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Kansas State University's football program is deeply rooted in tradition and
has undergone significant evolution since its inception in the late 19th
century. The history of Kansas State football coaches is marked by a series
of influential leaders who have shaped the program's identity, culture, and
successes. This article delves into the rich history of coaching at Kansas
State, examining key figures, their contributions, and the evolution of the
football program over the years.

Early Years of Kansas State Football

Kansas State's football program began in 1896, and its early years were
characterized by a lack of stability in coaching. The first head coach, John
D. McCarty, led the team for only one season, setting the stage for a
revolving door of coaches in the program's early history.

Notable Early Coaches

1. John D. McCarty (1896) - As the first head coach, McCarty laid the
groundwork for the football program, although the team did not achieve much
success during his tenure.
2. W. H. "Bill" Hargis (1901-1903) - Hargis was one of the first coaches to
show promise, leading the team through its formative years with a focus on
building a competitive roster.
3. A. R. "Bob" McDonnel (1903-1905) - McDonnel's leadership helped establish
Kansas State as a recognized program, although wins remained elusive.

The early 20th century was a time of experimentation and development as
Kansas State sought to find its footing in collegiate football.

The Rise of Kansas State Football

The program began to see more organized coaching in the 1920s and 1930s.
Coaches during this period focused on building a strong foundation and
promoting the program within the university and the community.

Key Figures in the 1920s-1930s



1. Z.G. Clevenger (1922-1929) - Clevenger is credited with laying the
groundwork for future success. Under his leadership, the team experienced its
first winning season in 1925.
2. Charles "Charley" M. "Chick" Hinton (1930-1932) - Hinton's coaching
philosophy emphasized discipline and teamwork, which contributed to the
development of a stronger program.
3. Lyman "Chuck" Sutherland (1939-1941) - Known for his innovative
strategies, Sutherland led the Wildcats to a successful 7-1 season in 1941,
marking one of the program's early high points.

This era set the stage for Kansas State to become a more competitive program
within the conference.

The Turbulent Mid-20th Century

The 1940s and 1950s were challenging decades for Kansas State football. The
program faced ups and downs, with a series of coaching changes and
inconsistent performance on the field.

Coaching Challenges

1. Dewey D. "Duke" Hodge (1942-1944) - Hodge's tenure was interrupted by
World War II, and the program struggled to maintain player recruitment and
competition.
2. Ralph "The Bear" Miller (1951-1953) - Miller's brief tenure ended with a
lack of success, ultimately leading to his departure.
3. Bill Meek (1954-1959) - Meek's time at Kansas State was marked by
significant challenges, including the need to rebuild after the previous
coaching changes.

Despite the difficulties, this period was crucial for establishing a more
enduring commitment to football at Kansas State.

The 1960s - A Turning Point

The 1960s marked a pivotal time for Kansas State football, as the program
found stability with new leadership.

Influential Coaches of the 1960s

1. Jim Dickey (1964-1970) - Dickey's tenure represented a turning point for
the program. He led the Wildcats to a series of competitive seasons,
culminating in a 7-3 record in 1968.



2. Vince Gibson (1971-1976) - Gibson brought a new level of energy to the
program, leading Kansas State to its first bowl game in 1970, the Sun Bowl,
where the Wildcats faced off against the University of Wyoming.

These coaches helped to lay the groundwork for future success and solidified
the program's identity.

The 1970s and 1980s - A Struggle for Stability

Despite the momentum generated by previous coaches, the late 1970s and 1980s
were marked by instability and challenges for Kansas State football.

Key Coaches in the 1970s-1980s

1. Ellis Rainsberger (1977-1979) - Rainsberger struggled to maintain the
competitive edge that had been established earlier, leading to a series of
disappointing seasons.
2. Jim Walden (1980-1985) - Walden attempted to revitalize the program, but
his tenure was characterized by inconsistency and challenges in recruitment.
3. Mike Ahearn (1986-1988) - Ahearn’s short time as head coach saw limited
success, and he was eventually replaced as the program continued to search
for a new direction.

