
Originally Published: April 28, 2001



Originally Published: Oct. 15, 2005



Originally Published: Nov. 26, 2016

44 • BUCKEYE SPORTS BULLETIN Nov. 26, 2016 www.BuckeyeSports.com

MICHIGAN MEMORIES

Few people are as strong as Mike Kudla 
was in his time at Ohio State, both on and off 
the football field. 

Shortly after the Buckeyes knocked off 
Miami (Fla.) in the 2003 Fiesta Bowl to win 
their first national title since 1968, Kudla was 
diagnosed with Toxic Epidermal Necrolysis, 
a disease that nearly took his life. 

However, Kudla fought through and 
came back from the illness to put togeth-
er an impressive Ohio State career that 
saw him not only win a national title 
but also collect three victories over 
Michigan. 

A native of Hinckley, Ohio, just a short 
drive down I-71 from Cleveland, Kudla was 
the Associated Press’ Div. III Co-Defensive 
Player of the Year in 2001 as a senior at 

Highland High School and a prized recruit 
pursued by many top schools. 

But even before suiting up for the 
Hornets, Kudla said the Ohio State-Michigan 
rivalry was something he grew up watching. 

“Everyone would huddle around the old 
tube sets on the floor, and our entire family 
huddled in this room watching those games,” 
Kudla told BSB. “For me, it was just one of those 
things you became so familiar with because it 
was a tradition. It was part of the normal calen-
dar year. It was fun to see that as a child and 
grow up and then have the ability to play in it.”

Before he actually suited up for the 
Buckeyes, Kudla said Ohio State’s 2001 
victory over the Wolverines was a game that 
stood out to him. 

Kudla committed to Ohio State in the 
summer of 2001, just before his senior sea-
son. He said watching Jim Tressel’s first 
Buckeye team beat the Wolverines in Ann 
Arbor was a special moment for him. 

“Watching Coach Tress go in there, in 
their back yard and perform and reset the 
standard of what the rivalry was, it was unbe-
lievable to watch,” Kudla said. “That gave 
you the honor and privilege to say, ‘It is our 
job to do the same thing.’ As we came in as 
young players, the bar was set and that was 
the expectation.”   

After arriving on campus, Kudla played 
in all 14 games during the 2002 season, col-
lecting 12 tackles, one tackle for loss and a 
fumble recovery, with most of his production 
coming on special teams. 

One of those tackles came in the 2002 
version of The Game, Kudla’s first personal 
experience in the rivalry. 

“It is one of those things that as you have 
gone through life, you are entrenched in 
this tradition,” Kudla said. “When you have 
the opportunity to partake in it and play in 
the game, it was interesting. As a freshman, 
you have never gone through that process. 
It was so different, because you get through 
your last game, and then it is The Game. It 
changed instantaneously.

“I will never forget coming in on that 
Sunday of The Game for that week (in 2002), 
campus was different. Everything that hap-
pened was different. You knew that this was 
a different opportunity.” 

The Buckeyes won that game, 14-9, and 
went on to defeat Miami in the national title 
bout. 

Kudla then had to fight for his life as 
the previously mentioned illness sent him 
to the OSU Medical Center just days after 
the Buckeyes returned from their big win 
in Arizona. The disease covered his body in 
sores as one of the strongest football players 
in the country dropped around 50 pounds. 

After spending almost two weeks in the 
hospital and undergoing treatment, Kudla 
fought back and got himself back into foot-
ball shape, playing in all of Ohio State’s 13 
games in 2003. 

The Game in 2003 saw the Buckeyes 
lose a 35-21 contest to the Wolverines and a 
likely chance at defending their national title. 
Kudla did not record a stat in that game but 
said he remembers what the locker room 
was like following the loss. 

“When you lose The Game, it is empha-
sized,” Kudla said. “We left everything that 
we had out there. It wasn’t a situation where 
we weren’t playing up to our capabilities. We 
had some phenomenal senior leadership. 
They did a great job of after that game say-
ing, ‘Don’t let this happen again.’ It wasn’t 
that they didn’t put everything out there, it 
was that you never want to walk out of that 
place with a loss. That is the standard.”

For Kudla, losing to the Wolverines is 
not something he experienced a second 
time, though in 2004 the Buckeyes suffered 
through the worst season in Tressel’s tenure 
at Ohio State. 

The Buckeyes entered the Michigan 
game that year with a 6-4 record having just 
dropped a 24-17 decision to Purdue on the 
road. Regardless of the loss, Kudla said the 
focus was heightened for the matchup with 
the Wolverines. 

