relatively unknown candidate who had made his mark at smaller schools: first at tiny Denison and then at Miami—the university in quaint Oxford, Ohio, not the behemoth in Florida that later would stand in Tressel’s path on the biggest night of his coaching career.

Like Hayes, Tressel gained the job by winning over a panel of Ohio State bigwigs. First Tressel wowed an eight-member advisory committee and then, in a one-on-one interview, he had greatly impressed school president William E. Kirwan. School officials would later say that what had convinced them the most about Tressel was his plan not only to make the Buckeyes winners on the field, but also to emphasize improved player behavior off the field and the pursuit of academic excellence as well. More than anything else, Tressel was thorough and prepared.

Plus Tressel had deep Ohio ties, perhaps the single most important quality any head coach needed to succeed at Ohio State University. He had played at Baldwin-Wallace College in Berea, Ohio, where he was a quarterback for four years under his father, Lee, a firm coaching disciple of Woody Hayes. Jim Tressel did not become head coach at Division I-AA Youngstown State until he had served as an assistant coach at Akron, Miami of Ohio, and then on Earle Bruce’s staff at Ohio State, where for three years he coached quarterbacks, receivers, and running backs. In 15 seasons at Youngstown State, he won 135 games, lost 57, and tied 2, winning four Division I-AA national titles in the process. His résumé was impressive enough that Jim Stillwagon, a former Buckeyes teammate of Mason’s, had written to Kirwan recommending Tressel, and not Glen Mason, for the job. Stillwagon and others who recommended Tressel figured it didn’t matter that he hadn’t played for the Buckeyes.

“Woody Hayes wasn’t a Buckeye when he came here. He didn’t go to school here and he had never coached here,” Stillwagon noted. “And he went on to become one of the greatest Buckeyes of all time.”

Spielman, who wasn’t called back after his initial interview with athletic director Andy Geiger and associate athletic director Archie Griffin, applauded the hiring of Tressel, recalling Tressel’s tenure as an assistant coach while Spielman was chasing down opposing ball carriers for the Buckeyes.

“I remember him as a detail guy, a go-getter, and that’s why I think he will do a good job,” Spielman told the Columbus Dispatch at the time. “And I think it’s important that everybody in the state get behind him and back him. I know I’m going to.”

They were backing him tonight. This was the national stage. Though Tressel had been in six national title games at Youngstown State, winning four, he knew this was dramatically different. The world was watching this time. More important, so was the whole state of Ohio. Tressel knew the speech he was giving now was one of the most important of his life.

“The reality is that so few people have the chance that you have tonight,” he told his players. “You have the chance to affect the answer to the question of how you want to be remembered. The moment is at hand. It is not about tomorrow. It is not about yesterday. It is not about what you did ten minutes ago. But part of your future and how you’ll be remembered will be shaped by you over the next three and a half hours!”

By now Tressel was almost shouting when he hit the high notes, and his players were responding like ardent followers listening to their favorite preacher at a gospel revival meeting.

“Look around this room and look at the person next to you. How do you want that guy to remember you? How do you want him to remember the way you played in this game? How do you want your parents, family, and friends to remember your performance on this night? Will you be remembered as ordinary or extraordinary?

“Thirty years from now when you have your team reunion, you’ll see many of these faces again and you’ll shake hands. Wouldn’t it be nice to grasp the hand of that teammate thirty years from now and look down and see a giant ring on his finger? You’ll reminisce and you’ll soak up the common bond that you have with your teammates that can never be broken.”

Finally, after touching several key points, which included imploring the team to “play with heart and passion” and to “play like champions” who weren’t afraid to win, Tressel was ready to wrap up the biggest pregame speech of his fifty-year life.

“Own the championship, men! Claim it! … Don’t let anyone take this moment from you! Not the press! Not the fans! … And certainly not the Miami Hurricanes! Go out there tonight and show the world what Ohio State football is all about!

“We talk about the tradition that exists here! We talk about great men such as Hayes, Kern, Griffin, Pace, and Paul Brown… . You’re not alone on that field, men! The ghosts of Ohio State will be with you!”

Tressel had always loved the ghosts at Ohio State. When he arrived on campus as an assistant coach years earlier, he wanted to learn as much as he could about the grand traditions that surrounded the program. There were so many of them. Because he hadn’t attended Ohio State as a student-athlete, there was much to learn.

