
I spent the thIrd sunday In July walkIng 

around Chicago’s Millennium Park, catching 
up with family and watching my kids splash 
among the crowds in Crown Fountain. It was 
a hot but happy day, quality time in the truest 
sense, and I did my best to keep from being 
distracted. It didn’t help that I was a distrac-
tion in my own right.

It was the T-shirt, a deep blue crew neck 
with four words of white text running 
prominently across the chest: We Are Penn 

State. The next morning, the NCAA would 
announce its historic sanctions against the 
football program. It was a conscious decision 
that day to wear what has become the most 
provocative T-shirt I own.

I got a lot of looks that afternoon in Chicago, 
double-takes and smirks, people whisper-
ing to each other as they passed. More than a 
few wore hats and shirts declaring their own 
college loyalties. Only two people actually said 
anything to me, and only one of those took a 
negative tone: A guy I passed in a doorway 
said, “I can’t believe you’re wearing that,” then 
continued on his way.

I wish he’d stopped. I wish more people 
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drastically that may change. It’s impossible to gauge 
the impact of the NCAA-mandated bowl ban and 
scholarship reductions; some media observers have 
predicted a decade-long dry spell, or even that the 
program might never recover. Others, pointing to a 
large and loyal fan base, the quality of Penn State’s 
facilities, and the credentials of Bill O’Brien and his 
staff, think the competitive damage might be mini-
mal. No one knows.

But, just for a moment, let’s assume the worst.
Let’s assume these sanctions decimate the program 

for the foreseeable future. Assume Penn State can’t 
compete with the best programs in the Big Ten for the 
next eight or 10 years. Assume a .500 record would 
be cause for celebration. Assume a bowl drought that 
lasts into the 2020s. Like I said, the worst.

Would you still care about Penn State football?
I hope we don’t have to find out. Like any fan, I 

prefer that my teams win more than they lose. Many 
of my fondest Penn State memories revolve around 
football victories, and I can still feel that indescrib-
able burn in my gut when I recall a particularly 
tough loss. Outcomes matter. Competition matters. 
There’s a reason they keep score.

But outcomes aren’t why I go to the games. I’m 
reminded of this when I scroll through my Face-
book photo albums from the past few years. Penn 
State home football Saturdays feature prominently 
in these scenes, but I have hardly any photos from 
inside Beaver Stadium. Nearly all the pictures were 
taken outside, on the grassy hills that surround the 
stadium, at tailgates with family and friends.

There’s my wife, who comes into the stadium once 
or twice a season, but who rarely misses a tailgate. 
My son, now 7 and still happily ignorant of the rules 
or point of football, clutching a Nerf ball and beam-
ing as his friends tackle him on the grass. My grand-
parents, sisters, a niece and nephew, college friends 
I haven’t seen in years, guys I used to work with in 
New York, all of whom have made the trip to State 
College. And I don’t need photos to remember the 
heat going out in my friend’s rented rV the night of 
the 2005 Ohio State game, or the jokes we still make 
about our toes being numb from tailgating on those 
frigid hills before the win over Michigan State in ’08.

These memories aren’t about football, and certain-

ly not about wins and losses. But football gave us the 
excuse to come together. If you’re in it for something 
other than that, maybe now’s the time to get out.

am strugglIng to finish this essay in the midst 
of a week that has seen Penn Staters despair over the 
severity of NCAA sanctions, then find reasons for 
hope as O’Brien and a core group of players reiterat-
ed their commitment to the program. It occurs to me 
that what elsewhere might be the most tumultuous 
week in a university’s history has for us been only the 
third or fourth most turbulent week in the past nine 
months. Normalcy still seems a long way off.

Those of us wrapped up in all of this have taken 
solace in an emotional response, adopting a siege 
mentality amid promises to stay proud. I think most 
of us will. But that can’t be all we do.

We shouldn’t apologize for being Penn State fans, 
but we should be thoughtful about what our fandom 
implies. We should remember that at least some of 
the people uncomfortable with the idea of celebrat-
ing Penn State football are themselves survivors of 
abuse. We don’t have to be culpable in this scandal 
to be sensitive. Thousands of us have already do-
nated to abuse prevention and awareness charities 
like PCAr and rAINN, and the start of this football 
season would be a great time to donate again. The 
message, and the money, will do real good.

