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  All these experiences and stories were part of a wonderful 10-year period in a 31-year career in a profession I loved. To have as much fun as I did, you absolutely must have a great wife to support, share, encourage, and appreciate your profession as much as you do. Janice has always been all of that to me. She accepted prime responsibility for raising our children, each of whom I love dearly. They were taught to be themselves and not to be identified by their father’s role as a coach. To have a great family and a job that you love is as good as it gets. This book is dedicated to that family, which made it all possible.
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  INTRODUCTION

  If you can’t win, at least don’t be boring. To date, Washington State hasn’t appropriated that as a football-marketing campaign, but over the past half-dozen years or so, the Cougars have been light on victories and rarely short on quirks, oddities, and head-scratching sub-plots.

  Early in the tenure of second-year coach Mike Leach, they were just about a decade from the program’s last booming success. In fact, little did they know it back in the waning hours of 2003, but as players mixed with celebrating fans at the host hotel for the Holiday Bowl—where the Cougars had upended Texas—fortunes were soon going to grow dim, regressing after that to pitch black.

  In that decade of struggle, WSU has entertained its fans, but not in a way it has always liked. The Cougars have used a variety of coaching templates, but as 2013 beckoned, they’re still groping to find the one that brought them two Rose Bowls in six seasons under Mike Price. They’ve been through the veteran-lieutenant-assistant (Bill Doba), the thin-resume-lower-level-journeyman-alumnus (Paul Wulff), and now the controversial-high-profile-character (Leach), but so far, winning football games has managed to exceed all their grasps.

  The verdict is far from complete on Leach, but in one regard, he has paralleled his predecessor, Wulff. In their own ways, both described the players they inherited as severely wanting, which, no matter how close to the truth that might be, is also self-serving. It never hurts to remind fandom how desperate things are and how long it’s going to take to mold a winner.

  Along the way, Leach and Wulff, and sometimes their players, spotlighted enough anecdotal evidence to double the size of this book. Thing is, we can never be quite sure whether the coach has truly taken on a bunch of incorrigibles, or whether he gave up on them so summarily as to invite their wayward behavior.

  Leach’s tenure began in relative quiet—relative, at least, to a guy with an affection for pirates whose program had gone to 10 bowl games in 10 seasons at Texas Tech, who sued the place over his controversial firing.

  In the early days, most of the focus was on Leach, rather than the state of the Cougars.

  “Watching the movie Grizzly Man,” he tweeted in May of 2012, several months after his appointment. “Going bear hunting in Canada on Tuesday with Mike Pawlawski.”

  And indeed he did, bagging a seven-foot grizzly in a guided hunt sponsored by Pawlawski, the former California quarterback.

  A month later, Leach was holding court at a Dallas Cowboys off-season workout in Arlington, Texas, happy to make fun of the failed Senate candidacy of a chief antagonist, Craig James.

  Not much was sticking to Leach then, save for his iconoclastic nature and his one-liners. At Pac-12 football media day, he charmed the press without saying much of substance about his football team. Somebody online asked which Pac-12 coach would be his optimal hunting and fishing partner. Leach seemed to give it serious consideration, saying he was mentally crunching sort of a winner’s bracket, before he settled on Utah’s Kyle Whittingham.

  That was the day another online inquisitor asked Leach to compare WSU’s two player representatives at the festivities, Jeff Tuel and Travis Long, to military heroes. Without skipping a beat, he matched Tuel to Stonewall Jackson and paired Long with Ulysses S. Grant.

  Then the season started.

  Days before, there was little evidence that it might be tumultuous. After fall camp, Leach praised the Cougars for turning in as consistent a performance as he’d witnessed at Texas Tech.

  He stopped short of calling it a winning one, and perhaps that should have been indicative. The Cougars lost 30-6 in their opener at Brigham Young, and soon, the reality would deepen that this would not be any kind of breakthrough season. WSU lost to a one-victory Colorado team, and shortly into October, the first real crack began to show in what had been Leach’s generally positive countenance. Asked at his weekly Monday press gathering about WSU’s senior leadership, he said, “Some of it’s stellar. [But] some of them have this zombie-like, go-through-the-motions, that’s-how-it’s-always-been, that’s-how-it-will-always-be, empty-corpse quality.”

