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A Season In Hell
Placekicker Katie Hnida made history at CU. Then she made
national news by coming forward with a tale of harassment and
rape. Now an author and speaker, she documents her journey in
her new memoir, Still Kicking. 
By Vince Darcangelo (editorial@boulderweekly.com)

Growing up a football fan in Littleton,
Colo., Katie Hnida had two favorite
teams: the Denver Broncos and the
Colorado Buffaloes (CU). While only a
freshman at Chatfield High School,
Hnida earned a spot as a placekicker
on the school's varsity football squad.
She then realized that one day she
might not be rooting for the Buffs—
she might be playing for them.

That dream came to fruition when a
chance encounter with then CU coach
Rick Neuheisel garnered her a roster
spot for the '99 season. The dream
quickly soured, though, as Neuheisel
left before Hnida's first season and
Gary Barnett took over the team.
Hnida says Barnett didn't want her on the team and treated her with
disdain. Meanwhile, she says she endured a season of harassment from
fellow players, reaching a nadir when she was raped by a teammate she
had trusted as a friend.

Katie Hnida was the exclamation point to the most tumultuous era in CU
football. Beginning in 2002, a number of women made allegations of rape
and sexual assault involving football players and recruits. This garnered
some media attention, but when Hnida went public with her story in 2004,
what had been a secondary news story made national headlines. By
coming forward, Hnida had provided the allegations with a recognizable
face, leading to a changing of the guard at key positions within the
university, including the resignation of President Betsy Hoffman.

At CU, Hnida had been the first woman in history to make the roster of a
Division I-A football program—the highest level of competition at the
collegiate level. Following her one season at CU, Hnida played for the
University of New Mexico (UNM), where she became the first woman to
score in Division I-A college football. On Nov. 28, Hnida published Still
Kicking, a memoir of her experiences as a woman playing organized
football at the high school and collegiate levels. She revisits her painful
tenure at CU, her road to recovery at UNM and details her current life as
an author and public speaker. Hnida was recently in Colorado for a series
of book signings and made time to sit down with Boulder Weekly to
discuss her new book, her post-gridiron life and the rise of women playing
organized football.

Boulder Weekly: What has been the reaction to the book so far? In
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particular, what has been the response from young women?

Katie Hnida: That's been the most tremendous thing. I cannot tell you
how cool it was when I was in Albuquerque and this grandmother brought
her granddaughters to come see me and they were so adorable asking me
questions during my signing [like] if football was fun, and what was the
best thing to do. Did I like to put on my pads? One of the little girls asked
me if I would teach her how to throw a football, and I told her I couldn't
throw very far.

BW: We've got an editor who can throw a mean spiral, but wasn't allowed
to participate in the Pass, Punt and Kick competitions when she was
young because she was a girl. What are your thoughts on the
advancement of women in football?

KH: Obviously, I think it's great. I think the advancement of women in
sports is so positive because of everything good that comes out of it. You
read the statistics about how girls who are involved in athletics are less
likely to do drugs, less likely to get pregnant. I can attest personally to
how athletics were such a positive thing in my life and how much they
helped me as a person. I think it's so important in all sports, football
included, that we're progressing for women athletes.

BW: You offer a statistic regarding the number of women playing high
school football, which in 2005 reached 2,759. Is the number of women
playing organized football growing to the point that we'll one day see a
WNFL like we have a WNBA? If so, how many years away is this?

KH: That's a really hard question. They've got some women's leagues
around the country, but I'm actually not too familiar with them, probably
because of the fact that I've played for a men's team for 10, 12 years
now. I think it's great. I just read an article about how the NFL is trying
to court more women fans because they believe about 40 percent of their
audience is female. There's a big push right now for football, and the
female gender as fans, and I think as participants. We'll see how that
develops. I think we're kind of at an interesting point right now. There are
some real diehard women fans out there. Down in New Mexico, those
Lobo women fans are amazing. They're intense.

BW: What are the odds of a woman someday kicking in the NFL?

KH: I think it'll happen, someday. I don't know when, but I do believe
that in time it will happen. I think a woman will be capable of doing it.

BW: Are you still playing organized football?

KH: I'm not doing anything organized right now. I'm still working out, but
honestly the book took so much time and energy... For me it's
tremendously frustrating because in college, obviously with everything
that happened to me, the mental aspect of my game was so affected that
it just drove the physical part of my kicking into the ground. That was
incredibly hard for me, so I know, not only did I not reach my full
potential as a kicker, but I was actually a much better kicker in high
school than in college. It's hard to know that the thing that you're the
most passionate about, that you love so much, that you've never hit your
potential. It seems like it's wrong.

BW: What do you miss the most about playing football?

KH: It was really hard when I went back down to Albuquerque [for a
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book signing] because I just miss my team and everything that went
along with it. I never thought I'd say this, but my god, I miss the 5 a.m.
workouts. There was just something so special about everything that
went along with it. I was very lucky to have the opportunity to do what I
did. There aren't a lot of people who get that. I was very blessed in that
respect.

BW: You grew up as a Buffs fan. How do you respond these days when
you think of the team?

KH: It's so sad to me that my experience went so badly there because I
was such a huge Buffs fan. The thing that I think surprises people so
often is that I don't harbor any ill will toward the university. I would like
nothing more than to see the university's reputation restored to what it
should be because I do believe it is a good place. I believe that all the
changes that they're making right now in the athletic department and so
forth are the right ones. I think they're going to have a pretty darn good
football team in a couple of years—both on the field and off the field, and
that's important. And I'll root for CU. Absolutely.

BW: There's a new regime at CU. Barnett's gone. Dick Tharp's gone.
Hoffman's gone. They now have Dan Hawkins, who ironically was the first
coach to ever play a woman in college football. What are your thoughts
on Dan Hawkins?

