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For Suzie, the best call I ever made in my life.
 No instant replay required.





PREFACE

“I could have been a Rhodes Scholar except for my grades.”

—Duffy Daugherty, former head football coach, Michigan State University






 IT IS IMPOSSIBLE to be a successful college football official without possessing character and strong faith. Rest assured, black, dark days occur in this business. That is hard on the men who do it, and it is especially hard on the ones whose sense of identity is defined by being a college football official.

It is extremely difficult to go out on the field the next time after being chewed up and spit out over the previous week’s performance. It doesn’t have to be a call that costs one team the game; it might just be a couple of critical mistakes.

I was fortunate to have a couple of anchors in my life that helped me keep everything in perspective. The first was my faith in Christ. I haven’t always practiced my faith as well as I should have, but He was the rock throughout my officiating career and gave me a solid foundation for life after football when I made my decision to end my days on the field. If you hold the conviction that what you are doing is right for your life, faith will make it a much easier decision. I’ve tried to sprinkle in aspects of that foundation throughout this book.

The second anchor was my banking career. Gene Benham, president of First State Bank in Morton, Texas, motivated me to pursue a life in banking. One of the philosophies Mr. Benham shared with me in banking was a belief that running a bank is much like officiating. Decisions are made without time to call a committee meeting. Calls are made, and living with them is part of the game. Certainly, not every decision in the banking business is made on the fly, but it helps to be decisive. The same is true in officiating. Indecisiveness is fatal for an official.

The banking business has been good to me, and I feel fortunate to have been a part of City Bank, Texas, for so long. City Bank has been not only understanding but also encouraging about my passion for officiating. I have spent many days away from the bank over the years because of my avocation, and it has never been an issue for City Bank.

Curtis Griffith, chairman of the board of our bank, was extremely supportive of my career because he knew it would not affect my performance as CEO. City Bank grew and thrived throughout my years as both CEO and a Division I football official. The exponential growth of the bank was a result of our commitment to people inside and outside of our operation, a core belief that continues to prevail today.

I have a deep appreciation and regard for the people with whom I worked, in the bank and on the field. I like to think I did things right on the field—I missed calls, but I always tried to do the right thing—and that belief carries over into the workplace. City Bank empowers its employees to do the right thing, and then we get out of their way and let them do it.

Don’t take my word for it. City Bank has been named one of the Great Places to Work in Texas by Texas Monthly magazine for the past three years, and we have been selected one of the top fifty small and medium-sized workplaces in America by the Great Place to Work Institute and the Society for Human Resource Management each of the past two years.

I found it interesting that as I moved up the officiating ladder and my career evolved, the bank also grew in terms of market share and visibility.

I am equally proud of each achievement.





Foreword

IT IS DIFFICULT to describe the level of togetherness officials develop while working on a college football crew. We look around the stadium and realize we don’t have anyone on our side except those other men in striped shirts. We get a certain sense of pride from that and from being able to do something a lot of other people would like to do.

Of course, if it were easy to be a college football official, everyone would do it. Because it’s not easy, that makes it very special.

Another thing that draws officials together is a sense of shared experiences, many of which Mike Liner articulates in the pages you are about to read. As Mike explains, every official starts out the same way, working youth games and moving up the ladder to more meaningful games. There are no shortcuts to the top, and everyone goes through the same drill and same basic training. By way of example, I officiated for sixteen years before working my first Division I game, and I worked for twelve years before I called a college game of any kind.

That is similar to the source of military camaraderie-shared experiences. Even though a dichotomy exists between enlisted men and officers, they have shared experiences. Moving that analogy to the world of college football officiating, everyone is a grunt at some level. The payoff, though, comes when we are privileged to walk onto the field for a Division I college football game. The atmosphere of college football is something special, and the chance to be on the field with some of the greatest players and coaches in the country is a real privilege. I can’t describe it any other way.

Officials have a unique place, regardless of the sport. They represent the integrity of the game, which is why it hurts all officials when one in any sport is caught cheating. I have never minded fans objecting to judgment calls or my knowledge of the rules. That is one thing. But when they attack my integrity, that’s where the line is drawn. Officials not only represent the integrity of the game. They are the integrity of the game.