  Shortly after that, it became apparent the Cougars, losing games by the week, were wearing on Leach. Referring to WSU’s receivers, he said, “All of a sudden, our fragile little receivers are going to go into the end zone and get frightened. So they can’t catch the ball. That’s crazy. They just need to learn to be tougher.”

  About then, Leach banned his players’ ventures onto Twitter after a couple of distasteful tweets surfaced. Said Leach, “I don’t care if it says, ‘I love life,’ I would like to see it, because I will suspend them.”

  It was on the first Saturday of November, as the Cougars were plodding through what would become an eight-game losing streak, that the whole messy season came to a head. After a 49-6 loss to a pedestrian Utah team, Leach questioned the courage of some of his players and in a controversial move, had the starting offensive and defensive linemen troop out by unit to face the music with the press.

  “I mean, our five couldn’t whip their two,” said Leach in amazement, referring to his offensive line. “Sometimes they rushed two, which means if five of our guys went into an alley and got into a fight with two of theirs, we would have gotten massacred.”

  The night after that, as the Cougars went through a punishing conditioning practice, star receiver Marquess Wilson walked out. In a rather clumsy exit orchestrated partly by his father, Wilson would lodge abuse charges against Leach and his staff, then soften his stance, and finally, muddy the picture further when he attempted to clarify. Investigations by both WSU and the Pac-12 Conference exonerated Leach.

  First-year furor is nothing new to Cougar fans. Having been through the transition to coach Paul Wulff in December of 2007, WSU faithful might have been struck by a sense of déjà vu with the first season of the Leach regime.

  In ’07, Bill Doba bowed out of coaching, off a rousing 42-35 victory over Washington, and with a 30-29 record as a head coach, which is ironic, given that he’s been the fall guy for the lean years that followed.

  The Cougars turned to Wulff, and almost from the start, his tenure was chaotic. Things turned sour soon after people filed out of his introductory press conference, when he wooed fans by challenging the rival Washington Huskies: “Dogs hunt and bark, but Cougars fight and kill.”

  Unlike Leach’s serene first off-season—things didn’t really turn prickly until the games started—Wulff’s was strife-ridden early, due in no small part to some of the baggage left from the Doba era.

  Wulff made it clear that there were aspects of the transition that would be wrenching. That carried all the way down, shockingly, to the Cougars’ eating habits, which, as would soon become apparent in the gaunt squads he was turning out, were evidently lacking.

  “We have our own little training table, which has really good food,” Wulff explained to a reporter. “They’re required to eat X amount of meals a week. Kids weren’t eating them. Therefore, you have kids not growing. It was very evident to see how they looked, physically.”

  Then there were various police problems. Typical of the unrest around the program was the assault charge resulting from a safety on the team lacing the contact-lens case of an offensive-line roommate with rubbing alcohol after a dispute over an unpaid cable bill. (The tampered lenses were never applied.)

  Less than three months before Wulff’s inaugural 2008 season arrived, a Seattle Times investigative story was published, detailing 25 arrests of WSU players in the previous 18 months that carried possible jail time. Though the vast majority were not egregious offenses, nevertheless they underscored that Doba had allowed some dubious behavior, and some of them called into question whether Wulff was cracking a sufficiently stern whip.

  One player had faced felony charges for whacking a junior-college soccer player over the head with a frying pan. Two others entangled themselves in a complicated, money-laundering-and-theft scheme that resulted in felony charges.

  Weeks before that, the Cougars were exposed for having run less than a tight ship academically. The NCAA battered them with the loss of eight scholarships (with 85 allowable) for a shortfall related to the Academic Progress Rate standards. All that dated to recruiting misjudgments and attrition in the Doba regime.

  More irony. Doba traced the problem partly to that glorious night against Texas in the 2003 Holiday Bowl, when the Cougars completed a huge run of 30 wins in three years.

  “We might have gotten a little too big for our britches when we beat Texas,” said Doba. He explained that the victory helped elevate WSU’s recruiting to a point where some high-profile prospects became interested. But when those fell through, the second-line recruits to which the Cougars turned weren’t properly vetted, and “we had a few kids that lacked a little character and got in trouble. You either keep them around [for APR stability] or get rid of the kids that made mistakes, and we decided to get rid of a couple of them that weren’t doing what we asked them to do.”

