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“By curious paradox through the very fact of their respect for the past, people came to reconstruct it as they consider it ought to have been.”

— Marc Bloch, French medievalist







DEDICATION

I dedicate this book to the Michigan State University football teams, their coaches, and the men and women from MSU who supported them on and off the field from 2010 to 2013. 

A sincere thanks to my fellow writers from the early 1970s at the University of Wisconsin’s Daily Cardinal. Each assured me I would never make it as a sportswriter and urged me to look for some other line of employment. A very, very special thanks to Sam Freedman, who guided me through the challenges of writing this book. 

I would also like to express my love and admiration for my muse, Laurie Kaufman, MD. Without her there is no book, and, truth be known, there is no neurologist. My apology to my children, Matt and Sarah, who both found a way to deal with me during the last three and a half decades. My only regret about becoming a football sideline neurologist for MSU was not being with my family in the upper deck of Spartan Stadium during MSU football’s glory years. 

Rose Bowl is a registered trademark and is used only for purposes of identification and information. No sponsorship or endorsement of this book by the trademark owner is claimed or implied.
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FOREWORD

The game of football, in so many ways, teaches us about life: the discipline, the precision, the inches won and lost, the euphoria of a big win, and the disappointment of any loss. It speaks to us about the word team, the creativity in schemes and techniques that are taught and needed to be successful in the three basic areas of offense, defense, and special teams. Passion, hard work, encouragement, mental and physical training, organization, confidence, endurance, excitement, adversity, and injury all leave an undeniable mark on those who have played or coached on the many levels of this great game. 

In his book, Dr. David Kaufman takes us behind the scenes and into the world of major college football at the highest level. Focusing on the 2010 season and later the 100th Rose Bowl in 2014, Doc gives his readers an in-depth look at Michigan State football initially from the eyes of a spectator and later as a member of our medical staff. In a newly formed position as a neurologist, Dr. Kaufman was tasked with evaluating concussion protocol in 2010. Now in his thirteenth year, David has long since been a staple within the inner circle at MSU Football. 

His accounts and experiences move from the seriousness of a life-saving evaluation and hands-on treatment of an acute game-day injury to his sometimes funny and self-deprecating sense of humor. In between, the very fabric of the program and the game itself is detailed and documented through the many trials and tribulations that occurred that season.

I have always maintained that there are five major points of emphasis that must be adhered to in order to be successful in any program, athletic or otherwise. First, you must develop sincere and meaningful relationships. They must be built on a sense of commitment, communication, and trust with one another. Entering the 2010 season as a new face, the author soon established himself as a person who truly cared about our team, staff, and coaches. He didn’t push. He let us pull him into our circle and was deeply appreciated. 

Second, you must strive to learn, educate, and evaluate yourself in a constant manner. Concussion protocol, CTE, and the many variances of it were new and often misunderstood traumatic injuries that were bursting onto the scene in 2009–2010. David gave us all a sense of understanding and calm, an esteemed specialist in that area of injury. 

Third, you must win. Winning was all around us in 2010, as we were 11–1 and co-champions in the Big Ten Conference. Winning, however, comes to us in many forms. His work with our players—and one player in particular—was instrumental in our long-term success. 

Fourth, you must look to improve each other’s lives; as I say, “Be a Light.” Check box number four, as Doc was kind, appreciative, generous, and oftentimes quite funny. 

Finally, you must work. Few people understand the time, dedication, and pressure that our medical staff deals with daily to be a part of Michigan State football. 

In conclusion, Dr. Kaufman’s book brings these five elements for success to life for his readers. It will bring a smile to your face, a tear to your eye, and it will firmly set your feet in stone and demonstrate the camaraderie, focus, determination, and grit that has always been at the heart of Michigan State football. It is a must read for all Spartans. 

Go Green!

—Mark Dantonio                
Head Coach (2007–2020)
Michigan State University







AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is a chronicle based on my own experience as a “sideline neurologist,” one of the sports medicine physicians and surgeons who worked with the Michigan State University football teams at a time when college and professional sports were beginning to focus on the risk of brain injury to athletes. 