KH: I've always liked him since he was at Boise State. Just being a college
football fan, I've known who he was for quite some time. I've really
enjoyed reading about him because I think he's really got his stuff
together. He just seems like he's a good man, and I like that. I think he is
a great coach and he's going to get the team back to where they should
be.

BW: Do you keep in touch with any of your CU teammates?

KH: You know, I haven't. Other than my friends who I had been friends
with through high school and my roommate, I don't keep in touch with
anyone from CU. It was just that hard of a time in my life. Almost
anything that reminds me of it is still upsetting. It's frustrating, not being
able to come up to Boulder. I loved the city, and growing up a Buffs fan,
it stinks now that I see that Buffalo insignia. It used to give me this
amazing thrill, and now it doesn't hurt quite as much to look at, but it still
does.

BW: How about your New Mexico teammates?

KH: Yeah, like every one of them. I talk to tons of them all the time.
We're all over the place now, but there are a number of guys that I keep
in touch with on a weekly basis. One of my teammates [Hank Baskett] is
playing for the Eagles now, so we're close by. We almost always talk after
his games. I'm really looking forward to seeing him in New York when
they play the Giants.

BW: In 1999, Teen People voted you the #1 teen to change the world.
What has been your impact on the world? In the years to come, what do
you hope your legacy to be?

KH: Completely different than I planned. I never dreamed that I'd ever be
active in the area of sexual assault and rape. I'm so glad to be able to get
to talk about that and bring it to the forefront because I don't think it is
talked about enough still. I was really uneducated about that when I got
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to CU. They handed us out those whistles in the dorm. For me, I always
thought that a rapist was going to be some guy with a knife coming after
me while I'm walking around at night in the dark—a stranger, not
someone I trust and I'm going over to watch a game and hang out with.
After I was raped I learned more, and close to 80 percent of all rapes are
acquaintance rapes.

Rape is the most underreported violent crime in America. I'm not
surprised. Even when I came forward, what I went through—the re-
victimization and how hard it was to share that publicly. Now everybody
knows that I'm a rape victim. Everybody knows this incredibly private,
painful thing that happened to me. But at the same time that's good.
Keeping it quiet promotes the feelings of shame. I don't want to feel
ashamed that I'm a rape victim. If I'm going to be talking about rape,
let's turn it into something positive. Let's say what we can about this
subject and get this out there a little more.

BW: Are there any plans for a movie version of the book?

KH: Oh, my gosh, the offers are pouring in like crazy, but I just don't
think that's something that I want to do. Having somebody take creative
liberties with my story—that's too much. One of the great things about
writing my own memoir was that I didn't let anyone else take it and make
it what they wanted it to be. It was me getting to tell my own story. It's
who I am. That way people can judge me for who I am. Now, if you still
want to hate me, fine, but at least you know who I am. There is that
small core group that really dislikes me an awful lot for what I supposedly
did to CU by coming forward. It's so hard, because I never wanted to
hurt the university. But at the same time, nobody was listening to
anything that was going on there, and I knew that if I spoke up, people
would listen.

BW: You were recruited by Ohio State. Do you have any thoughts on
[coach] Jim Tressel and Ohio State, having been so close to having gone
to school there?

KH: I spent more time with Jim Tressel on the phone than I did with Gary
Barnett my entire season at CU. That really does speak volumes that Jim
Tressel has the integrity and just plain decency and kindness to take the
time out of his busy day to explain to me what's going on. I visited four
schools after [leaving CU], and all the coaches—and these were big
coaches, too, Jeff Tedford [Cal-Berkeley], Tommy Tuberville [Auburn],
Jim Tressel—all of them really had a lot of class about them and treated
me very, very well. The reception that I got was so entirely different than
anything I ever got from Coach Barnett. They were great. I think it says
a lot about why their programs have done so well.

BW: What do you think was so different about CU, and why did the
harassment begin on day one?

KH: I know that Barnett was not comfortable having me from the start,
and I know that that trickled down into the team. When you have a head
coach who doesn't want you, it doesn't set a great example for the
players. But saying that, I don't hold him completely responsible for
everything that happened to me. I think he could have run a tighter ship,
for sure. A lot of people ask me if I blame him for my rape, and it's like,
'No.' There's only one person who can be blamed for that.

BW: Arguably the most prominent female football player these days is
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Holley Mangold of Kettering, Ohio, who is the younger sister of Nick
Mangold, who plays center for the New York Jets. Holley plays offensive
line for her high school team, which requires having a particularly large
body type. In a recent ESPN.com article she referenced the interplay of
her body type with being a football player, saying, "If I was a big girl and
did nothing, I probably would hate myself. It would be horrible to go
through high school and be a fat girl and not do any sports. I couldn't
imagine that." You're on the other end of the spectrum. In one chapter,
you discuss being 125 pounds and having to work your weight up to 160
by drinking a lot of protein shakes.

KH: I'm still always drinking the protein shakes. I can't even say this as a
woman, but it is hard for me to keep the weight on. Women don't want to
hear that you can't put weight on.

I think, though, that athletics is one of those things that have kept my
body image positive all the time, too, because you're so in touch with
your body and what it does for you. I didn't know that eating disorders
were so prevalent after you were raped or assaulted. I know what it's like
to want to crawl out of my body. You just want to get out of it, get out of
that feeling, especially if you're having flashbacks. I never went through
it where I hated my body, because my body was my tool to do what I
loved. I think I was really lucky in that respect.

To read Katie Hnida's football picks for this upcoming weekend, read the
Weekly Pickoff on page 27, or visit
www.boulderweekly.com/weeklypickoff.html.
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