I’m really happy Mike took the time to write a book from the official’s point of view. I’m not sure people have an idea, not that they should, about what it is like to be on that field. A lot of folks think these guys in striped shirts just show up at the stadium, shake a few hands, and work a football game. But the reality is that we prepare hard, and we invest energy, intensity and passion—just like players, coaches, and fans—in a game we love.

If we’re good at our job and a little bit lucky, we get a chance to work the biggest and best games. That happened to me in 1993, when Mike and I were part of the officiating crew for the national championship game between Alabama and Miami. Mike details the experience in the early pages of this book, and I can say it was the most intense three hours of my life. The atmosphere inside the Louisiana Superdome was unbelievable.

I can still remember blowing my whistle during the first five minutes of the game and being unable to hear it. During the coin toss, we were screaming at each other about calling heads or tails. As I’m sure many fans remember, that was the first time it was set up for the No. 1 team to play No. 2. It happened accidentally on previous occasions, but this time it was intentional, and it pitted two incredible programs against each other. As an aside, now that I’m in the Southeastern Conference, I’ve gained an even greater appreciation for the passion Alabama fans have when it comes to Crimson Tide football.

Just being selected for that game was a tremendous honor and a tremendous responsibility. It was a great game without a lot of controversy in terms of officiating. The atmosphere was unlike anything I have experienced before or since.

To give you an idea of that Crimson Tide passion I mentioned earlier, a couple of years ago I was in Birmingham when my anniversary rolled around. I called a local florist to order flowers for my wife and used a credit card to pay. The person taking my order asked what name was on the credit card, and I told her Rogers Redding. She said, “You’re a football official.” I was taken aback and told her that I used to be an official but was now retired.

After another long pause, she said, “You worked the 1993 national championship game.” I told her I did and wondered how she would know that. “I have that game on tape and watch it three times a year,” she said. Remember, this was just a few years ago, long removed from 1993. It’s a real indicator of what a huge part of people’s lives college football can be and a reminder that football officials are under tremendous scrutiny when a fan remembers the name of a referee from a game played fifteen years earlier.

I want to close with a few points to emphasize some of what Mike will say. Football officiating is a paid hobby. Nobody is in this as a profession. It is merely an avocation they really like tremendously. Many would do it for nothing because no one is in it to get rich. Anyone who is in it to get rich made the wrong choice because he won’t. I think that’s part of what makes college football such a pure and wonderful game. Could officials be paid more? No question. I’m sure every football coach would like to make more money no matter what his current salary is, but for a coach, this represents his life’s work. If a football official is fired, it’s not a pleasant thing, but he has another life out there. That’s very different from someone who has his entire livelihood and family invested in his job.

Finally, I’d be remiss if I didn’t pay homage to the Southwest Conference. When Arkansas left the SWC and it became entirely a Texas conference, I think that gave it a family feel. There was a certain intimacy about it. However, if the SWC were still in business today, I’m certain it would have a corporate feel to it. That is partly because college football now has a greater level of scrutiny, with virtually every game televised, every play analyzed, and everyone in the bleachers holding a cell-phone camera. Throw in the Internet, where any controversial play can be posted to YouTube within thirty seconds. We didn’t have that kind of scrutiny in the SWC. The league was unique in many ways, but primarily because college football was a different game in a different environment back then.

That’s not to say it wasn’t special. As Mike so aptly says, the life of a college football official is also special. I felt blessed to be a part of the brotherhood. I was lucky to be in the right place at the right time. Some of the best friends in my life are guys from those days.

Here’s hoping you enjoy getting to know some of those guys, as well. After all, once the striped shirts come off, we’re really pretty decent fellows.




 —Rogers Redding 
Coordinator of Football 
Officials, Southeastern Conference; 
Secretary-Rules Editor, NCAA 
Football Rules Committee





Introduction

“The essence of sports is that while you’re doing it, nothing else matters, but after you stop, there is a place, generally not very important, where you would put it.”

—Roger Bannister






 I HAD ONE OF the best seats in the house, yet almost every week I heard how I couldn’t see a thing.

As it turned out, the view was fine, but I had lost sight of some of the more important things in life. College football is a great game, a pure game and a beautiful game, but that is all it is—a game played across the country by young men on autumn Saturdays.