I have described my experience on the field, on the road and in the treatment facilities in detail, and I have provided information about various medical issues and procedures that I addressed. However, my book is not a medical guide and will not enable the reader to diagnose or treat an injury or condition. Urgent medical attention should be sought from appropriate experts in the event of any sports injury.

Members of the MSU football team from the 2010 decade, Coach Mark Dantonio and his fellow coaches, MSU’s sports medicine team, and MSU’s athletic trainers of that era are among the most remarkable people I have ever met. I was impressed with their discipline, their dedication to their sport and to each other. I did my best to honor them, and if I failed, allow me to apologize. There were a few incidents that occurred later in the decade that I moved into the 2010 football season to allow brevity in describing this experience.

It is clear that football and other collision sports are potentially dangerous. Sarah Kaufman, MD, PhD, a clinician scientist working in neurodegenerative diseases, reminds me that, “Football is among the most modifiable risk factors to prevent neurodegenerative diseases.” I certainly agree with my daughter, but there is also risk in driving a car. Both are so engrained in the social fabric of society that people will continue to do both. The key is how to make things safer.

In explaining what it was like behind the scenes of Spartan football, I focus on MSU’s iconic coach, Mark Dantonio. I am very grateful for his willingness to have a neurologist available to his players in real time on the sidelines. Neither he nor I was aware I would end up writing an account of this experience more than a decade later. I also focus on four members of the medical team (Drs. Pearson and Shingles, and Certified Athletic Trainers Nogle and Monroe), along with the team clergy (Father Jake Foglio). I grew quite close to those five people. In this description, their actions represented a far larger group of sports medicine physicians, surgeons, and athletic trainers who practiced here at MSU. I have rarely met a finer group of people, and I consider them all family to this day. 

—David Kaufman, DO     
East Lansing, Michigan
Summer, 2024             







ANNOUNCEMENT

Part of my intent in writing this account is to donate all royalties after expenses to the Father John (Jake) Foglio Endowed Chair of Spirituality at Michigan State University and the George Webster Endowment for MSU Football Players (who wish to complete their degree after they are done playing football). 

This link shows where to mail a check (payable to “Michigan State University”) or how to give online: Givingto.MSU.edu

For the “Father John Foglio Chair of Spirituality in College of Arts and Letters” use:


	Allocation Code: Write “Father Foglio AE00107” in the memo line

	Account number: MSRT101307For the “George Webster Scholarship Fund” use:


	Allocation Code: Write “Webster Fund AA0029” in the memo line.

	Account number: MSRN031259



Send donations to: Spartan Fund, 535 Chestnut Rd, Room 200W, Spartan Stadium, East Lansing, MI 48824.

To donate by phone, call 517-432-4610 (please make sure to indicate that it is for the Father John Foglio Chair of Spirituality in College of Arts and Letters or the George Webster Scholarship Fund).

To donate online, Michigan State’s University Development, click on “Give Now” and search for the George Webster Expendable Scholarship Fund: Givingto.MSU.edu 

All gifts are tax deductible and will be given Spartan Fund credit. If you have questions about the George Webster Scholarship Fund, you may contact the Spartan Fund at 517-432-4610 or by email at spartanfund@ath.msu.edu.







CHAPTER ONE

Panic in a Tunnel

The screaming. The yelling. The noise was unbearable. I took three deep breaths, but I was still shaking. My heart beat rapidly; I was scared to death. I was stuck in a narrow, two-story, stone-covered tunnel. I could barely move, and now it was getting hard to breathe. There were 150 of us jammed together, none of us able to move more than a few inches in any direction. Then the jumping started. Claustrophobia, hyperventilation, panic, and even fear were not novel for me. Jumping was. I quickly concluded jumping is never appropriate for a brain doctor. I yelled that conclusion right into the ear of my former medical student, friend, and colleague, Mike Shingles. He was an orthopedic trauma surgeon extraordinaire and twenty years my junior. No matter how playful Mike seemed, I knew that when it mattered, there was no better sports orthopedic surgeon anywhere. 

I wanted to tell Mike that his new job was to make sure I was not trampled to death by this mob of humongous student-athletes, but he could not hear what I was saying. Mike was just laughing as he jumped in unison with the players. Suddenly, he leaned in to get a closer look at me and must have noticed I was, indeed, afraid. Mike delivered a quick, well-placed whack to my back and shouted above the noise, “Hey! Dave! Wake up!”