There was the tradition of placing the Buckeye Leaves on players’ helmets, which had made the Ohio State helmets unique, and among the best recognized helmets in college football. It was a tradition started by Hayes in 1968 when he and Ernie Biggs, the longtime trainer, decided to change the look of the Ohio State uniforms. The new look included placing the names of players on the back of the jerseys and putting a wide Buckeye Stripe on the sleeves. The Buckeye Leaves were awarded on a weekly basis, given for outstanding plays.

There was the tradition of the Victory Bell. Located 150 feet high in the southeast tower of Ohio Stadium, the Victory Bell is rung after every Buckeyes victory by members of the Alpha Phi Omega fraternity, honoring a tradition that began after Ohio State beat California on October 2, 1954. It is said that on a calm day the bell, which weighs 2,420 pounds and cost $2,535 to install, can be heard five miles away.

There was the tradition of Buckeye Grove, where since 1934 a buckeye tree has been planted in honor of each Ohio State player who is named an All-American. Located in the southwest corner of Ohio Stadium after being moved when the Horseshoe was renovated in 2001, the trees usually are planted in a ceremony prior to the annual spring game. Buckeye Grove long ago had started to resemble a small forest. One hundred twenty-eight trees had been planted from 1934 through 2001, and four more would be planted the following spring in honor of four players on the 2002 team that was getting ready to play Miami for the national title—strong safety Mike Doss, punter Andy Groom, placekicker Mike Nugent, and linebacker Matt Wilhelm.

There was the tradition of the Captain’s Breakfast. Also begun in 1934, this annual event held on homecoming weekend features all past captains being invited back for a breakfast where the newest captains are welcomed into their exclusive fraternity for all time.

There was the tradition of the Gold Pants, an almost silly-looking gold charm replica of a pair of football pants awarded to each member of the team and staff following wins over archrival Michigan. This also was begun in 1934 when Coach Francis Schmidt, in his first year on the job, responded to a question about the supposedly superior team from up north thusly: “They put their pants on one leg at a time just like everybody else.” Schmidt’s Buckeyes then proceeded to hold Michigan scoreless the next four times they played.

There was the tradition of the Senior Tackle. This one began in 1913 and for many years was held following the last practice prior to the regular season finale against Michigan. Seniors are invited to hit a tackling dummy, or more recently a blocking sled, one last time in a symbolic gesture signaling the impending conclusion of their college careers. Depending on the Buckeyes’ bowl obligations, sometimes in recent years the ceremony has been held at the last home practice before the team departs for a bowl. It was never more emotional, however, than in 1987 when players urged Coach Earle Bruce, who already knew he was being fired, to participate before departing for Bruce’s final game in Ann Arbor, Michigan.

“He tried to kill the thing,” Chris Spielman recalled of Bruce’s assault on the blocking sled.

Then the Buckeyes tried to kill Michigan, as they did every year. Donning “EARLE” headbands, they upset the Wolverines 23-20 that year in Ann Arbor, carrying Bruce off the field afterward.

And of course, that was the greatest tradition of all: playing Michigan every year in the final game of the regular season. There was nothing quite like it, and Tressel had long ago come to understand that as a native of Ohio who for years had watched the game every year with his father and extended family. Amazingly, his predecessor at Ohio State, John Cooper, never fully understood the enormity of the rivalry—and therefore never fully understood why he would be fired after posting the dismal record of 2-10-1 against the Wolverines in his 13 seasons of wandering in the Ohio wilderness.

Tressel understood and embraced all of it. When he landed the head coach’s job in Columbus, he invited scores of former players into his office to ask not what he could do for them necessarily, but what they could do for the Ohio State program. They were thrilled to be asked.

Tressel had always heard about the legendary 225-member Ohio State band—long ago dubbed “the Best Damn Band in the Land”—and their Skull Session that they held at St. John Arena prior to every Buckeyes home game. But he had never experienced it. So he arranged to have his staff and players go by and witness what essentially is the rowdiest pregame pep rally in college football. They all loved it. The Skull Session, which begins ninety minutes before kickoff, now is regularly attended by more than 10,000 fans. At its conclusion, the band marches out of St. John Arena and across Woody Hayes Drive to the big Horseshoe, Ohio Stadium, where they march in and perform “Script Ohio” and oftentimes have had someone famous, like a retired Woody Hayes or comedian Bob Hope, come out and “dot the i” in Ohio.

The band, of course, also played a part in the relatively new tradition of singing “Carmen Ohio” after victories. The bigger the victory, the more boisterous the performance. Tressel, who had begun this tradition after arriving as coach, soaked up these moments and fully participated—singing his lungs out.