On game days, we should welcome opposing fans 
humbly and graciously. It’s not as easy as it used to 
be to trade once-harmless banter with fans from 
rival schools, but I’ve been pleasantly surprised by 
friends who root for Ohio State, Michigan, and other 
programs acknowledging our pain and wishing 
us well. Not all those fans will be so decent. When 
they’re not, we’d be smart to trade defensiveness for 
tolerance. Take it as an opportunity to rise above.

Mostly, remember why you care. remember why 
football matters here—how it’s a large part of a much 
greater whole. Be proud for the right reasons, and 
support the program, and this community, in a way 
that gives all of us more reasons to be proud.  n

had said something to me. I won’t deny that part 
of me spoiled for a fight. Mostly, though, I wanted 
to engage. I wanted someone to ask me why I was 
wearing that shirt, why I would voluntarily claim 
an affiliation with Penn State at a time like this. I 
wanted the chance to explain, to the guy in the door-
way, and to everyone else who looked at those words 
on my chest and registered dismay.

What’s bad about Penn State, I wanted to tell 
them, can’t come close to negating all that is good.

even through the emotional ebb and flow of these 
past 10 months, I’ve never shied from explaining why I 
still care about and—yes—defend Penn State. Many of 
us have cycled through that list of reasons: Because it 
remains a great university, and because it’s an insepa-
rable part of my identity. It’s where I matured intel-
lectually and emotionally, and where I prepared for 
my career. It’s where I met my wife and made lifelong 
friends. It’s the community to which I, and many of 
my friends, returned to work and raise kids.

Of course, none of those reasons are inherently 
linked to football. But on some level, they seem 
inseparable.

The very idea of football at Penn State—its promi-
nence, even its existence—is what is most under 
attack, and I’m certain it was a defense of football 
that people saw on my shirt. Defending the football 
program, and our continued embrace of it, to those 
with no connection to this university 
has often seemed impossible. But that 
hasn’t stopped many of us from trying.

This fall, many thousands of us 
will support the program in the most 
direct and public way: simply by 
walking into Beaver Stadium. I’ll be 
among the faithful. Season tickets 
in hand, I’ll climb the ramps of the 
north end zone to my seats in the 
upper deck, where I’ll watch and 
cheer, ever mindful that many more 
watching will judge me and everyone 
else there simply for showing up.

Many will view our attendance as 
an act of defiance, of blind loyalty, 
even—cynically, inaccurately, and 
unfairly—as confirmation of com-

plicity in horrible crimes. It matters that we know 
better; it matters more that we prove it. We should 
be eager for chances to explain our support. And we 
should be eager, especially, to support a team that—
if NCAA sanctions achieve their goal—may not be 
very good for the foreseeable future.

That last point is vital, as it might allow some of us 
to examine why we care so much about Penn State 
football in the first place.

he other subJect of my “football” allegiance 
lies across the Atlantic. For about a decade now, I’ve 
supported everton FC, a storied club in england’s 
top soccer league. From the start, I was a sucker for 
the club’s history, its blue-and-white color scheme, 
its no-nonsense playing style, and its working-class 
fan base, famed for creating noisy home crowds and 
traveling in numbers for away games. I’ve been to 
england three times to see them in person, enough 
to get a taste of the dedication and sense of commu-
nity among those fans.

In the time I’ve followed the club, everton has 
finished no higher than fourth in the 20-team Premier 
League, and usually a few spots below that. The league 

has been dominated in recent years by 
teams with insanely wealthy foreign 
owners—real estate tycoons from the 
U.S., oil magnates from russia and the 
Middle east—and with comparatively 
modest resources with which to attract 
top players, a club like everton can 
only dream of competing for champi-
onships.

everton fans are frustrated by 
that reality, of course. But they don’t 
dream of leaving their team, even if it 
ranks among the relative have-nots.

Penn State fans are used to be-
ing among the haves, rooting for 
a program that ranks among the 
richest and most successful in col-
lege football. There’s no telling how 

T

I wanted the 
chance to explaIn. 
what’s bad about 

penn state,  
I wanted to tell 

them, can’t  
come close to

 negating  
all that 
is good.

I

S e p t e m b e r/ O c t o b e r  2 0 1 2   T h e  P e N N  S TAT e r    3 7