Hearing Mike brought me back to the moment. I gave him a high five, and I was ready to go. No more fear, no more profound nausea. I simply shook my head and then tried to jump in unison with everyone else. 

Just ahead of us was Sally Nogle. Long, tall, blond, Sally was a thirty-year veteran of athletic training for MSU and the US Olympic teams. Still lithe and athletic, she was already in the National Athletic Trainers’ Hall of Fame  and was the trailblazer for women in football athletic training. Sally was not only a friend to the student-athletes, but a mother figure as well. But she was fearsome when angered. 

Sally turned and saw Mike and me bouncing like yo-yos along with her players. She did not laugh. Instead, she gave us her unblinking, five-second “stare of death.” Chastened, Mike and I immediately stopped jumping. We turned back into chin-up, thin-lipped university physicians. That look was hard to maintain because we were both so happy. I settled in with a simple half-smile. Sally nodded her head to signal that we were forgiven. She had her game face on and expected the same of her physicians. 

She understood the next four hours would be the most important her sports-medicine team—and its physicians—would face in all our years together at Michigan State University. How did I get here, I wondered, and what exactly was I doing in the middle of such chaos? Indeed, what was a slightly plump, middle-aged, tenured professor of neurology at Michigan State University doing in the middle of a college football team that was getting ready to run onto the field for the 2014 Rose Bowl Game? 

I was sad Sally’s fellow athletic trainer, Jeff Monroe, was not in that tunnel with us. Jeff had retired as MSU’s lead athletic trainer just a month before this Rose Bowl-season started, after spending thirty years with the team. Part of me felt empty at his absence among us. It was Jeff who was responsible for me being in this tunnel, as we all faced one of the most important moments in MSU’s history. 

Close by, poised and ready to go, his arms folded and his poker face on, was Dr. Randy Pearson. Randy was the lead team physician, and he had held that coveted position for more than two decades; he was as good a physician as the university had. He kept everything simple—that was his gift, and a quality I admired about him. 

No matter how bad the situation, Randy was able to make even the most complicated medical situation seem simple. He was always smart, down to earth, and best of all remarkably accurate in his ability to make a diagnosis. That made him prized as a colleague, especially when we shared challenging cases in the hospital. From Muskegon, at the western edge of Michigan, he also had a sense of small-town common-sense wisdom about him. 

Just a little further up in the tunnel, nearly out of my sight, was eighty-four-year-old Father Jake Foglio, a Catholic priest and an ethics and humanity professor at the MSU College of Human Medicine. Father Jake was the team clergy and the fifth and final principal on the MSU football medical team. Father Jake was five foot two and 110 pounds and so was barely visible among the gigantic players. He had a neatly trimmed beard, white as winter, and was wearing his infectious, soulful smile. I knew his impact on this team was immeasurable. He may have been the tiniest person in that tunnel, but he was one of the biggest human beings I had ever encountered. His flock at MSU consisted of so many people—including most of the coaches, staff, and players in the tunnel—it would be impossible to count them all. 

I called Father Jake “The Doctor of Soul,” based on his uncanny ability to use his spirituality to heal. He was both respected and beloved because of his dignity, virtue, and common-sense values. Father Jake’s gift was the ability to calm any player (any person, for that matter) with just a few words. That paid dividends, big time. Today, he was wearing a brand-new Spartan Green official Rose Bowl travel sweat suit along with his old, faded green baseball cap with the block letter S on the front. Because I had been his roommate on football road trips, I knew he had worn that hat since he was an undergrad at MSU six decades before. Father Jake had been a Marine deployed during the Korean War era, which had given him a passionate heart. That fact, along with his dignity and the spicy repertoire of his biting commentary, pushed his “Spartan Spirit” rating off the charts. 

Right then, Father Jake was sharing a word and a smile with our punter, a three-time Academic All-American named Mike Sadler. Without question, Mike was one of the funniest human beings I had ever met and a fan favorite. Wearing a perpetual smile, even during the tightest games, Mike was the go-to guy for multiple trick plays out of punt formation. He was just a little taller and slightly thicker than Father Jake. Otherwise, I thought he might be the exact replicate of Father Jake as an undergrad sixty-five years before. 