Oh come let’s sing Ohio’s praise


And songs to Alma Mater raise


While our hearts rebounding thrill


With joy which death alone can still


Summer’s heat or winter’s cold


The seasons pass the years will roll


Time and change will surely show


How firm thy friendship … O-HI-O!

Tressel hoped to sing it again, more passionately than ever before, after beating the Miami Hurricanes in the Tostitos Fiesta Bowl on January 3, 2003.



Not everyone was all that excited to see the Buckeyes in the 2003 Fiesta Bowl, battling for a national championship. In fact, the nationwide consensus seemed to be that the Buckeyes didn’t belong on the same field as Miami, the defending national champ that was riding a winning streak that had stretched to 34 games.

A headline in the Washington Times blared: “Siesta Bowl? Awesome Hurricanes could blow away Buckeyes early.”

The accompanying article insisted that “the Buckeyes better start praying for a fluke.” It quoted an anonymous NFL scout who gushed about a Miami defensive line that included “seven guys in their eight-man rotation that will play on Sunday.” He didn’t mean the following Sunday. He meant every Sunday in the NFL. Then the scout added: “Right now, I’d say Ohio State might have seven guys on the whole team who are future draft picks.”

But Jim Tressel wasn’t worried about who was going to be drafted into the NFL. Cooper, his predecessor, had made that mistake. Then the emphasis on the program seemed to be different, which Dave Foley, a team captain on the Buckeyes’ undefeated 1968 national championship team, had duly noted upon Tressel’s arrival. Foley had watched and smiled as Mike Doss, a strong safety with enormous talent and sure high pick in the NFL draft, had decided to forgo the pros for a year to try to come back and do something special as a senior with the Buckeyes. That had rarely happened in Cooper’s era.

“I think that one of the keys to this great year [in 2002] was Michael Doss coming back for his senior year,” Foley said. “Prior to that, it seemed like every great player Ohio State had in recent years would leave early for the NFL. It seemed like the recruiting pitch must have been, ‘Hey, come to Ohio State. We’re going to put you in the weight room. We’re going to make you bigger and faster and stronger. We’re going to give you national exposure. And we’re going to get you into the pros.’ Now I don’t know for sure if that was the pitch or not. But to a former player looking on from the outside, it seemed like that was the pitch.

“The pitch now seems to be, ‘You come to Ohio State and you’ve got the opportunity to play for the greatest college football program in the country. And we want you to graduate. And then after that, you can make your own bed because you’ve got the education and the football experience.’ It seems like they’ve put things back in perspective, as far as Ohio State being the focus of the deal compared to just being an ends to the means for these guys getting to the pros.

“I think that’s what Tressel has done. He’s put the spirit back in college football. Obviously the fans in Columbus are going crazy. If you live in Ohio and you don’t wear scarlet and gray now, you’re an oddball. And it used to be that you could go around town even in Columbus and see a bunch of people in Michigan shirts… . And that’s horrible, isn’t it?”

But on this night, anyone wearing anything with Miami on it was the enemy. The Hurricanes came in as 11-point favorites to become the first team since Nebraska in 1994 and 1995 to repeat as national champions. The Buckeyes had won several close games, some of them in, well, quite ugly fashion throughout their undefeated season.

What Ohio State needed to do, Tressel told his team, was create some turnovers on defense. And that is precisely what it did in the first half, forcing five in all and converting two of them—a Mike Doss interception and a fumble forced by Kenny Peterson that was recovered by Darrion Scott—into first-half touchdown runs by quarterback Craig Krenzel and tailback Maurice Clarett for a 14-7 halftime lead.

The Buckeyes were clinging to a 17-14 lead and appeared ready to put the game away in regulation when Chris Gamble, who doubled as a wide receiver and a cornerback, apparently caught a pass for a first down. But officials ruled that he had been juggling the ball as he went out of bounds, and the Buckeyes were forced to punt. Miami’s Roscoe Parrish returned the punt 50 yards to the Ohio State 26-yard line, setting up a 40-yard field goal by Miami placekicker Todd Sievers that tied the game as time expired.

Gamble later would argue that he caught the ball for the first down and therefore the Buckeyes should have been able to run out the clock, but that’s not the controversial play everyone would be talking about at the end of the game.

“They said I juggled the ball going out of bounds, but there’s no way. I made that catch. The replays showed it,” Gamble insisted. “So if you look at it like that, it should never have even gone into overtime. No one talks about that. But if I get that call like I should have, we could have run the clock out. I had that ball right in my hands.”

