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Nearly two decades ago, Jonathan Smith ’02 was a key to one 
of the greatest turnarounds in college football history while at 
Oregon State.

Now Smith’s goal is to go 2-for-2 at OSU.

Smith, who quarterbacked Oregon State from 1998 to 2001 — 
when the Beavers went from their 28th straight losing season 
to a Pac-10 championship and Fiesta Bowl win over Notre 

Dame — was hired as OSU’s head football in the fall. His new 
task is rebuilding a program that went 1-11 last season and has 
won just seven games in the past three seasons.

While Smith’s history creates instant credibility with Oregon 
State fans because of their happy memories of his playing days, 
he says he can’t count on that with current players.

“Some of these players were what, 2 years old when I was 
playing?” Smith said. “No, this is about what we do now, how 

HE’S BACK AND EAGER TO GO
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Smith already making history
Through the decades, a number of former Oregon State 
players have returned to the school as head coaches: Slats Gill, 
Paul Valenti, Jimmy Anderson, Judy Spoelstra, Ralph Coleman, 
Gene Tanselli and Rise Lakowske, to name a few in basket-
ball, baseball and golf. But Jonathan Smith is the first Beaver 
student-athlete to return as OSU’s head football coach. The 
“student-athlete” distinction is key, as a Beaver student and 

another Beaver athlete have served as head football coach — 
both in the sport’s early days, when the school was Oregon 
Agricultural College. Sam Dolan, the coach in 1911, attended 
OAC but did not play for the Beavers. Bill Bloss, the coach of 
the school’s first football team in 1893, also played quarter-
back on that team but was not an OAC student; he again was 
head coach in 1897.

we build trust with each other. Within the building, on the field 
and everywhere else, we need to build trust with one another 
— the coaches, the players, everybody — and everything we do 
affects that.

“You can’t do it at the speed of a microwave. Trust takes time.”

His image is that of a relatively calm coach with a steady de-
meanor and high standards. What, then, is most likely to get him 
mad?

“Lack of effort,” Smith said. “I’m not just talking about how hard 
you’re running. I’m talking about unaccountability. If you can’t be 
counted on, on and off the field, we’re going to have problems.”

Smith views part of his job as helping players transition from 
high school, where they were often the best player on the field, 
to college, where they may be learning the hard way against op-
ponents only a year away from starting in the National Football 
League. With that jump, the plaudits they received as preps may 
turn to harsh and personal criticism on social media.

“It’s tough,” Smith said. “You have to teach them to take it all, 
the praise and the criticism, with a grain of salt, so that it doesn’t 
affect them either way, because they can really get into it.”

While a few of this year’s Beavers will be playing for their fourth 
head coach in five seasons, Smith played for two in his college 
career: Mike Riley (now one of Smith’s OSU assistants) and 
Dennis Erickson. He began his coaching career at Oregon State 
under Erickson and Riley. For the past six years he’s been an 
assistant, including offensive coordinator, under highly regarded 
head coach Chris Petersen at Boise State and Washington.

From each of those mentors, he learned things to use as Beaver 
head coach.

“For Erickson, it’s that competitive, no-back-down spirit,” Smith 
said. “It’s ‘We are coming to compete every day, and we’re not 
worried about who we’re playing, where they’re from, what 
they’re all about.’ With Riley, it’s that you don’t try to be some-
body you’re not. And he’s so sharp, in football and in life. We 
really appreciated that he was so authentic. As for Petersen, he 
is crystal clear in his vision: always very clear how we wanted to 
operate, where we wanted to be, and always pushing us all to 
improve and be ultra-organized.”

The organizational challenge is a big part of what Smith loves 
about football: the task of getting 100 players from different 
locations and backgrounds to come together in pursuit of a 
common goal.

“It’s the ultimate team sport,” Smith said. “In basketball, if 
you’ve got one or two good players, you’ve got a chance to be 

really good. In football, you’ve got to have 11 guys on the same 
page, on the field at all times, and there are backups that come 
and go. Offense, defense and special teams. I just like the com-
plexity of it. The strategy and schematics are unique, and I’ve 
always liked strategy.

“And then, you’re together year-round. In the weight room, on 
the practice field in the off-season practices, the training table, 
and then all the travel to and from games. You really build some 
strong relationships.”