Next to Mike was Mylan Hicks, a five-foot-eleven speedster. He was from Detroit, like so many on this team. Towering over the three of them was Jack Allen, the team’s 305-pound Academic All-American and All-Big Ten center. Father Jake turned from Mike and Mylan and then looked up at Big Jack to whisper some secret words of encouragement. No doubt he was predicting how well all of them would do on this day. I watched our quarterback, Connor Cook, dance by me. He stopped to give Father Jake a hug. The two of them exchanged a secret whisper and then another hug. Everyone seemed ready.

As I waited inside that painfully loud and suffocating Rose Bowl tunnel, the sports fan in me realized I was about to run onto one of college football’s biggest stages, courtesy of Michigan State University, my home for the past thirty years. I was in the middle of my football family and alongside its medical team. We were all assembled and ready to do our best to win the Rose Bowl, a goal twenty-six years in the making.

Then, suddenly, Bango! 

The Spartans’ head coach, Mark Dantonio, shut it all down from the front of the tunnel with a simple look over his shoulder. Everybody stopped jumping and the tunnel went silent. I could hear my own heartbeat as we all silently followed Coach D. forty feet to the tunnel’s opening. We all knew Dantonio had supplied the intelligence and toughness—and just the right amount of loyalty, dignity, and spirituality—to take MSU from near the bottom of the Big Ten to the promised land: the Rose Bowl. 

Silently, we all watched a man wearing a red hat at the mouth of the tunnel, apparently a Rose Bowl staffer of some kind. He finally raised his left arm and signaled it was time. When he dropped his arm, Coach D., his players, equipment personnel, and our medical staff burst out of the tunnel as if shot from a cannon. We were greeted by a roar so loud it made that unbearable noise in the tunnel just minutes ago seem like a whisper. 

It was glorious—New Year’s Day in Pasadena, and seventy-three degrees. All of us emerged into the sunlight as one perfect swarm. The grass was bright green and decorated at the center with a huge red, green, and yellow rose under a sun so bright it hurt my eyes. The San Gabriel Mountains and a cloudless blue sky surrounded us. I was running with athletes, coaches, and medical personnel whose secrets and life stories I knew as well as those of my own family. I felt for each one of these people as if they were my own child. 

We finished the seventy-yard sprint to our sideline and eventually stood silently with the rest of the ninety-five thousand people in the stadium to get ready for the national anthem. On the opposite sideline were the Stanford Cardinal, equally at attention. Then, Kirk Cousins, quarterback of the 2009–2011 MSU teams and at that time a member of the NFL’s Washington, DC football team, walked up next to me, shook my hand, and deadpanned, “Dr. Kaufman, may I stand here next to you?” 

I responded, “Hey, you’re Kirk Cousins, making millions of dollars a year playing quarterback in the NFL. Near as I can figure, Kirk, you can stand wherever you damn well please! What in the world are you doing here today?”

“Dr. Kaufman, I am completing my circles.” We both understood exactly what that meant. He was seeing a life’s ambition through to the end by being at the Rose Bowl helping a team he loved. We shook hands and then hugged.

As the national anthem started, I thought about the change and growth I had undergone in my journey from tenured university professor to this team’s sports neurologist. What a brutal transition these past four years had been. But I had earned the right to be here. When the four fighter jets flew low and directly overhead at the end of the anthem, I offered up my usual silent prayer that no one would need a brain doctor on this day. 







CHAPTER TWO

Coming Down from the Upper Deck 

Why was a tenured professor of neurology on the sidelines for the 2014 Rose Bowl and how did it  end up being me? The short answer is that a concussion “crisis” overtook the country during the 2010s, and my good friend, Jeff Monroe, who was MSU’s head athletic trainer, and others insisted I get involved with MSU football to help protect his student-athletes.

Neurology was tasked with answering two simple questions: just how serious is a sports related concussion, and how do we best protect professionals and student-athletes? My university decided to help answer these globally relevant questions by embedding an established clinical neuroscientist researcher into its football team. The next thing I knew, I was asked to transform from a stuffy clinician–researcher into a sports neurologist. That journey would prove to be quite painful. 