No one talked much about that later because the two overtimes that followed took what had been a rather average national championship game and turned it into one of the best of all time. Miami struck first in overtime, with quarterback Ken Dorsey flipping a seven-yard touchdown pass to terrific tight end Kellen Winslow, one of 11 passes he would catch on the night for 122 yards.

The Buckeyes didn’t score quite so easily on the other end when it came their turn to take the ball at the 25-yard line. They had to make two fourth-down conversions, the first coming on fourth-and-14 when Krenzel hit wide receiver Michael Jenkins for a first down at the 12. Then, on fourthand three from the five, Miami’s Glenn Sharpe was called for pass interference while covering Gamble in the end zone.

And that was the play everyone wanted to talk about afterward. At the least, though, it appeared that defensive holding should have been called—and that would have given the Buckeyes a first down near the goal line. As it was, the interference call set up a one-yard touchdown sneak by Krenzel on third down. After an illegal-procedure call on the Buckeyes added some more drama, placekicker Mike Nugent delivered the extra-point kick that sent that game to a second overtime.

This time, the Buckeyes had the ball first and drove quickly to set up a five-yard touchdown run by Clarett, the enigmatic freshman who had often carried the team during the regular season and, some would argue, later tried to kill it. Even though Clarett had been held to a mere 47 yards rushing on 23 carries against the Hurricanes, he still scored two touchdowns and capped a remarkable freshman season by making one of the most memorable plays of the night. Midway through the third quarter, Miami’s Sean Taylor killed a potential scoring drive by the Buckeyes by picking off a Krenzel pass in the end zone. But as Taylor zipped up the left sideline, Clarett raced up from behind on a great hustle play and pulled the football from Taylor’s embrace at the Ohio State 28-yard line, stealing possession back for the Buckeyes and setting up a 44-yard field goal by placekicker Mike Nugent that gave them a 17-7 lead. His later touchdown in overtime was less spectacular but more important, and when Nugent added the extra-point kick it was 31-24 Ohio State.

When the Buckeyes’ defense subsequently held on the other end, the final blow being delivered by linebacker Cie Grant to force a bad pass from Dorsey on fourth down from the one-yard line, it was time to cue up “Carmen Ohio.” Buckeyes fans, who far outnumbered Miami fans, stormed the Sun Devil Stadium field to celebrate. Ohio State had won more games than any previous team in the school’s history. It had gone 14-0 and won the national championship, no doubt stirring up cheers from the ghosts of Ohio State’s storied past.

Jim Tressel was pretty certain how this team would be remembered.
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Woody’s World

WOODY HAYES sensed that he was about to come into something special. The year was 1968, and Hayes had a rare ability to sense when he was about to embark on a journey that would, in time, become part of history. He believed, in fact, that he had been placed on this earth fifty-five years earlier to help make some of the history that he so loved. As head football coach at Ohio State, he headed into the 1968 season with the instruments that he felt he needed to etch a mark in the record books that would never be forgotten.

Hayes had been born on Valentine’s Day in 1913 in tiny Clifton, Ohio. Even the exact location of Wayne Woodrow Hayes’s place of birth was no simple matter. His house, it turned out, straddled the Clark County and Greene County lines. He would joke in later years that whichever county claimed him often depended on how his Ohio State Buckeyes performed on a given Saturday afternoon.

His father was Wayne Benton Hayes, a dedicated teacher who instilled in his youngest son an insatiable thirst for knowledge. His mother was Effie Hayes, whom Woody would later describe as “the balance wheel, driving, competitive, puritanical, and the businessperson of the family.”

“When she believed in something, all hell couldn’t change her mind,” Woody once said of his mother. The same would later be said of the son.

Wayne Benton Hayes was intelligent enough that after completing the eighth grade, he had taken the Boxwood Exam and passed it, allowing him to teach school in the state of Ohio before he was old enough to apply for a driver’s license. He eventually attended as many as six different colleges before earning a degree from Wittenberg University in Springfield, Ohio. Finally armed with the certificate he needed to apply for better jobs, the elder Hayes, now thirty-eight years old and well used to the demands of balancing career and family, soon landed a position as superintendent of schools in Newcomerstown, Ohio. It was on the initial train ride to their new home in 1920 that Woody Hayes, at age six, passed through the city of Columbus for the first time.

Aptly named Newcomerstown seemed perfect for the newcomers from the other side of Ohio. Nestled alongside the Tuscarawas River, the town of about 3,500 was surrounded by rich farmland and just a few miles removed from an Amish community. The town itself was inhabited by just one industrial plant, the Clow Pipe and File works. The high school was made of red brick, and graduating classes contained no more than forty to fifty students. Just a couple of blocks away from where the Hayes family settled in, the Ohio Canal snaked its way through town. Though it was no longer used for commercial shipping of goods, it would soon become a source of endless boyhood pleasure for Woody, his brother, Isaac, and their friends. They would swim there in the summer and ice-skate there in the winter, and some would even fish there—but not young Woody. He never had the patience for it.