As a college football official, I had, quite literally, a sideline view of the game’s greatest players and coaches for nearly twenty years. Working a football game requires much more than showing up a few minutes before kickoff, shaking a few hands, and making sure you have one of those cool yellow handkerchiefs in your pocket.

It is a week of preparation followed by a weekend of focused work, and if you are not ready by the opening kickoff, it won’t be long before the crowd knows it—and lets you know it.

For me, those weekends stacked up for a long time, and they got in the way of some other important aspects of my life: service and worship. It doesn’t take much for a wedge to be driven into your spiritual walk, no matter where you are along the way. Sometimes, the smallest things become a wedge. Other times, the things you love can become the wedge.

Don’t be fooled. Officiating is hard work, and the men you see on television every weekend make it look easy because they prepare hard the other six days of the week. Officiating is an avocation, and the only way to become proficient enough to work at the highest levels is to work as often as you can.

That’s how something you love can get in the way of something more important, and that’s where I found myself not too long ago. I had been like any other official, toiling to improve over the years, and I was drawn to the excitement that comes with working bigger, better games. The difference between working a Lone Star Conference game in Edmond, Oklahoma, and working a Big 12 Conference game in Norman, Oklahoma, is huge. I’m not taking anything away from the Lone Star Conference; I worked plenty of games in that league, too. But stepping onto a field to officiate a nationally televised game between two traditional powers led by high-profile coaches with 80,000 people in attendance is indescribable.

That makes it easy to get caught up in the reality of the human condition. Traveling that path—and we’ve all been on it at one time or another for different lengths of time—tends to keep you from focusing on your faith. Some people out there can do both, but more probably struggle doing both. As a football official, I was traveling on the weekends, spending time studying the rulebook and preparing for the next game during the week instead of reading a Sunday school lesson or a daily Bible study. For me, the result was a slow and steady falling away from my faith.

That was my routine from late August to early December each year for a very long time. Spending so much time concentrating on little besides football can cause one to lose his place on his spiritual walk.

I needed to find my place, and more importantly, I wanted to find my place. I had officiated football games for thirty-five years and had been part of the Big 12 officiating group since the conference was formed in 1996.

Internally, knowing when it was time to retire was one of my biggest worries. Every year, someone hung it up and someone new came in. Between the guys calling it quits and the guys breaking in, you could always find a couple of guys who had stayed too long. They were no longer at the peak of their game. They were the guys who didn’t receive a bowl game assignment at the end of the season because their weekly game grades were too low. Gradually, they lost the admiration of the other guys in the league, and they never gained the respect of the new officials coming in because the new guys didn’t get to see them in their prime.

I didn’t want to be a member of that not-so-proud fraternity. I don’t know how it works for everyone, but I knew when the time had come for me to start thinking about retirement. I was almost sixty years old. When I was fifty-five or fifty-six, I started thinking about it. When I turned fifty-seven and officiating suddenly wasn’t as much fun as it had been, I knew the time to retire was approaching.

I dreaded going to the airport, dreaded going to bad hotels. I didn’t spend as much time the week before preparing for a three-hour-plus game. The stadiums were the same old stadiums I had been going to for years. I had worked virtually every combination of Big 12 games possible, and it was just not as enjoyable as it used to be for me.

What I did look forward to was being assigned to a good bowl game, but having already worked a lot of those, it was easy to lose the drive and focus that I possessed earlier in my career. That happens everywhere in sports—to professional and college players alike—if they are not hungry. It’s hard enough to reach the pinnacle, and much harder to stay there, if that hunger is gone. It’s a natural thing; it becomes more and more difficult to find the motivation. The only real motivation left after almost twenty years of officiating Division I football was realizing that my performance would be graded at the end of the year.

If there are six or seven line judges in the league, none of them wants to be graded fifth, sixth, or seventh. Each wants to be in the top three. The grading system is such that practically no difference can be found in the top four, but if you finish third, you will be assigned to a third-tier bowl rather than a top bowl, and that’s the motivation.