In the twenty-first century’s first decade, reports began to emerge at the American Academy of Neurology (AAN) and elsewhere about potential long-term brain damage from sports concussions. The AAN released communications strongly implying sports concussion should be recognized as a public-health issue. Initially, I thought that proposal was ridiculous. Then professional players began to talk about the emotional and mental hazards of playing football. 

Significant research published in high-impact journals about an apparently new disease called chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE) soon followed. Mothers were becoming afraid to allow their children to play football or other collision sports—such as hockey, rugby, and even soccer—because of the fear of CTE. As the dangers of collision sports like football emerged, people wondered if these sports should actually be banned. 

Back then, according to multiple mainstream stories, CTE was a horrible and inevitable occurrence related to playing football. It would first rob you of your humanity and then cause you to become suicidal or worse. Some reports implied there would be no escaping CTE if you played football, even in high school. 

As a neurologist, I understood boxing and steel-cage mixed martial arts were bad news, but banning football? It almost seemed un-American. But I began to worry as more research surfaced about CTE. In December 2009, when National Football League spokesman Greg Aiello first admitted in a New York Times interview there were indeed long-term issues associated with concussions, I, and many other neurologists, became riveted by this issue. Congressional hearings1 followed, books were written, and blockbuster movies eventually got made about concussion. I really began to wonder if football would survive as a sport, and that prospect bothered me deeply. 

Personally, I saw football as a family-oriented autumn ritual that served as the catalyst for friends, families, and entire communities to come together. It was an incredible outdoor spectacle, complete with huge and excited crowds mingling together against a backdrop of marching bands, all cheering on loyal sons against feared rivals. 

As I knew well from my decades on the campus of MSU, the sport enriched, connected, and then galvanized people. It was uniquely American and deeply embedded in the culture of our society for more than a hundred years. I was convinced losing football, or changing it into something unrecognizable, would have more than minor social consequences. 

But I also understood the power of clinical neuroscience research. The emerging data strongly suggested there could well be potential danger to the brains of people playing football. I was conflicted about the social and scientific debates swirling around me, but I had little time to do anything meaningful about it. 

I was having a pretty successful academic career. I was good at obtaining grants from the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and similar extramural funding. I was winning awards as a teacher and clinician, all while authoring more than a hundred scientific papers. I was lecturing extensively in the United States and Europe and teaching my beloved MSU medical students, residents, and fellows. I was also the founding chair of the Department of Neurology at a terrific Big Ten university, where I was surrounded by absolutely wonderful faculty and staff. 

More than any of those academic accomplishments, I was truly happy. Laurie, who I married in 1974, was also a tenured associate professor in endocrinology at MSU. My children, Matt and Sarah, were on their way to getting postgraduate educations: Sarah was heading to medical school, and Matt was getting his masters in health administration. By 2010, I felt I had done it all, and my life was essentially complete. Everything was terrific, until a day in July 2010 when Jeff Monroe walked into my house and started talking about “we need a neurologist in the locker room and on the field.”

Back in those days, when I spent game days in the upper deck of Spartan Stadium, I thought I had a good understating of what actually happened on a football field. I knew there were athletic trainers and a few doctors who helped the football team out. I really did not pay any attention to sports medicine, and no one had heard of a thing called “sports neurology.”

My family had gone to football games faithfully from the day Laurie and I first arrived on campus in 1984. Three years later, under coach George Perles, MSU won a Big Ten championship, and Laurie and I went to Pasadena for the 1988 Rose Bowl. I thought every year would be just as exciting, that Rose Bowl trips would come nice and easy. Sadly, that was not the way it went. Before the start of the Mark Dantonio era in 2007, MSU was on its fourth head football coach in twenty years. The team had not returned to the Rose Bowl, and, truthfully, was just not that good. 