Woody’s father would read six or more books at the same time and leave them lying half-open around the house. The father would study the books himself, leaving the lasting impression with Woody that no one is ever too old to learn something new. Other times the father would read aloud to Woody and his two siblings, older brother Isaac and older sister Mary. Then he would question his children about what they had just heard, or simply open up a discussion about the subject matter that could lead to long, involved, thought-provoking conversation. The books invariably would pertain to a variety of complex subjects—history and math, science and psychology, language and philosophy, politics or music—but never romance or mystery novels or anything that the elder Hayes deemed a waste of time. At Sunday dinners following church, more discussion of books and theater and music, but also family matters, sports, and current world events, would take place in the Hayes household. These dinners often lasted three hours or longer as the Hayes family engaged in lively debates.

Woody idolized his brother, Ike, who was two years older and became a high school football star. The Hayes brothers at one time developed a strong interest in the sport of boxing, and used to spar in the family living room even as their sister, who was eight years older than Woody and infinitely more interested in the fine arts, attempted to practice the piano. The brothers even staged bouts under assumed names to avoid facing the wrath of parents they knew would not approve. After they staged one exhibition at a local stag picnic, a spectator scolded them and asked if their father knew they were there.

Ike Hayes eyed the man and replied, “Well, does your wife know you’re here?”

Woody chuckled years later when remembering the retort and his brother’s quick wit, which he greatly admired. It taught him that words could be a devastating weapon as he moved through life—and it wasn’t the only life lesson that he gleaned from his older brother.

Isaac Hayes didn’t enroll in college right after high school, but several years later decided to attend Iowa State to pursue a degree in veterinary medicine. He also decided to play football again, and despite the years away from the game he eventually earned All-America honors as a 162 pound guard. The determination and persistence and hard work that Isaac displayed at every turn had an impact on his younger brother, who wanted to emulate his idol in virtually every way.

By then Mary, the older sister, was already making a name for herself. She went off to college, then on to a music conservatory in Ithaca, New York, where she decided to become an actress somewhat against the wishes of her father, who believed in more practical pursuits. He came around when she began landing roles on Broadway in productions that garnered great reviews and drew large crowds night after night. She eventually married and, together with her husband, ventured into the new and booming medium of radio, where they wrote for shows and quickly became one of the more respected writing teams in New York City.

But his older siblings and his parents weren’t Woody’s only role models as he grew up in Newcomerstown. The manager of the local baseball team was none other than the great Cy Young, who had won a record 511 games in the major leagues and for whom baseball’s annual award for most outstanding pitcher would later be named. The old player-turned-coach took an immediate liking to the young Woody, letting the youngster do small chores around the ballpark where the Newcomerstown team played. In spare moments, Woody would sit fascinated as Cy told stories of his days in the major leagues, fueling in the young boy a great appreciation for sports and the traditions that accompanied them. Woody learned that Cy’s real first name was Denton, and that he had earned his nickname as a youth when someone commented that the pitching prodigy “threw the ball with the speed of a cyclone.”

Old Cy Young told salty stories of his days in the big leagues, Woody sitting on the edge of his seat at every word. Cy was no saint. He had retired to a farm near Newcomers-town following his storied career and was fond of throwing the types of get-togethers where Woody and Ike would take part in boxing exhibitions. In fact, Woody quickly became one of Cy’s favorites to watch during rousing beer parties, where the local men came out in droves to experience brew that supposedly was superior in every way to the pale stuff peddled elsewhere during Prohibition.

The round-faced, chubby Woody was sixteen years old at the time. And when Cy Young asked him to get into the ring to battle against mostly other kids his age but occasionally against older, more experienced middleweights, the 160 pound Hayes was more than willing to jump at the chance to prove his toughness in front of one of his idols and more of his peers.

“He’s got the best left hook in town,” Young would tell others.

Hayes earned $5 every time he boxed. But he would have done it for free. He loved the competition. He enjoyed hitting people. And he especially liked the challenge of proving he was tough of mind and body to people like Cy Young—a mentor whom he figured mattered because of what Young already had accomplished in life.