So as I approached that time in my life, I started considering how important it had become to exit gracefully on my own terms. As I did that, I realized I had put my faith on the back burner for a long time and that I had not served the Lord in the way I knew in my heart I was supposed to be doing. I prayed about it a lot, and when the time came, I knew it was time. I am not a theologian by any stretch of the imagination, but I knew it was time, and I knew I wanted to end my officiating career on my own terms because of all the things I was missing in my life.

I wanted to quit while I was still respected by my peers and by coaches, and I wanted to go out feeling like I was at the top of my game. Too many officials do not leave the Division I level like that because that position is such a high for them. It becomes their identity. It is who they are, not what they do, and that is a hard line to walk. People talk to me today, and if the subject of football officiating comes up, they are interested in what it’s like to be a football official. They don’t even acknowledge this other life I lead that involves being CEO of a bank. To many of them, my work at the bank is what I do on the side.

Life is about so much more.

After so many years of trying to figure out the best way to get from Lubbock, Texas, to Lincoln, Nebraska, and back, making hotel and rental car reservations, making arrangements to leave work Friday, and packing bags every week, it began to wear on me. To people who travel all the time, that might not seem like a big deal, but after years of that routine, week after week and year after year, it became tedious for me.

Beyond that, it’s easy to fall into a trap. If I was assigned to a low-profile, late season game in which nothing was on the line and virtually everyone in the conference and country was focused on other games, it was easy for my concentration to wane.

The cure for that is to get out on the field and expect it to be a great game from the first play. Remember how important it is to the players and the coaches. Remember how far fans drove to sit in the stands and watch. All of those people are doing their jobs, and the officials have to do their jobs, too. That said, the process, from start to finish, can be a real grind.

The realization struck home that it was time for me to step aside. I knew it would be tough to turn my back on the game and walk away, but I had no idea just how hard it was going to be. The fact hit me hardest when that first summer rolled around and I was no longer working Big 12 games. I missed the camaraderie of the officiating brotherhood as well as all the off season and preseason meetings we go through to get ready for the next season. Even though it felt like drudgery at times when I was doing it, I missed it.

Something true in all sports is equally true in officiating: Youth is served. There might be something to be said for having experience and being in the top echelon among your peers, but at some point, the new guys come in, and the old guys must move aside. It was important to me to leave before I felt like I was being pushed out. The rules of life in general and sports in particular dictate with ruthless inevitability that youth must and will be served.

Often, older guys are out there officiating who probably don’t need to be there. When I first got into college football officiating with the Southwest Conference at age forty, the mandatory retirement age in the league was sixty. At age forty, twenty years seems like an eternity. The truth is that guys who stay past sixty are only kidding themselves. I left at fifty-eight before I fooled myself into believing that I was still competing at the high level demanded of officials in the Big 12 Conference.

For me, the beginning of the end came in the summer of 2005, when I made the decision to step aside as the season was approaching. The Big 12 had its summer meeting for officials at the University of Kansas that year, and we had spent four days in Lawrence, Kansas, studying rules changes, sitting in meetings, and reviewing training tapes. All of this takes place indoors. We also have outdoor training, where we go through agility drills and other requirements such as running a mile within a certain time. The league wants to make sure officials are taking care of themselves and staying in shape. It isn’t rigorous, but it was the eighteenth time I’d been through it, and I knew with certainty that I wasn’t enjoying it. None of my officiating responsibilities were as exciting as they had once been. Based on that, I knew it was a good time to retire. I called Tim Millis, the supervisor of officials, and told him that 2005 was going to be my last season. I didn’t expect anyone’s pity, breaks on game grades, or great game assignments. He deserved to know in case he had a particular line judge in mind that he wanted to scout to take my spot on my crew.

I had no plans to announce the decision to my fellow officials. I just wanted to go through the season and work my usual way without any rhetoric about it being my last time to do all the things we do each season. I wanted to go through that myself and deal with it in my own way. Eventually, other officials figured it out, and toward the latter part of the season I told some of them. I even worked with a couple of different crews toward the end of the season. I think Tim made those assignments on purpose because he knew I wanted to work with specific guys and some wanted to work with me before the end. My schedule was pretty good; I had some of the better games that year, even though I had not asked for them.