Despite Oregon State’s lack of victories the past three seasons 
and the oft-large margins of defeat in 2017, Smith sees the Bea-
vers as not far from a respectable record. He points to a 2017 
game that should have been won over Stanford — which reached 
the Pac-12 championship game — and sticking within 7-0 of his 
fifth-ranked Washington team for a half.

“If you show you can play them close for a while, all we’re talking 
about is maybe the last half or the end of the game,” Smith said. 
“Watching the team on tape, they showed flashes, there was 
some athleticism there. But sometimes bad breaks would snow-
ball on them, and that can come with bad morale.”

Smith pointed out that it’s never easy to win in the Pac-12.

“I just don’t think the separation from team to team is that glar-
ing. And we’ve done it here before. Look at 2000 through 2010: 
we had the third-most wins in the league. That’s a decade! We’re 
not 1-and-11 away from being a good team.”

One of the things fans can do to help speed the improvement, 
he said, is to resurrect the noisy home-field advantage he 
remembers from his playing days in Reser Stadium. During 
Washington’s game in Corvallis last fall, Smith said, his Husky 
quarterback wasn’t forced even once to adapt his cadence to 
crowd noise.

“I know this from personal experience — this place can provide 
a real advantage for the Beavers,” Smith said. “When I was a 
player and this place was rockin’, it was a huge advantage for us. 
It’s not that way throughout the conference. You can go to some 
places and the fans are going to show up, but it isn’t like what 
Reser Stadium can be when it comes to noise.”

SPRING GAME APRIL 28; BEAVERTON PRACTICE APRIL 14
OSU’s spring football game will be April 28 at 1 p.m. in Reser 
Stadium; the Beaver baseball team will play that day at 3 p.m. 
against Arizona at Goss Stadium at Coleman Field. Oregon State 
football will also hold a public practice at Mountainside High 
School in Beaverton April 14. More information is available at 
www.osubeavers.com.  q

SPRING 2018   49



By Kip Carlson 

Over the past dozen or so years, when watching Oregon State 
in the NCAA baseball postseason, has Jason Stranberg ever 
wondered how he and his teammates would have fared in that 
competition?

“Yeah,” Stranberg ’99 said. “I don’t wonder very hard — I know 
what we would have done …. I think certainly our team that year 
was really poised to make a hard run at things.”

“That year” was 1998. While Oregon State went into the 2018 
season as one of the nation’s powerhouse programs, two 

decades ago this spring the Beavers put together a season that 
was one of the foundations for the diamond success OSU has 
enjoyed since 2005 — yet ended in bitter disappointment.

Centerfielder Stranberg and his fellow seniors on that team — 
first baseman/pitcher Matt Bailie ’07, catcher Ben Bertrand ’98, 
pitcher Jason Bronson ’08, pitcher Andrew Checketts ’00, third 
baseman Ryan Lipe ’99, pitcher Val Mencas and pitcher Brody 
Percell ’01 — marked the end of one era of Beaver baseball and 
the start of another before embarking on successful post-play-
ing careers.

A FRUSTRATING BUT 
POWERFUL LEGACY

ANDREW CHECKETTSRYAN LIPES BEN BERTRAND
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In 1998, that group was the last senior class to play in the Pac-10 
Northern Division; the conference unified its two divisions in 
1999. They were also the last seniors to play on Coleman Field 
before the addition of Goss Stadium; the ballpark was still a 
modest set of pipes-and-planks bleachers, a plywood press box 
and cinder block dugouts. It had no field lights.

But they were also the first senior class to play entire four-year 
OSU careers under head coach Pat Casey. Those seniors — all 
from Oregon high schools — were on the first Oregon State 
team in a quarter-century to play the Pac-10’s southern schools 
on a regular basis, and they were part of the first of Casey’s 
teams to break into the national rankings.

And they should have been on the first of Casey’s teams to com-
pete in an NCAA Regional.

“The sad thing is, they don’t get credit for being the pioneers 
that were paving the way for what we’re trying to do,” Casey 
said. “And they didn’t get the opportunity to play in the post-
season, which I think is really sad …. I felt bad for those guys and 
how good they were.”