“I think when the week turned and it 
turns over to Sunday, the week changes. It 
is not a normal game week,” Kudla said. “I 
go back to ’04 when we were going through 
some transition. We put it all together for 
that game, and it really set the tone for how 
we were transitioning.”

After the unranked Buckeyes knocked 
off the No. 7 Wolverines 37-21 in Columbus, 
Ohio State carried an 8-2 record into Ann 
Arbor in 2005 after losses to Texas and Penn 
State had knocked them from the outright 
Big Ten title race and the national title hunt. 

Despite that, Kudla and the Buckeyes 
remembered the words of the 2003 seniors 
and came away with a 25-21 victory in Ann 
Arbor. 

Kudla recorded just two tackles in that 
game but capped his college career with a 
three-sack performance against Notre Dame 
in the 2006 Fiesta Bowl, finishing with a 3-1 
record against Michigan and 4-0 in bowl 
games. He currently sits in a three-way tie 
for 16th in career sacks in Ohio State history 
with former teammates Bobby Carpenter 
and Darrion Scott at 14½ each. 

Kudla said that while he cherishes his 
success against the Wolverines, he looks at 
his time at Ohio State as a whole and trea-
sures all of the moments as much as he can. 

Kudla Fought Against More Than U-M At OSU
By JAMES GREGA
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer
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“I always look at it in totality,” Kudla said. 
“I think you have to because you experience 
so much. Obviously winning the national 
championship is the pinnacle that you can 
reach as a collegiate athlete, so it is easy to 
sit here and say, ‘That is a great moment.’ 
But it is not far off that you start to say those 
games that we played up north, especially in 
their back yard – spectacular. 

“The message was always finish strong. 
Ironically enough, my last play in college I 
sacked (Notre Dame’s) Brady Quinn, and that 
ended the game,” Kudla said. “I can honestly 
say that is a visual representation of what I did 
at Ohio State. I left everything, every ounce 
on that field to play for the coaches, fans and 
my teammates. I look back with hindsight, I 
wouldn’t do a single thing different.” 

Gold Pants Stay
Locked Away 

In his time at Ohio State, Kudla earned 
three pairs of gold pants, the famous keep-
sakes given to Buckeye players who are a 
part of winning teams over Michigan. 

While Kudla said he originally distributed 
his gold pants to family members, they are 
now locked away for safe keeping. 

“You go through the normal tradition,” 
Kudla said. “I gave my first set of gold pants 
to my mom and my second pair to my dad. I 
had one, and slowly but surely they all kind 
of morphed together. You start to do certain 
things and you take your memorabilia with 
you. It is phenomenal to see the impact those 
things have. It is very critical as a player to 
earn those.”

Kudla Remembers
Late Teammate

In addition to his memories of the rivalry 
with Michigan, Kudla said he has fond mem-
ories of the late Will Smith, who died in April 
after he was shot during a traffic incident in 
New Orleans. 

When Kudla came to Ohio State, Smith 
was entering his junior year, and both played 
what was then called the “Leo” position 
along the Buckeye defensive front. At the 
time, current OSU co-defensive coordinator 
Luke Fickell was transitioning back onto the 
staff in Columbus after spending the 2000 
and 2001 seasons as the defensive line coach 
at Akron. 

Kudla said he spent a lot of time with 
Smith both on and off the field while Smith 
was still in Columbus, something Kudla said 
he cherishes. 

“Fickell’s first year, basically all he did was 
coach Will and I,” Kudla said. “Will and I 
roomed together and spent a lot of time togeth-
er. I just can’t say enough good things about 
Will as a person, as a competitor. I was honored 
and privileged to suit up and play with him.”

Perhaps Kudla’s most famous play as 
a Buckeye came in large part because of 
the play of Smith. On Nov. 15, 2003, Ohio 
State played host to Purdue on Senior Night 
in Columbus. Smith, who had been hon-
ored before the game, forced a fumble of 
Boilermaker quarterback Kyle Orton on the 
goal line. And who was there to pick it up 
for the lone touchdown of the game for the 
Buckeyes? You guessed it, Mike Kudla. 

“There isn’t a thing I wouldn’t do to – if 
Will called me up and needed a ride, I would 
drive all night to go do it,” Kudla said. “It is 
one of those things where you are a part of 
something and we were a family. I was lucky 
and privileged to have the opportunity to 
play with Will, call Will my friend.” 

The Buckeyes went on to win that game 
over the Boilermakers 16-13 in overtime, 
thanks in large part to that play by Smith 
and Kudla. 

FILE PHOTO
STRONG SHOWING – Defensive lineman Mike Kudla (57) finished his Ohio 
State career with a 3-1 record against Michigan.
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