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« WHEN THAT TEAM FINISHED
3-13, COACH FRAZIER NEVER
SOUNDED WORRIED. »
Robert Smith, mayor of Frazier’s hometown, Columbus, Miss.

Through thick and thin,
his outlook never wavers
ø SOUHAN FROM C1

zier’s coaching stops, and chatted with him on the sideline.
Frazier calls Smith “Mr.
Mayor!”
“He was so pumped up
after that game on Sunday,”
Frazier said. “It’s always good
to see him.”
I met Smith two summers
ago, when reporting a story
on Frazier.
Frazier used the mayor’s
office as a meeting point,
and Smith gave me a tour of
the city.
Like many Southern cities,
Columbus is a mixture of historical footprints remindful
of slavery and secession, and
natural beauty, and gentrification. Smith was overseeing the construction of soccer complexes then. These
days, he can’t stop thinking
about football.
“When I got back from
the game, I was amazed at
all the people in Columbus
who were discussing that
game, and how excited they
were that coach Frazier won
it,” Smith said. “Everyone in
Columbus is pulling for coach
Frazier. They know he will do
everything he can to win a
championship.”
Frazier has been talking
about a championship since
he replaced Brad Childress
in 2010. He presided over the
ugly ending to that year, then
went 3-13 in 2011.
Losing tends to make football coaches paranoid, cranky,
or worse. Frazier’s personality has yet to waver. He has
remained confident and calm,
partly because of his nature
and partly because he believes
players and fellow coaches
need to see stable leadership
from the head coach.
“When that team finished
3-13, coach Frazier never
sounded worried,” Smith
said. “He said, ‘In due time,
things will change.’ He just
said he had a lot of work to
do. He always talked positive
about the players, coaches
and organization.”
Smith has witnessed every
step of Frazier’s rise. He not
only starred in sports, he was
so popular among the varied

cliques at his high school that
he was voted “Mr. Lee High”
as a senior.
Unable to interest big colleges, he played at Alcorn
State, becoming a star cornerback. Undrafted by the
NFL, his agent had to coerce
the Chicago Bears into giving him a tryout, telling the
Bears they could work out a
more highly rated player only
if they looked at Frazier.
Frazier became a star cornerback on the Bears team
that won the Super Bowl.
During that game, he suffered
a knee injury that ended his
career. During his unsuccessful rehab, he began receiving
letters from the president of
little Trinity College outside
Chicago. After much persuasion, he became the head
coach of that school’s fledgling football program.
“I remember visiting Leslie at Trinity,” Smith said.
“He’d have Mike Singletary
and Wilber Marshall and Jim
McMahon out to help him
with his camps.”
Frazier became an assistant at Illinois. After Andy
Reid hired him to coach the
Philadelphia Eagles defensive backs, the Bengals made
him defensive coordinator. Despite great success
in that position, the Bengals
released him after the 2004
season, and the Colts’ Tony
Dungy hired him as secondary coach and special assistant to the head coach.
They won a Super Bowl
together, and Childress, a former fellow Eagles assistant,
hired Frazier to replace Mike
Tomlin as Vikings defensive
coordinator.
Smith watched Frazier
grow from a poor, skinny kid
to a Super Bowl champion and
a leading Coach of the Year
candidate in the NFL. Smith is
thrilled but hardly surprised.
“Leslie is a quality human
being,” Smith said.
“He has never forgotten
where he came from. He is
still a very humble gentleman.”
Jim Souhan can be heard Sundays from
10 a.m. to noon and weekdays at 2 p.m.
on 1500-AM. His Twitter name is
SouhanStrib. • jsouhan@startribune.com
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Blogs: Dan Wiederer and Mark Craig
have the latest at Access Vikings.
Interactive: Live Chat during today’s
game beginning at 7 p.m.
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Sure, given the circumstance
and the stakes plus the three
tight-end formation the Vikings
deployed, everyone inside the
building expected Adrian
Peterson to handle the playoff
push. Instead, Musgrave gave
Ponder the green light.
This time it was Wright isolated against Shields to the left
with the Packers marching
their one deep safety forward
to key on the run.
Like Luck, Ponder used play
action and Wright delivered his
jab step in and double move 13
yards beyond the line of scrimmage. Shields bit.
With a clean pocket, Ponder
set and stepped into his throw.
Suddenly Wright’s brain
spun faster than his feet.
“When I saw it in the air, all
I could think was, ‘Oh, man I
gotta go get it,’ ” he said.
And after the bomb was
in his hands — 65 yards in a
season-defining moment —
Wright sprung up, covered
his facemask with both hands,
then delivered a peek-a-boo
celebration.
“Spur of the moment,” the
rookie said. “It was like, ‘Surprise!’ ”
When it mattered most …
Surprise indeed.
In the biggest game of the
year, a win-and-in test, the
Vikings found the right combination of creativity and confidence to energize their usually one-dimensional offense.
They delivered a season-best
444 yards and won a shootout
37-34. Against Aaron Rodgers
at his hottest.
No wonder that explosion
has provided so much confidence for Saturday’s wild-card
rematch at Lambeau Field.
Sunday, the Vikings had
10 possessions and delivered
seven scores: four touchdowns
and three field goals, and only
two three-and-outs.
That output was even more
remarkable considering the
offensive malfunction four
weeks earlier at Green Bay —
two scores, two turnovers and
five three-and-outs on 11 possessions.
Major corrections were
needed and devised.
And last weekend, with
Musgrave finding admirable
diversity and rhythm in his
play-calling, with Ponder never
seeming rattled and with Peter-
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Jarius Wright delivered his peek-a-boo celebration after his 65-yard reception from Christian Ponder on
Sunday.“Spur of the moment,” said the fourth-round pick out of Arkansas.“It was like,‘Surprise!’ ”