In the spring of 2010, I read an article about Dr. Jeff Kutcher, who had testified at a hearing before the US House of Representatives Committee on the Judiciary on January 10. It was the second committee hearing titled “Legal Issues Relating to Football Head Injuries.” Dr. Kutcher was from the University of Michigan—MSU’s archrival in all things. The article also announced the University of Michigan had “acquired a sports neurologist.” The article said: “Jeff Kutcher, M.D., will help reduce the number of concussions for Michigan football and help make the game safer.” I remember thinking, “Gee, that’s interesting,” but I gave the subject no further thought. However, that article created a cascade of events that changed my calm, predictable life into controlled chaos. 

Anyone living around the Great Lakes knows about MSU’s rivalry with the U of M. Whenever U of M did something, MSU always seemed compelled to do the same. U of M had a sports neurologist, so—presto!—MSU would now need a sports neurologist. One might ask, “Okay, but how or why was it me?” A few months after the U of M announcement, Jeff Monroe, the head athletic trainer, invited himself over my lake house for a drink.

Jeff breezed into my home through the massive lakeside sliding door. Without a word, he flopped down on my green leather couch and stared out at the water for a long time while remaining silent. Jeff had this incredibly charming, almost Southern, drawl when he spoke. His utter and complete disdain for U of M was also one of the more endearing things about him. He grew up in Ohio and worked as an athletic training student at the Ohio State University. He typically used the term “blue bellies,” a reference to U of M’s football jerseys, to describe anything having to do with the place. In fact, the words “University of Michigan” or Wolverine had never passed through Jeff’s lips in the twenty-five years I had known him, except when he spoke about their outstanding sports medicine group, including their exceptional lead athletic trainer Paul (Schmidty) Schmidt.

Eventually, he turned and looked up at me and said, “Dave, these dang concussion issues are gettin’ more and more important to the administration, alums, and all of us in athletics here at MSU. We need to be takin’ point out in front of this issue. We have to. It is the right thing. It’s important to us, my boys playing, and to football as a whole. Then, them blue bellies got this sideline neurology thing goin’ on, so we have to get with it, too.” 

Jeff was an irascible, straight-talking, fiery, hardworking man. Trim and athletic even into his fifties, he had sandy brown hair and soulful eyes. Jeff was legendary at MSU and as good a friend as a man could have—if he liked you. Otherwise, look out. He was well known as the on-campus “dad” to the football players. He was absolutely dedicated to getting them the best care available, as quickly as possible. I was first introduced to him in 1985 by Ken Marton, the team optometrist. Jeff built my lake house’s deck, got to know Laurie and the kids, taught me a lot about football, and occasionally would ask me to consult on a player with a nagging neurologic issue. We eventually became close and shared many a night talking football and drinking Scotch. 

It was a late July afternoon, the annual dog-day cicadas droning in background, “Those blue bellies will be havin’ an advantage with this neurology thing,” he drawled. 

Jeff walked over to my wet bar and shook his head as if he were disgusted about U of M having an advantage in anything. He found and then began to rummage around my liquor cabinet, discovering a well-hidden, unopened bottle of eighteen-year-old Glenfiddich. I frowned as he took out two very large glasses and poured us both a long drink. 

He went on about the emerging public panic over concussion as he sauntered back over to me and flashed a smile. He said, “Dave, here, have a drink. You need one. You know, I think you should see what it’s actually like on the sidelines during a game. Come to one of the preseason practices in August. Maybe you should eventually come down from the upper deck and get a close look during a game.”

I did not tell my good friend that it would be an unbelievable dream come true for me. As he started working on about a hundred and twenty dollars’ worth of Scotland’s finest export, I was speechless until I choked out the word, “Fascinating.”

As Jeff went on to describe how useful an on-field neurologist might be, my mind was racing elsewhere. I had already said to myself, “Oh, my God. Could something so special like that actually happen to me? That would be unbelievable. Oh, my God!”

I remained silent as Jeff tried to sell me on the concept for the next ten minutes. I went into a dreamlike state as he rambled on. I recalled watching the 1966 MSU–Notre Dame game on TV. They were the two top-ranked teams in the nation, and they fought to a 10–10 tie in the “Game of the Century.” The spectacle inspired me to try out for my high-school football team. I suffered a broken arm during my first practice, and my parents let me know my football career was over. 