  On the field, the year 2008 was pretty much summed up by the home opener against Cal in the second week. A defensive tackle on the cover of the game program didn’t start because he was disciplined for that week’s events. He had been ordered to appear in Whitman County court in Colfax, 16 miles away, and when he pleaded that he had no transportation, the police drove him there. He was then in the process of hitchhiking back to Pullman when he was picked up after about a mile.

  The incident was pretty much business as usual that first year. Unfortunately, so was the game against the Bears, a sobering 66-3 annihilation that was WSU’s worst loss in history.

  That’s a distinction that would have to be updated later in the season. It became a year of epic misadventure for the Cougars, one in which they allowed 58 points or more six times, including a rock-bottom, 69-0 home loss to USC, which was notable on two fronts: It ended a 24-year streak of 284 games in which WSU had scored; and the Cougars, who were injury-thinned at quarterback, hewed to an ultraconservative game bent more on keeping the clock running and staying healthy than grandiose thoughts of winning. Late in the first half as USC threatened, Trojan coach Pete Carroll had his team run out the clock rather than try to punch in another touchdown.

  But just as the Cougars were drawing comparisons to the worst teams in college history, they got off the deck late in the Apple Cup traditional against the Huskies, tied the game with a field goal, and won it in double overtime, 16-13.

  Year four began with promise, but that turned ominous quickly, as veteran quarterback Jeff Tuel broke a collarbone on the third series of the opener in 2011, and instead of the program-turning six victories that would have augured bowl eligibility, the Cougars settled for a 4-8 season that merely served to divide the alumni base.

  On came Leach, out of a two-year hiatus from coaching, to much national acclaim and widespread huzzahs from WSU fans now famished for a first bowl appearance since that halcyon night against Texas. Alas, the Cougars once again were bowl-proof, going just 3-9 and looking nothing like a postseason team.

  But just as Wulff’s first team provided a late-season surprise in overtime against Washington, so did Leach’s, bursting from an 18-point, fourth-quarter deficit when it was left for dead to shock the Huskies, 31-28.

  The game had some mind-bending elements so common to Apple Cups: In WSU’s comeback, Tuel somehow eluded a covey of UW defenders in the pocket, got clubbed in the head for a penalty, and threw a 29-yard completion to Isiah Myers. Later, he gunned a pass over the middle that looked like a dead-solid interception by a Washington linebacker—except he whiffed and Gino Simone, standing arm’s-length away, caught it and hustled 18 yards for a first down. And the Huskies obliged WSU with 18 penalties.

  The day had the effect of dulling some of the skepticism around Leach. After all, most WSU fans reasoned, this was a guy who had at least been around bowl teams, so he should know how to get there. Hope has never been in short supply among Cougar partisans, and as Leach looked to his second season, he must have sensed that faith was also still part of the playbook.


  CHAPTER 1

  HELLO, PULLMAN

  KEPT IN THE DARK

  I wish I could provide more insights into my first impressions of Pullman and Washington State University, and the unique landscapes that surround them. But I can’t elaborate because I was a Cougar coach for more than a week before I ever saw the town by the light of day.

  Warren Powers and I had previously coached together as assistants on some great Nebraska teams. When he got the Washington State head coaching job, he invited me to leave the University of Miami and come up to run the offense and assist with the Cougar quarterbacks. I spent a long day flying a diagonal across the country on January 3, 1977, dragged in at about 8 p.m., and was taken straight to Bohler Gym and tossed into a staff meeting.

  So many of the other assistants had ties to Nebraska, too, so it felt like a homecoming for me. That first meeting went until well after midnight before they shuttled me over to a little two-bedroom place they rented for some of us over at the Steptoe Apartments. Real luxury all the way, I can tell you. There were four of us crammed in there for that entire semester. Dick Beechner and I were the older married guys, and they put us in with a couple of young, single guys, Richie Glover and Dave Redding. Richie was an All-American and Outland Trophy-winning defensive lineman, and Dave was another former Nebraska lineman. Dick and I, apparently, were their unofficial chaperones.

  Beechner and I bunked in one room and let the young guys stay together in the other. It didn’t take a genius to realize that those guys, who were in their 20s, weren’t interested in just studying playbooks if they had some free time. Beechner and I weren’t always sure what we were going to find when we opened that apartment door. Let’s just say that sometimes we’d hear voices in there that were quite a bit higher than you’d expect from Richie Glover.