son doing what Peterson does,
the Vikings dizzied the Packers
defense from all directions. Six
players delivered gains of 20
yards or longer.
The Vikings also converted
six of 12 third-down attempts,
all six extending scoring
drives.
There was the fortuitous
21-yard screen pass to Toby
Gerhart on third-and-11 in the
first quarter; the 10-yard out
to Jerome Simpson late in the
first half; and of course the two
biggest catches of Michael Jenkins’ season.
One supplied a 3-yard touchdown on third-and-goal with 7
minutes, 54 seconds left. The
other was a season-rescuing
25-yard connection on thirdand-11 on the final possession, a completion made possible when Ponder pumpfaked and Jenkins settled into
a wide-open pocket along the
left sideline between three disjointed defensive backs.
It was the only throw Ponder completed on a 61-yard
game-winning drive that ended
with Blair Walsh’s 29-yard field
goal as time expired.
“We knew if we got that coverage,” Ponder said, “that play
would be there.”
One way or another
Ponder’s Week 13 meltdown at Lambeau had been
all sorts of mystifying. In particular, the two interceptions
he threw inside the red zone
were throws he never should
have made. Yet throughout the
afternoon, there were many
more potential throws he just
didn’t pull the trigger on.
That’s why the Vikings
returned from that loss with
brutally honest criticism for
their second-year signal caller.
About footwork, about poise,
about risk management.
Said quarterbacks coach
Craig Johnson: “It’s truly a
thin line. As I’ve told Christian
many times, a quarterback can
always find a way to not throw
interceptions. But if that’s your
only goal, you’re not going to
move your team. So you have
to find a consistent feel for the
risk-reward.”
In the rematch with the
Packers last weekend, Ponder walked the tightrope with
the right blend of caution and
bravery.
The touchdown pass to Jenkins? It was a play that seemed
doomed from the get-go, Ponder’s initial reads taken away
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• In the only Vikings-Packers
playoff meeting, the
Vikings won 31-17 at
Lambeau Field after the
2004 season. Packers
receiver Donald Driver and
Vikings defensive tackle
Kevin Williams, cornerback
Antoine Winfield and long
snapper Cullen Loeffler are
only players left from that
previous playoff meeting.
• The Packers are 1-1 when
opening playoffs against a
team it played the week
before, having beaten
Detroit in 1993 and losing
to Arizona in 2009. This is
the first such game for the
Vikings.
• The Packers were 7-1 at
Lambeau Field this season,
while the Vikings were 3-5
on the road.
• Vikings have not played
an outdoors cold-weather
game since Dec. 28, 2010,
when the temperature was
32 degrees for 24-14 victory

Packers
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11th

over the Eagles. Since 2000,
the Vikings are 2-6 outdoors
when it’s 32 or below. The
forecast for Saturday night
calls for temperatures in the
mid-teens, with a wind chill
around zero.
• With Jordy Nelson expecting to play, the Packers
would have all four top
receivers for, essentially,
first time since Sept. 30. Nelson, Greg Jennings, James
Jones and Randall Cobb all
appeared in the first game
against the Vikings on
Dec. 2, but Nelson left after
injuring his hamstring on
Green Bay’s second drive.
Cobb missed Sunday’s game
because of an ankle injury.
• Vikings defensive end
Jared Allen has more sacks
of Aaron Rodgers than any
other quarterback. Of his
career 117 sacks, 15½ are of
Rodgers, including his
single-game high of 4½ on
Oct. 5, 2009.

Start by reading the replay
of Dan Wiederer’s Live Chat from Friday afternoon
and end with postgame video from Green Bay.
Get it all at startribune.com/vikings.
GAME ON THE WEB

and forcing him into a schoolyard scramble. He rolled left
and Jenkins spun back that
way.
Ponder could have remembered the disastrous end zone
interception he threw four
Sundays earlier, also toward
Jenkins.
Instead, he had one prevailing thought. At that stage
of the game, at that stage of
the season, settling for a field
goal just wouldn’t have been
enough. So even with a tight
window, his momentum going
the wrong way and both feet off
the ground, Ponder fired.
If he had been even a little off, if Packers safety M.D.
Jennings broke back on
the ball quicker than Jenkins, if that gamble ended in
a drive-killing interception,
the Metrodome would have

flooded with gloom, and Ponder’s entire 2012 season would
be viewed through a lens framing him as an easily frazzled
klutz with questionable decision-making.
Instead, Ponder has spent
the last six days showering
in praise for delivering in so
many key moments with so
much self-belief.
“An inch to the right,” Ponder said, “and that ball’s picked.
Sometimes you get away with
it. Sometimes you don’t.”
Added Musgrave: “That’s
why quarterbacking is an art.
It really is. The guys that are
elite quarterbacks know where
that fine line is. And it’s always
moving; it’s hard to identify.”
Now that line has moved to
Green Bay. For a playoff showdown the Vikings believe they
can win.