Still, I was infatuated with football. While going to college at the University of Wisconsin, I joined the student newspaper, the Daily Cardinal—knowing reporters could secure great seats for football games. For my next gambit, I wormed my way into a class called Fundamentals of Football taught by the University of Wisconsin coaches. The course was only available to physical education majors, but I bypassed that requirement on the pretense that I was on assignment from the Daily Cardinal to cover the class. 

Sadly, I did not realize that varsity players would be the “teaching assistants,” and the coursework was largely physical. I thought I would be learning about downfield blocking while talking to the coaches and playing touch football. Instead, I participated in daily on-field “labs” that were in reality we students acting as tackling dummies for the varsity players. 

Class members were pounded to a pulp learning how to block and tackle correctly by the “teaching assistants.” After each class, I was a physical wreck. I walked home slowly, nursing an endless series of arm and leg injuries. But I fell deeply in love with football from that class. 

Near semester’s end, there was a formal football game complete with referees and first down markers played at Wisconsin’s seventy-eight-thousand–seat Camp Randall Stadium. The class was divided into red and white teams and we practiced for two weeks as separate squads. We wore regulation Badger uniforms; I was number 68 for the white squad. 

I was terrified until I was informed that the “teaching assistants” were not going to play. I realized I was now one of the bigger guys on the field. That immediately changed my “poor me” attitude to a more aggressive version of myself. At practice, I began shouting things like, “Let’s get ready to rumble!” 

The coaches soon anointed me starting defensive end, probably based on my girth. I also had the ability to run over the five-foot-nine, 170-pound physical education majors who were required to sign up for the class. Weighing in at 230 pounds and at six feet three, I found myself pulverizing them during the three-hour practice sessions. It was glorious! 

Just prior to playing in the required “game,” I could hardly contain myself. There I was, in the actual varsity locker room, about to fulfill a lifelong dream of running out onto a college football field with my brothers in combat. I ignored the reality that these folks were people I had met only eight weeks before and were simply required to get these three credits to complete their major. Unlike them, I was there solely for glory—and maybe to write a story for the college paper. 

Before the game, I could not have been more excited. Sadly, when my team burst onto the stadium floor from the locker-room tunnel, I immediately recognized that something important was missing. Where was the noise? Where was the energy? There were absolutely no fans in the enormous Camp Randell stadium. Not a soul. I could hear my own voice echo when I called out for a drink of water. The total and complete emptiness of that enormous stadium took the luster off of the experience just a bit. 

During the game, I got knocked around enough to feel like I was on a roller coaster. I soon understood that football was not so much a contact sport as a truly violent collision-level free-for-all. I also learned two important lessons about football: The first was how to enact revenge; the other was what a concussed player looked like up close. 

While defending a running play, I was loafing. An offensive guard hit me from behind just as I was tiptoeing toward the running back. I got pounded face-first to the ground and was wondering if the pain involving my entire left side would ever stop. The more annoying thing was that my assailant stood above me, quietly laughing as I rolled around the ground whimpering. 

The athletic trainer quickly came over and carefully checked me out. After he was sure I was okay, he said, “Hey, number 68, try to be less like a Girl Scout and more like a football player. Get up, get back into the game, and pretend to be a man this next quarter.” 

His words and the urgency in his voice, though slightly demeaning, were also compelling. So I stepped it up and played with as much intensity as an out-of-shape, nineteen-year-old human could muster. I waited for just the right moment and flattened that same offensive guard when he was not looking. Fortunately, my premeditated collision was just out of sight from the referees on the field. 

The athletic trainer shook his head, and as he walked past me, gave me a quick elbow to the ribs. He bent over and quietly tended to my adversary, who was on the ground wailing at the top of his lungs. I, however, was greeted warmly by my coach and teammates as I walked, triumphant, to the sidelines. 

In the second half, an offensive center did not get up after blocking on a passing play. He had gone head-to-head with our middle linebacker and went down like he’d been shot. His eyes were still open, but he did not move. I had a slightly queasy feeling as I looked him over and I struggled not to throw up. The same athletic trainer came over and said to us, “concussion.” After a few minutes, three of us helped the player walk off the field, but that moment shook me deeply. I just did not notice the intensity of the pain that could be inflicted on a football player while seated in the upper deck during a real football game. After a few weeks, I no longer gave that concussion a second thought—until four decades later, when Jeff Monroe came over my house looking to recruit a team neurologist. 