  That first night, I got to bed at maybe 1 a.m. and had to be gone for a 5:30 a.m. flight to northern California for an extended recruiting trip. People sometimes talk about having to hit the ground running, but I barely had time to hit the ground at all. Warren had given me the whole East Bay area to recruit, and I don’t think he realized there were about a million schools there. Well, I was off for a week selling Washington State University and Pullman to a bunch of kids and I hadn’t even seen the town in the daylight.

  But I very sincerely told them all what a wonderful place it was. What was I going to say? You’ll love Pullman . . . it’s really dark.

  JACK THOMPSON

  You could listen to Jack Thompson play quarterback. Only two passers I’ve ever been around—Jack Thompson and John Elway—threw the ball so hard that you could hear it sizzle as it cut through the air. I was astonished by the way the ball would whistle through the wind. Trust me, that’s throwing it hard.

  I was Jack’s quarterback coach when I got to Pullman in 1977, and then his head coach the next year. Jack had a lot to do with me getting that job, in fact; he was a great ally. I know for a fact that Jack made a nice appeal to athletic director Sam Jankovich to hire me as head coach, and I think his support carried some weight.

  Jack previously had been coached by Jackie Sherrill, who wanted to throw the ball on every play. Jack loved that, of course. But that wasn’t the offense we were going to run. So, it took a while to wean him off the pass-first mindset. Jack made it easy, though, because he was such a tremendous guy and gifted quarterback.

  Jack had only one shortcoming that sometimes got him in trouble. He was so confident in his ability that he would try to throw the ball through anything, including defenders’ bodies. A lot of the great quarterbacks are guilty of this. Sometimes I’d get mad at him about it, but you’re crazy as a coach if you try to challenge somebody’s inner belief. Besides, he got away with it most of the time, because he could throw it so hard. A number of times I saw Jack zing a ball under the armpit of a defensive back who was sure he was in position for an interception.

  Another thing that really helped Jack was the receivers he had: Bevan Maxey, Bob Bratkowski, Mike Levenseller and Brian Kelly. Those were four very special college receivers, and they could really spoil you. They were very well coached and well prepared by the previous staff.

  [image: ]

  Jack Thompson, the “Throwin’ Samoan,’’ left WSU as the most prolific passer in NCAA history. He was a fabulous leader with an arm so powerful the ball whistled as it flew. Even I wasn’t silly enough to try to make him run the option . . . more than a few times, that is.

  (Photo courtesy of Washington State University)

  Jack was considered a Heisman Trophy candidate, although I knew he’d never get it, because we simply didn’t have enough national clout at Washington State. But his numbers were right up there, and he certainly deserved the consideration. Aside from being so talented, he was a delightful guy, always upbeat. I was never one to baby my quarterbacks, but Jack never pouted and always handled it well. He understood my personality and accepted it.

  THROWIN’ SAMOAN

  In his first game with our new staff, Jack Thompson was tossed into a cauldron . . . taking on Nebraska at Lincoln. I had seen how good he was, and how well the receivers complemented his talents, and while I may have been one of a small group of believers, I was convinced we could upset Nebraska.

  We had scouted them so hard, trying to decode tendencies to gain any advantage. What we discovered was a habit of coming at opponents on all-out blitzes on first down whenever a team got inside their 20. The theory was to disrupt you and push you back out of field-goal range.

  We felt that Jack could burn them on post routes against that blitz, and he threw a pair of touchdowns in that situation to Brian Kelly. We stunned them, 19-10. Jack was so cool and so exceptional; it was his first game with us, and he was everything you could ever ask for.

  EARLY DEFECTOR

  Opening against Nebraska in 1977 was strange because so many members of our Cougar staff had Nebraska ties, and so many on the Nebraska staff had worked with us. It was old-home week. But it got downright weird before the game even started.

  It seems to me that we were wearing white jerseys and crimson pants and Nebraska had on the red jerseys and white pants; whatever it was, we had a very similar color scheme. That might have been at the root of the strangest pregame warm-up incident I’ve ever seen.

  We had a young guy out of Lewiston, Idaho, named Steve Kalinoski. For whatever reason—perhaps he was getting extra taping or treatment—he came onto the field after the rest of the team. As a kid who is late will do, he hurried to where players were stretching and jumped in at the back of the line and started stretching along with them.