The program faced significant challenges during this time, leading to a need
for a transformative leader.

The Arrival of Bill Snyder

In 1989, Bill Snyder was hired as head coach, marking a new era for Kansas
State football. Snyder's arrival is often seen as a watershed moment in the
program's history.

Bill Snyder's Legacy

1. Revitalization of the Program - Snyder implemented a strong foundation of
discipline, hard work, and recruitment that transformed Kansas State into a
competitive force in college football.
2. Bowl Appearances - Under Snyder, the Wildcats made several bowl
appearances, including the 1993 Sugar Bowl, which marked the first time
Kansas State played in a major bowl game.
3. Big 12 Success - Snyder led the Wildcats to multiple Big 12 championships
and established Kansas State as a perennial contender in the conference.



Snyder's impact on the program was profound, and his coaching style and
philosophy are still felt in the program today.

Post-Snyder Era and Continued Evolution

After Snyder's initial retirement in 1998, Kansas State experienced a series
of coaching changes. However, Snyder returned in 2009 to help stabilize the
program.

Key Coaches in the Post-Snyder Era

1. Ron Prince (2006-2008) - Prince struggled to maintain the momentum built
by Snyder and faced challenges in recruiting and performance.
2. Bill Snyder (2009-2018) - Snyder returned to the sidelines, and his second
tenure saw him continue to achieve success, including another Big 12
championship in 2012.
3. Chris Klieman (2019-Present) - Klieman, formerly the head coach at North
Dakota State, took over in 2019. His leadership has reinvigorated the
program, focusing on building upon the legacy left by Snyder while adapting
to modern college football challenges.

Klieman's early tenure has been marked by competitive seasons and bowl
appearances, indicating a promising future for Kansas State football.

Conclusion

The history of Kansas State football coaches is a testament to the evolution
of the program and its resilience in the face of challenges. From its humble
beginnings to the transformative leadership of Bill Snyder and beyond, Kansas
State has cultivated a rich tradition of football excellence. As the program
continues to grow under Chris Klieman, the legacy of past coaches remains
integral to its identity, shaping the future of Kansas State football for
years to come. The journey of the Wildcat coaches reflects the broader
narrative of perseverance, innovation, and a relentless pursuit of success in
collegiate athletics.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was the first head coach of the Kansas State
Wildcats football team?
The first head coach of the Kansas State Wildcats football team was J.A.



'Tippy' Dye, who served from 1896 to 1897.

Which Kansas State football coach led the team to
its first bowl game?
Coach Jim Dickey led the Kansas State Wildcats to their first bowl game in
1982, the Independence Bowl.

What notable achievements did Bill Snyder have
during his tenure as head coach?
Bill Snyder led Kansas State to two Big 12 championships, numerous bowl
appearances, and significantly improved the program's national reputation
during his tenure from 1989 to 1998 and then again from 2009 to 2018.

Who succeeded Bill Snyder as head coach in 2006?
Ron Prince succeeded Bill Snyder as the head coach of Kansas State in 2006.

Which Kansas State football coach had the highest
winning percentage in school history?
Bill Snyder holds the highest winning percentage in Kansas State football
history, with a .634 winning percentage over his two coaching stints.

What was the impact of the coaching change from Ron
Prince to Bill Snyder in 2009?
The return of Bill Snyder in 2009 revitalized the program, leading to
multiple bowl appearances and a return to competitiveness in the Big 12.

How did the coaching history of Kansas State impact
the development of the football program?
The coaching history of Kansas State, particularly the successful eras under
Bill Snyder, established a strong foundation for the program, fostering a
culture of winning and player development.

Which Kansas State football coach was known for
implementing the 'Wildcat' formation?
The 'Wildcat' formation became widely recognized during Bill Snyder's
coaching tenure, particularly in the late 1990s and 2000s, although it had
been used in various forms by other coaches before him.
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