One of those great games was the very last one I worked, the annual clash between Oklahoma State and Oklahoma. The game featured two coaches I have tremendous admiration for: Bob Stoops of Oklahoma and Les Miles, who was then the head coach of the Cowboys. Each game, the line judge and the field judge go out on the field one hour before kickoff. That’s something I always looked forward to. Coach Stoops and I have always had this deal where once he is through talking to the opposing coach, he would come by and chat with me. He came over that day, and I told him it was my last time to work his sideline.

He gave me a funny look and asked why. That helped me to realize I had made a great decision, because it confirmed to me that I was walking away at the top of my game. I had and still have ultimate admiration for Coach Stoops, and if he thought my abilities as an official had diminished he would have encouraged me to retire instead of questioning my decision.

You can go on and on about all the things Coach Stoops does right with his football program. If something goes wrong, he steps up and takes responsibility. He is organized. He cares about the fact that he puts good players on the field, and they put a good product on the field. Oklahoma is a top-notch program. He has some of the same offthe-field problems as anyone else, and they get magnified a little more because of the microscope he is under at one of the premier programs in the nation. By the same token, when he has a call go against him, you never hear him criticize the officials. He knows that is part of the game.

If I had an opportunity that final season, I took a moment and told coaches I knew well enough of my retirement plans. Bill Snyder at Kansas State was one of those. The last game I ever worked for him was at Iowa State. Near the end of the game, when he wasn’t coaching, I went up to him and told him how much respect and admiration I had for him. I told him I was retiring and that I really enjoyed working his games. He took off his headset and couldn’t say a word. What I didn’t know at the time was that he had made the same decision but had not yet announced it. When he did make his retirement official a short time later, I thought back to that conversation and knew he had something he wanted to tell me, but it just wouldn’t come out. Coaches handle things different ways, and Coach Snyder’s way was to wait until the season was over to make his retirement plans public.

At that final Oklahoma State-Oklahoma game, Coach Stoops decided to give me a going-away party of sorts. He was animated on the sidelines throughout the game, but I knew him well enough to know at least some of it was in jest. The OU-Oklahoma State game is an intense rivalry, and this one came just a week after a very controversial Texas Tech-OU game in which Tech had won in Lubbock on the game’s last play. Needless to say, the fans at OU were still irate because of their perception that the officials had robbed them on several occasions in that game.

Those fans were still in a bad mood when it came to anyone walking around wearing black and white stripes. We were on the field before the game looking things over, and the fans were really letting us have it. One fan in the front row hollered and wanted to know if any of us blankety-blanks were from Lubbock, Texas, and hey, it was my last game, so I was feeling pretty spunky. I didn’t have to worry about getting fired over jawing with a fan, so I had no problem letting him know that’s where I lived. Of course, that really set him off.

As for the game itself, Oklahoma got the better of its in-state rival most of the game, but the Sooners also had a number of holding calls go against them in the first half. Stoops was having an ongoing discussion with me about those calls, but it was pretty tame stuff—a typical give-and-take.

When halftime arrived, we headed for the officials’ locker room, and to get there we had to walk through a small opening and travel a good distance. Officials receive a police escort, but they are still moving among fans. We encountered a guy with a tray full of soft drinks and popcorn, and he started verbally harassing us with some pretty rough language. The police officer looked at us and asked if we wanted him to get rid of the guy. Of course, we said yes, and the officer escorted the fan out of the stadium. In fact, he brought the guy’s ticket stub to our dressing room and said that fan wouldn’t be returning. He got what he deserved, and I’m sure he was outside the stadium calling his wife on his cell phone, saying something like, “Honey, you’re probably wondering where the heck I am. You’ll never guess what happened on the way back from the concession stand.”

Once that excitement subsided, we returned for the second half, and Stoops was continuing to harass me about the holding calls, wondering very loudly if it we’d help set a school record for holding calls against his team that day. While he was complaining, I threw a flag on the Sooners’ left tackle for a holding call a blind man could have made. Stoops saw it and took off down the sidelines to get away from me to keep from having to admit I was right. I was laughing. One of his assistants was laughing because Stoops took off. It was an obvious call, and the game was in hand. Stoops wouldn’t even look my way the rest of the game.

Moments like that made me love being a college football official. The memories. The people. The games. The calls. It is a ride very few people get to take, and it is my pleasure to share that ride with you.