Boxing wasn’t the only source of revenue for young Woody. He also mowed lawns and delivered newspapers, although Mary later remembered him as “a terrible businessman at handling his accounts.” Woody didn’t mind the work, but he didn’t like going around and trying to collect money from those who owed him for his labors.

“He was always neglecting to collect from his newspaper accounts, and our mother constantly had to remind him. I think if she hadn’t, weeks would go by before Woody would ask people for the money,” Mary once told Jerry Brondfield, author of Woody Hayes and the 100-Yard War.

Largely because of his early association with Cy Young, Hayes’s first true athletics love affair was with baseball, not football. Woody wanted to become a major league pitcher just like Cy Young, but as his career advanced through high school and on to Denison University he soon began to realize that while he may have had the will and the mind for it, he lacked the talent. He played mostly outfield and pitched little over the years.

It was at Newcomerstown High School where Wayne Woodrow Hayes began falling for football. Unlike his affair with baseball, which was like a meteor, this was a slow romance that in time would grow into a deep infatuation that knew no bounds. As a sophomore, when the Hayes family obtained their first radio, Woody grabbed a large piece of cardboard and decided he was going to chart every play in the 1928 Rose Bowl. He started as a tackle for three years at Newcomerstown, serving as team captain his senior year as he earned a reputation as being stubborn, hard-nosed, and a tireless worker. He also was a reserve on the basketball team in addition to playing for the baseball team before graduating in 1931 and moving on to nearby Denison.

Woody majored in English and history at Denison, crediting Clyde Bartholow, his sixth-and seventh-grade teacher in the subjects, with helping fuel what would be lifelong interests. He waited tables at his Sigma Chi fraternity house, stoked furnaces, and performed various other odd jobs to meet his college expenses, and he continued to play football. He earned three letters as a 200-pound tackle at Denison and later called himself “a good player, but not great.” What he was, though, was intensely competitive and perhaps the hardest worker on the team. And even then, he hated to lose.

When he left Denison upon graduating in June of 1935 to go into the world and forge a professional life for himself, he wasn’t thinking that he would become a legendary football coach. Hayes wanted instead to become a lawyer. But he had a Plan B. Hours after receiving his diploma at Denison, Hayes hitchhiked to a football coaching clinic in Toledo. Among the speakers there was Francis Schmidt, then the highly respected head coach at Ohio State. Shortly thereafter, in what he perceived as an effort to accumulate money for law school, Hayes accepted a job as a seventh-grade teacher and assistant football coach in Mingo Junction, Ohio, at a salary of $1,200 a year.

He applied for law school at Ohio State the following summer, only to discover that the College of Law at Ohio State did not accept new students in the summer quarter. So he began graduate work in education administration at the school, still thinking that he would become a law student. At worst, though, he figured he could work toward his graduate degree in education and perhaps follow in the footsteps of his father, whom he admired greatly.

Fate, and history, had a different path in store for the man who would become synonymous with Ohio State football.



In the fall of 1936, Hayes took another job at New Philadelphia High School in Ohio, where he served as a history teacher and assistant football coach. It was there that he mingled with one Paul Brown, at the time an Ohio State graduate student who was beginning to make a name for himself as head coach at Massillon High School. Hayes and Brown inevitably found themselves talking more about football than about education administration or any other subject. Hayes was beginning to embrace an affinity for football that he would never shake.

More importantly, it was while in this job that Woody met the future and influential Mrs. Woody Hayes. Her maiden name was Anne Gross, and they would be married in 1942, six years after being introduced by mutual friends. They later learned of hard evidence that it had been predetermined that they were placed on the planet for each other. Just as Hayes had charted football games he listened to on the radio throughout his teen years and even after he began to coach, Anne Gross often used to sit at home with her brother and chart plays to games that they listened to on the radio. The future Mr. and Mrs. Woody Hayes later figured out that they probably had both sat at home and charted every play to the 1928 Rose Bowl, and almost certainly several other major games of the era.

Eventually Woody succeeded John Brickels as the head football coach at New Philadelphia—but even as he courted the popular and vivacious Anne, there were other, more pressing world events on his mind. Ever the avid student of history, Hayes watched with great interest what was transpiring in Europe and in the Pacific as 1940 approached. Once Adolf Hitler invaded Poland, triggering World War II, Hayes quickly became convinced that the United States would eventually have to become involved in the conflict.

“The war against Hitler cannot be won without us. We’ve got to get in there and fight ’em,” Hayes, then twenty-seven years old, told friends again and again. Hayes believed that as a young man it was his duty to serve his country in the time of need. So five months before Japan bombed Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, Hayes enlisted in the United States Navy.