As Jeff poured another eighty dollars’ worth of that eighteen-year-old Scotch into my glass, I came back to the present. I was absolutely hooked on the possibility of watching a game on the field. What an incredible experience that might be! Jeff implied I might need a bit of training before that opportunity and suggested I really should go to the preseason practices during August “to get a feel for what the action might be like.” 

 “Dave,” he said, “with all you have going on, could you make time to come over to practices during the afternoon?”

I tried to be coy, while thinking about what an unbelievable, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity it would be to see a college football game up close. I lowered my voice and somehow choked out, “Well, Jeff, maybe I might be able to move a few things around. I have to think about it a little.” 

As Jeff spoke, my mind was racing. I was a huge college football fan, and here he was telling me that I had a chance to be as close as any superfan could possibly get to a college football team without putting on pads. I thought back to the first and last time I was on the field during a real college football game. That was in 1969, at a point when the Wisconsin Badgers had gone 0–22–1 over the last three seasons. Yes, they had not won a single football game from 1967 to 1969.

Back then, I had shared with my friend Laurie how much fun football games were in Madison. I was trying hard to court her, but she never seemed to have enough time to spend with me. I suggested she come visit and see a game. I really did not know where I stood with her back then. I hoped she might see that I was a fun-loving guy, and somehow that might win her heart. The reality was she was both premed and a Pom-Pom cheerleader at Northwestern University, so any time she spent with me in Evanston was very limited. 

On October 11, 1969, Laurie actually showed up in Madison with those dreamy green eyes and long blond hair. It was immediately clear to my fellow Daily Cardinal sportswriters that she was way out of my league, and they told her as much while we walked over as a group to Camp Randall Stadium for the game against the University of Iowa. During the mile-long trek, my fellow writer, Jim Podgers, leaned over and whispered too loudly, “Dave, it had better be a damn good football game. Otherwise, it’s over for you and the blond.”

I soon found myself with eight Daily Cardinal staffers and the green-eyed beauty, stuffed into six seats in the very upper deck of Camp Randall stadium. One of my mentors at the Cardinal pointed out just before kickoff how sad it was for “someone as good-looking as Laurie to be out in public with Kaufman.” 

Laurie assessed that comment carefully, looked around at everyone, and then shook her head yes in silent but polite agreement. That’s when I started consuming large quantities of the rum I had smuggled into the stands. I had to dull the realization my relationship with Laurie was about to go nowhere. 

As the game dragged on, it was business as usually as the Iowa Hawkeyes pounded the Badgers and took a 17–0 lead into the fourth quarter. I knew time was running out and I needed a personal miracle. After such a dull game, I was sure Laurie would give me a handshake, say a quick goodbye, get back on the train to Evanston, and that would be that. Then, suddenly, things changed. 

Hit by a lightning bolt of competence, the Badgers’ passing game began to click. After two quick Wisconsin touchdowns, people started to realize there was actually a chance, for the first time in three years, for the Badgers to somehow win a game. With two minutes and eight seconds left, Neil Graff hit Randy Marks, for the go-ahead score. Then, on the following kickoff, Iowa fumbled into the end zone for a safety to make it 23–17. There was pandemonium in the stands! Even Laurie was beginning to pay attention. Not a single person I knew had ever seen a Badger football victory live. Now, no matter how unbelievable, it was possible. We all moved down to the lower deck to get a closer look. 

After the safety, Wisconsin received the Iowa kick but failed to move the ball, using only ultra-conservative plays. Following the Badger punt, Iowa took over and played with urgent desperation. The Hawkeyes marched the ball right down the field and got within striking distance of the Wisconsin goal line to potentially win the game. I was so nervous I couldn’t look, but I did notice Laurie was now clutching my arm out of anxiety. Then, with less than thirty seconds left, Neovia Greyer intercepted the ball for the Badgers. 

As the defensive back began running with the ball, the fans could not be contained. Euphoria was followed by mayhem. Thousands and thousands of fans rushed onto the field even though Greyer was still running! This forced the refs to flee for their lives as they called the game over with twenty-four seconds left. Players were carried off the field in triumph and both goalposts
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