It is my hope this book gives you an inside view of what it looks like from one of the best—and toughest—seats in the house.
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CHAPTER ONE:

WELCOME TO THE BIG TIME

“If you want to walk the heavenly streets of gold, you gotta know the password, ‘Roll, Tide, Roll!’”

—Paul “Bear” Bryant, former head coach, University of Alabama






 YOU DON’T SUDDENLY wind up on the floor of the Superdome as an official in the national championship game. It takes time, hard work, and perseverance. As far as my officiating career is concerned, January 1, 1993, will always represent one of the great blessings in my life—the hand of God providing a good opportunity and a great privilege.

Many officials work their entire careers and never receive a chance to experience the unique atmosphere of a national championship game. For me, it happened after my fourth full season in the Southwest Conference. I was a relative newcomer to the SWC, working a mere three games in 1988 before being assigned a full schedule the next four seasons.

After the 1992 regular season concluded, I was the line judge assigned to the Sugar Bowl. Certainly, I was not the most experienced line judge they could have selected, but I had a good year on the field and felt like I was capable of doing as good a job as anyone else.

I could not have found out about the assignment at a better time. My father was in an Amarillo hospital fighting colon cancer. In fact, he’d lost part of his colon, and he was in very serious condition because of complications following surgery. I was staying with him that week when my cell phone rang, and Wendell Shelton, the SWC supervisor of officials, told me I had been selected to work the big game.

Receiving the news from Wendell was nice because he was the referee on my first Southwest Conference crew. I worked with him the better part of four years, and he and his wife, Peggy, have been longtime friends of mine.

It was only the second week of December, which meant I had plenty of time to get ready. Really, the assignment was a blessing because I was rather depressed at that point in my life. I didn’t know if my father was going to make it. To get the assignment when I did was quite uplifting and gave me something to look forward to. The fact that my father battled through the complications and is still alive fifteen years later only made everything more satisfying.

As it happened, I was going to be part of a great crew. Gary Slaughter, the head linesman, had been in the league one year less than I had. Jon Bible, the field judge, and Rogers Redding, the referee, were also selected. It was particularly gratifying for me to see Jon and Rogers on the crew because all three of us entered the league together. I like to think of that time as a strong recruiting year for SWC officials. Both Jon and Rogers went on to become very good officials.

Gary Slaughter, meanwhile, moved on to the National Football League and worked several Super Bowls. Joe Darden, the umpire on our crew, had a great reputation for excellence. He was the premier umpire in the SWC at that time. Ron Murphy, the back judge, had worked in the NFL for a few years before returning to the college level, and side judge Mike Wetzel had been around for years. Joe, Ron, and Mike all had experience officiating national championship games.

We had four highly experienced officials and two more that were absolutely brilliant in their knowledge of the rules. Rogers is one of the best football rules guys around. You always need someone like that on your crew because you never know what might occur on the field. It was the perfect mix of experienced men and guys who were less seasoned but had earned the opportunity. Youth was being served.

The game was played on a Friday night, and the league wanted us there two days early. We checked in at the Hyatt Regency, which is basically right across the street from the Superdome. After we arrived and settled in, we spent some time enjoying New Orleans and took in Pete Fountain’s show at the Hilton that first night.

The fun ended at 9 am the next day. That’s when the Sugar Bowl conference was scheduled. It’s a meeting that includes coaches, television people, Sugar Bowl staff, representatives from the participating universities and the conference they represented, and us, the game officials.

We walked into this big meeting room at the Superdome and saw a podium at the front of the room with tables on each side facing the audience. Coach Gene Stallings, Alabama people, and SEC folks were seated at one table, and Coach Dennis Erickson, his athletic director, and Miami people were at the other. The room was full of media, and the man speaking at the front of the room was the director of operations for the Sugar Bowl.

I will never forget the seven of us walking in and sitting in chairs at the back of the room. The Sugar Bowl official asked everyone around the room to introduce themselves so everyone knew who was there and what their responsibilities would be. Gene Stallings introduced himself. All the Alabama people introduced themselves. Television sportscaster Brent Musburger introduced himself. Finally, we got to the back row, and I stood up and said, “I’m Mike Liner, Southwest Conference line judge.”
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