At first he was assigned to the Navy’s training program, then headed by former heavyweight boxing champion Gene Tunney. Hayes felt an immediate connection, remembering when he and Isaac would pretend they were battling for the heavyweight championship. Later he was assigned to another training program headed by another well-known athlete of the day, former Navy football star and coach Tom Hamilton. Hayes was a natural fit, training others for duty after he had been trained himself. But he wanted more. Especially after the Pearl Harbor bombing, he was sure he could contribute more to the war effort if he could only get assigned to a ship at sea.

So he approached a yeoman who worked as sort of a secretary for his commanding officer.

“How can I get my orders signed so I can go out to sea on a ship?” Hayes asked, somewhat more sheepishly than was his usual custom even then.

“I shouldn’t tell you this, but the commander usually reads the first three letters I give him every morning. But then he stops reading them because he’s got so many he’s supposed to rubber-stamp and sign. He just signs everything after that,” the yeoman said.

“Are you telling me you can get my orders signed without him knowing it?” Hayes asked.

“If you write your own orders, I’ll put it down among the other letters in the stack I give him—and I think he’ll sign it without even realizing what he’s doing. If you want to get to sea that bad, I’ll do it.”

The trick worked. Hayes didn’t feel good about it, but he got what he wanted. A few days later, he ran into Commander Hamilton at the U.S. Navy base in Pensacola, Florida.

“Sir, I just wanted to thank you for all that you’ve done for me now that I’m heading out to sea,” Hayes said.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Hamilton demanded.

When Hayes produced the orders, an angry Hamilton stormed off. He didn’t want to lose Hayes, whom he considered a valuable trainer of other young men. He later told Hayes that he also was jealous, because he was waiting for his own orders to sea and hadn’t yet secured them.

It would be years before the two men saw each other again, and even then, on their first encounter, an embarrassed Hayes avoided Hamilton when he saw him at the officers club in Pearl Harbor. They didn’t discuss the incident until long after the war when Hayes, then head coach at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, took his team to play at the University of Pittsburgh, where Hamilton was athletic director.

It didn’t take Hayes long once he was at sea to prove that he had the mettle to excel on the high waters of the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. He came aboard a PC1251, a submarine chaser, as chief executive officer, and within a year was promoted to commanding officer before the ship participated in the invasion of the Palau Islands in the Pacific. The same scenario repeated itself when he was reassigned to the destroyer escort Rinehart, which sailed in campaigns in both the Atlantic and the Pacific. While Hayes was sailing the oceans for the U.S. Navy, his wife gave birth to a son, Steven. The boy would grow up used to his father being away from the household much of the time, fighting other battles.

His father would be shaped, too, by his time fighting the Japanese in the Pacific theater. Though Hayes would go on to be considered a groundbreaker in the coaching community in terms of advancing the cause of the African American athlete, he went through much of the rest of his life harboring a general prejudice against those of Japanese descent.

“Woody was a product of his time, that’s all,” a future Ohio State assistant coach who later became familiar with Hayes said many years later, long after Hayes had passed away in 1987. “Your father, my father, my grandfather is what Woody was. And it appeared that Woody had a real like for your typical Eastern European kid who had thirteen syllables in his name and it ended in ‘ski.’ The kind of kids you could hit in the head with a board and they would keep running at you and trying to take you down. He liked the hardworking kid.”



By the spring of 1946, Woody Hayes wasn’t sure what he was going to do next. With the Rinehart safely docked in Long Beach, California, and his tour with the Navy coming to an end, he was thinking about finally enrolling in law school or simply returning to his old job as head football coach at New Philadelphia High School. But as often would be the case in his life, fate stepped in to determine his next course of action. A letter from his old coach at Denison, Tom Rogers, finally caught up to him after chasing him all over the world as Hayes sailed with the Rinehart.

Rogers said that he was leaving Denison and the head coaching position would be open for the 1946 season. Would Woody be interested in making the leap from New Philadelphia High School to his college alma mater?

Hayes immediately warmed to the idea, but was he too late? The letter had been sent weeks earlier and had nearly caught up to him several times in the Pacific but kept missing him. Hayes quickly sent a telegram informing Rogers that, yes, he was not only interested but excited about the possibility—but first he had to sail the Rinehart through the Panama Canal and up the East Coast to the naval base in Norfolk, Virginia. He wouldn’t be able to arrive in Granville, Ohio, to formally discuss the position face-to-face with anyone for several more weeks.