  One problem, he joined in with the Cornhuskers.

  You’ve got to understand, when fans go to Nebraska games, they may start tailgating at 9 a.m., but at noon, an hour before kickoff, they’re in that stadium and watching. It didn’t take long before both coaching staffs and everybody in the stands realized there’s this Cougar in there warming up with Nebraska’s guys. Everybody noticed it but Steve Kalinoski.

  We didn’t know what to do; nobody wanted to go down there and get him for fear of mortally embarrassing the kid. But right away I see John Melton, an old friend of mine on the Nebraska staff, heading over to me. I knew he had some wisecrack he was going to nail me with.

  “So, do your Cougars think they’ve have got a chance against us today?”

  Yeah, I think they do.

  “Doesn’t look like the sentiment is unanimous . . . one of your guys has defected over to our side before the game even started. Ol’ No. 73 looks like he wants to play for us.”

  I think Warren Powers eventually sent a trainer down to get Steve. But I’m not sure Steve ever got over it; I think he quit the team the next year. But we won that Nebraska game, so I assume he was glad he finally came back over to our side.

  JACK BE NIMBLE

  Jack Thompson was never anybody’s idea of a prototypical option quarterback. He had a big lower body and was clearly a classic drop-back, pocket passer. Although on at least one play he was better in the open field than anybody would have expected. We turned him loose against Arizona State in 1978, my third game as a head coach, and Jack torched the Sun Devils.

  Jack had thrown touchdown pass after touchdown pass. Late in the game, we were at about their 25 when we called an option. Jack faked to the dive back and came down the line as their defender came upfield to take away the pitch back. The defender committed to the back because he knew that Jack wouldn’t hurt them with the keeper.

  But when Jack turned, there was absolutely nothing but green grass and white stripes in front of him. He turned it up and went uncontested to the end zone. He was just lumbering along like a big ol’ Clydesdale, but I know in his mind he was bouncing like a gazelle.

  He came off to the sidelines with a look of greater delight than I ever saw after he threw a touchdown pass. “Coach,” he said. “This option stuff isn’t so bad after all.”

  DAN DOORNINK

  Dan Doornink, one of the better pass-receiving backs to play the game, exploited a unique attribute to his benefit: His voice. This is not one of those so-called measurable qualities that gets tested at combines, but it helped Danny all the way to the NFL.

  He loved to catch passes, and he made a living in the National Football League by being able to find open spots under the coverage for the dump-off toss. Jack Thompson, of course, preferred throwing the ball deep downfield. But Danny would run these little circle routes, and when he got open, he’d scream “JAACCCKKKKK!” in this high, nasal voice that he had. I’ll tell you, it got the quarterback’s attention because that voice could penetrate your brain. It was a shrill sound, like some kind of wild parrot, and Jack would hear that and throw him the ball . . . maybe just to make the racket stop. But Danny would always catch it and turn it up field and get 12 yards on it.

  Dan was a great student of the game; he understood the passing game and he stayed in the NFL for a long time because he really knew how to get open. And he certainly knew how to get a quarterback—and everybody else in shouting range—to look in his direction.

  APPLE CUP ’77: ICE BOWL

  The biggest thing that came from the 1977 Apple Cup in Seattle was this: After a long, frozen afternoon, I was never going to take any crap from the University of Washington people about the weather being so bad in Pullman. It rained and froze solid the night before, and the part of the field that was shaded by the south stands never thawed out. Two-thirds of the field was like playing on an ice rink. The field was so hard that running back Mike Washington suffered a broken jaw when he was tackled to the frozen turf.

  A lot of fans thought this was going to be a quarterback duel between Husky Warren Moon and our Jack Thompson—two of the great players to highlight this rivalry. But it was mostly controlled by their big ol’ back named Joe Steele. He was one of their great players, whom I always likened favorably to the great USC I-backs. He was a guy with good natural traction who could run flatfooted on that ice, and we never could tackle him. Steele scored three touchdowns, two on passes from Moon, and they got up on us quickly with 21 points in the first quarter.

  We were never really in the game after that, of course, as it was nearly impossible to claw back against a defense with linebacker Michael Jackson making 23 tackles.
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