The 1998 Beavers went 35-14-1 and rose as high as No. 19 in the 
national rankings. The Northern Division didn’t have the reputa-
tion, climate or facilities of the Pac-10 Southern Division, which 
had operated as a largely separate league since the early 1970s.

However, in 1998, the Pac-10 mandated the southern schools 
play a limited number of series against their northern counter-
parts, pushing local small colleges off the OSU schedule. Oregon 
State went 7-2 in those games, sweeping 10th-ranked Arizona 
and UCLA at home and taking one of three games from the 
eventual national champion, third-ranked Southern California, in 
Los Angeles.

“Mike Gillespie (the USC head coach) says to me after the (last) 
game, ‘With that club there, if you guys get to a regional, you 
have a chance to go to Omaha,’” Casey said.

Five of those seniors — Bailie, Bertrand, Checketts, Mencas and 
Percell — went on to play professional baseball. As a group, they 
have also found success in other endeavors. A sampling: Stran-
berg is president of Adroit Construction in Ashland, Checketts is 
head coach at California-Santa Barbara and guided the Gauchos 
to the 2016 College World Series, Lipe leads the Interventional 

JASON STRANBERG VAL MENCAS PAT CASEY

BRODY PERCELL JASON BRONSON MATT BAILIE
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Specialties division of medical device maker Becton Dickinson 
in Chicago, Bailie is head baseball coach at Westview High and a 
special education teacher in the Beaverton School District, and 
Bertrand is Service Line Director for Orthopedics, Neuroscienc-
es and Physical Rehabilitation for Tuality Healthcare in Hillsboro.

“It’s fun to follow those guys,” Casey said. “I really take a lot 
of pride in that group of guys, how successful they were after 
leaving college.”

Bertrand thinks what made them successful on the field has 
made them successful off the field as well — working hard for 
everything they got.

“I don’t think any of us were blue-chip recruits; I know I wasn’t,” 
said Bertrand, who walked on at OSU after two years at a junior 
college. “I think most of us are willing to put in the work and 
have a lot of faith in ourselves and a lot of self-confidence in our 
abilities and what we’re able to accomplish. I think when you 
have people who are that internally driven and are that motivat-
ed, they’ll be successful in whatever they do.”

Lipe points to Casey’s influence.

“One thing that Coach has always said, and that’s that every-
thing matters,” Lipe said. “And he meant it — he meant every-
thing matters …. He expected you to do every little thing right, 
and that included school. Everything needed to have attention, 
everything needed to be done right, everything mattered.”

For Lipe, that approach has carried over to life after baseball, 
both personally and professionally.

“And that has come, I think, from what Coach has instilled in us,” 
Lipe said. “I think I’m not alone in that; I think a lot of the other 
guys have taken that with them and done the same thing in their 
business.”

Coming off a strong 1997 season, the Beavers knew they could 
compete with anyone and relished the chance to do so.

“There was never any expectation we shouldn’t be competing 
with the best in the country,” Stranberg said. “And that’s exactly 
the mindset he (Casey) impressed upon us. I think you see it in 
the guys now, and we were a club that just absolutely believed 
in it.

“We took the field and expected, ‘Hey, these guys are probably 
scared to be playing us today. And they should be, and we’re 
going to remind them they shouldn’t want to be playing us.’”

OSU was edged by Washington for the Northern Division title. 
After sweeping UCLA to end the regular season, Oregon State 
had to wait eight days for the NCAA field to be revealed.

On selection day, a number of Beavers gathered at the Headline 
Café in downtown Corvallis to watch the announcement. OSU 
had that 7-2 record against the Southern Division, and Washing-
ton had just beaten Stanford in the Pac-10 championship series 
for the second straight season, further showing the growing 
strength of the Northern Division in relation to its higher-profile 
southern neighbor.

“We were dialed in, figuring out, ‘Where are we going to go?’” 
Bailie recalled. “And within 45 minutes, we were just basically 
kind of in shock.”

In the final year before the NCAA field expanded from 48 teams 
to 64, the Beavers were left out, a victim of the Northern Dis-
trict’s past reputation.

“That was a good team and we had some good arms and some 
guys who could play,” Checketts said. “It’s hard to know how 
far we could have gotten, but it would have been fun to get the 
opportunity to do that.”