There weren’t a whole lot of coaches looking to grab the Denison job at the time. Plus Rogers had strongly recommended Hayes to the athletic board and the university president. The school decided to wait until Hayes returned, and soon thereafter hired him after a brief round of interviews.

Now the die was cast. Woody Hayes was a college football coach. Nothing for him or those coached by him would ever be quite the same. Hayes did continue working toward his master’s degree in education administration at Ohio State. As always, he carefully plotted out a Plan B in case Plan A faltered and he found he couldn’t hack it as a college coach.

During his first year, it looked as if he might embark on a career in education administration sooner rather than later. The Denison players, several of whom were veterans just returning from active duty in one branch of the armed forces or another just as their coach was, didn’t take an immediate liking to him. In fact, just the opposite.

One player walked into Hayes’s office shortly after the new coach’s appointment in September of 1946, fell into a chair, and propped his feet up on the astonished Hayes’s desk.

“I was a regular last year on this team and intend to be again. What are your plans for me?” the player asked.

Hayes fumed, displaying for the first time in his new position the temper that would soon become famous.

“My first plan for you is for you to get your god-damned feet off my god-damned desk! Then you get your god-damned ass out to the practice field, where you can work your god-damned tail off until we as a coaching staff decide when and where or even if we’re gonna use you. Now get outta my god-damned office!” Hayes bellowed.

Other veterans of the war who were in their mid-twenties quickly took offense at Hayes’s brusque attempts to teach them discipline. They were just coming out of a life where discipline was the watchword and where a little more than which team was going to win Saturday’s game hung in the balance. They at first had trouble taking Hayes seriously, which only infuriated the new coach even more.

Hayes was convinced that he was right and they were wrong. There was only one way to coach a team, and that was to instill discipline day and night if necessary. There could be no exceptions. In this, he was at his stubborn best—and worst. If the team was practicing and didn’t run the first play right, they would run it again. And again. And on and on until they did get it right, even if it was the only play they could practice until darkness enveloped the field. Hayes did not compromise with anyone that first season—and the team stumbled to a record of two wins against six losses.

Hayes then proved that he was going to have staying power as a coach. He admitted to his team, and even publicly, that his approach had been all wrong. He called his team together.

“Fellas, I made mistakes this year. But I learned from ’em and I won’t repeat ’em next year. We have some real potential here. I really believe that. If you stick with me and come back again next year to give it another go, I think we could be a great team.”

Privately, Hayes told many of the older veterans of the war that he was wrong to have handled them the way he did that first season. He admitted to others that it was his single greatest regret about his first college coaching season.

“I should have realized that they deserved more respect. They were worn out from the war and all the stuff that came with it, and they didn’t need me breathing fire down their necks all the time,” he told coaching acquaintances.

At the same time, Hayes became more convinced than ever that the most disciplined and best-conditioned football team would always come out on top—even against teams with more talent who weren’t as careful or as diligent in their approach or who weren’t in top shape. In this, the former military men who were now his players needed some additional training. They may have been in tip-top shape to fight the war when they left basic training many months or years earlier, but that was a different type of shape than it took to play hard-nosed football—plus many had used their time off after leaving the service to relax and cut loose. They hadn’t bothered to keep fit so they could excel at postwar football for Coach Woody Hayes at Denison University. Yet it took Hayes some time to realize the dynamics of all this. He finally reached the conclusion that he simply needed to find a way to explain to the men that getting in top football shape started with some basic conditioning that had little or nothing to do with football in the strict sense. But it was necessary to allow them to perform at their highest level later when the hitting began in the more physical, yet technical practices.

“If a man isn’t in shape, he’ll hold back because he doesn’t want to get too tired,” Hayes explained years later. “I found that breaking training was more a symptom than a cause, and that once these men got in shape these symptoms would disappear.”

In his first Denison off-season, Hayes appointed a committee of five returning players whom he thought were loyal to his cause and could instill his beliefs in the rest of the team. He met with them often, picking their brains and making them feel vested in the common interest of doing great things as a team the following season. But there was a problem looming. Star halfback Eddie Rupp was planning to pass up spring drills to serve as captain of the golf team.

Hayes gathered himself and went over to see Rupp, an Army Air Force veteran, at Rupp’s fraternity house on the Denison campus.

“Eddie, why are you thinking about skipping spring drills? That won’t set a very good example for the rest of the guys. They consider you a leader,” Hayes pleaded.

Rupp shook his head.

“I don’t want to be a problem, Coach. But listen, I just got out of the Air Force. Then I come here to school and I play football and then basketball. I need a break from all the discipline I always hear you talk about. Golf is relaxing to me. I need that right now.”
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