It took another seven years for the Beavers to reach the postsea-
son, and a year after that they were national champions. Even in 
1998, Bertrand could envision that happening.

“I could see that type of program being developed because I 
know the type of person Coach Casey was, how badly he wanted 
to win and what he was willing to do to create that culture there,” 
Bertrand said. “Being able to watch the World Series 10 or 11 
years ago and what that group was able to accomplish, and what 
last year’s group was able to accomplish — it’s the expectation at 
this point, and it’s a fantastic thing to witness.” q
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Last fall, attending a memorial service for a former Oregon State 
gymnastics teammate who committed suicide, Taylor Ricci was 
devastated.

“I just absolutely broke down,” said Ricci, now an undergraduate 
assistant coach for the Beavers. “And it was one of my coaches 
(Brian Amato) that looked at me and said, ‘Taylor, do something 
about it.’”

She has. Ricci and OSU men’s soccer player Nathan Braaten, who 
also lost a Beaver teammate to suicide, conceived and launched 
the #DamWorthIt campaign to promote mental health aware-
ness.

The campaign’s goal is to let those going through tough times 
know they aren’t alone, that things can get better, and to con-
nect them with resources that can help. While Ricci and Braaten 
have been the driving force and they’ve received help from other 

#DamWorthIt  
campaign aims to save lives

student-athletes and athletic department staff, #DamWorthIt’s 
target audience isn’t limited to student-athletes, or even to col-
lege students. Its message is directed at all who may need it.

“Our vision of it was using the platform of sports to address this 
topic,” Ricci said.

Student-athletes sometimes see themselves portrayed as young 
men and women striving to be without weakness. But even with 
the support provided to them, players can be beaten down by 
stress on and off the field or court. 7`  Ricci 
and Braaten believe that if more student-athletes open up about 
their struggles, other people might have an easier time doing the 
same.

“We don’t have any problem sharing our story with anybody, so 
that’s kind of where our inspiration comes from,” Braaten said.

Added Ricci: “A lot of people, when they think of mental health, 
they go straight to the mental illness aspect of it. But mental 
health ranges from just being stressed to being anxious to being 
vulnerable. And that’s where we hope ... to kind of get that sour 
taste (about discussing mental health) out of people’s mouths 
and turn that into a word of hope, like it has become for me.”

Each of OSU’s 17 teams will have a #DamWorthIt game or meet; 
those began with the men’s basketball game against UCLA 
on Jan. 18. At those events, OSU student-athletes hand out 
#DamWorthIt wristbands and flyers at one table, while a nearby 
table is staffed by Oregon State’s Counseling and Psychological 
Services (CAPS) team. 

Ricci and Braaten have reached out to fraternities and sororities 
to encourage their partnership in the effort. Future goals include 
working with CAPS and Student Wellness on educational events.

#DamWorthIt has received mention in USA Today, Sports Illus-
trated and The Washington Post as well as in regional publications 
and local TV and radio broadcasts. Ricci and Braaten have heard 
from schools from across the country wanting to start similar 
efforts.

The two are applying for grants to advance the program; OSU’s 
Student-Athlete Advisory Committee covered the startup costs. 
Ricci and Braaten say many in the Oregon State athletic de-
partment have helped, particularly Kimya Massey and Lindsey 
Goodman of the Student-Athlete Development program. 

“Really, the campaign at the end of the day is for anybody who 
needs hope,” Braaten said. “(People) want something to look to 
that gives them the sense this is a community that cares about 
mental health.”  q
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ADVOCATES
FOR OSU
Tad Truax is a 
third-generation Beaver.

As part of a family with a long history of 
supporting OSU, Tad is no stranger to 
stepping up when OSU needs help. 
But when he visited the State Capitol in 
Salem this spring, he charted a new course 
in his support for the university. Tad and 
other members of the Beaver Caucus, an 
alumni advocacy coalition, met with state 
legislators to urge their support for public 
policies that benefi t OSU.

The Beaver Caucus helps OSU alumni and 
friends communicate directly with state 
policymakers making critical decisions 
impacting our university’s future. 
Tad and Beaver Caucus members like 
him are working hard to ensure that 
OSU continues to be a world-class 
university available to students from 
every background.

Tad Truax
B.S. in Economics
Class of 1993

thebeavercaucus.org
JOIN US AT
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