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Dedication 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
John Conzemius 

Head Coach 
1951-1981 

 

I was born in the fall of 1955.  Coach John Conzemius had just completed his fifth season at 
the helm of the Wadena High School football team.  Coach retired after the 1981 season.  
That spring my first child was born.  A thirty-one-year coaching career spanning all or parts of 
four decades.  To me, and countless others, John Conzemius was synonymous with 
“Wadena football.”  Many of his players went on to compete at the college level including one 
who was All-Big 10 for the Minnesota Gophers and later, an NFL All-Pro for the Pittsburgh 
Steelers.  The story of John Conzemius’ journey culminates here, in the 1980’s.  
 

The “WHS Football Scrapbooks,” for each decade of his tenure, are dedicated to coach 
Conzemius, a great teacher of both the game of football and of the lessons of life. 
 

Jebb Willis ‘74 
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The Beginning 
 

The Wadena High School football program started in 1903. 
The high school athletic teams’ nickname of “Indians” came 
from the town’s namesake, the great Ojibwe Chief Wadena, 
who lived in the later part of the 19th century. 

 

 
The Great Chief Wadena 
                    1885 
 
In the 1980’s the Wadena and Deer Creek school districts merged and the new WDC athletic teams’ 
nickname was changed to the “Wolverines.” 
 

The pages that follow are about the history of WHS football in the 1970’s.  In addition to this 
“Scrapbook” there are three separate “WHS Football Scrapbooks.”  One for the 1950’s and one for 
the 1960’s.  The first “WHS Football Scrapbook”, released in the fall of 2022, covers the first five 
decades, from 1900-1949. 
 

Rosters, records, team, and individual achievements are provided where possible. Accuracy has 
been a goal but cannot be guaranteed.  Feedback to provide missing information, or to point out 
inaccurate information, is encouraged.  Old memorabilia including team and individual player photos 
would also be appreciated.  
 

My primary sources of information have been from the Wadena County Historical Society as well as 
from the scrapbooks of former coaches and players. 
 

You may contact me at:   jebbwillis1955@gmail.com 
  

mailto:jebbwillis1955@gmail.com
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1970-1980 
  WHS       
  Season Records 

John Conzemius coached one more year, in 1981, his 31st football season.  His team 
finished tied for 2nd in the conference at 3-2, and 5-4 overall.  

Fall of Won Lost Tied Coach Mid-State Conference Record 
All-Conference Honors 

1970 8 1 0 

C 
O 
N 
Z 
E 
M 
I 
U 
S 

Mid-State 5-1-0 
Bob Larson, Mark Vierkant, Steve Young, Scott Nelson, 
Curt Wussow 

1971 
 

5 4 0 Mid-State 3-3-0 
Phil Uselman, David Larson 

1972 2 5 2 Mid-State  2-3-1 
Kevin Tabery, Tom Young, Jon Johnson 

1973 6 3 0 Mid-State  3-3-0 
Ken Tabery, Galen Bayer, Mark Beckel 

1974 6 3 0 Mid-State 3-3-0 
Gerald Stover, Dean Vierkant, Jeff Reineccius 

1975 7 2 0 Mid-State 4-2-0 
Reg Hooten, Jim Carter, Terry Pulju, Dale Vierkant 

1976 4 5 0 Mid-State 1-5-0 
Reg Hooten, Terry Pulju 

1977 4 5 0 
Mid-State 3-2-0 
Jeff Browne, John Burns, Pete Beckel, Jim Andrie, Tom 
Schloeder 

1978 7 2 0 Mid-State 3-2-0 
Craig Walter, Scott Skalisky, Brian Becker, Mark Freer 

1979 0 9 0 Mid-State 0-5-0 
Greg Carlson, Terry Nelson, Brad Willis 

1980 0 9 0 Mid-State 0-5-0 
Scott Wallace 

 49 48 2 1970-80 Winning Pct: 51% 
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1970 Season 
WHS Record 8-1-0 

Mid-State 5-1-0 
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Homecoming 1970 

Crosby-Ironton 14 

Wadena              6 
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1971 Season 
WHS Record 5-4-0 

Mid-State 3-3-0 
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1972 Season 
WHS Record 2-5-2 

Mid-State 2-3-1 
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College Football  
and Other Items of Interest 
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1973 Season 
WHS Record 6-3-0 

Mid-State 3-3-0 
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Mid-State All-Conference 
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College Football  
and Other Items of Interest 
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 1974 Season 
WHS Record 6-3-0 

Mid-State 3-3-0 
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aka “Juice” 

All-State Team of the Week 
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College Football  
and Other Items of Interest 
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1975 Season 
WHS Record 7-2-0 

Mid-State 4-2-0 
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College Football 
and Other Items of Interest 
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1976 Season 
WHS Record 4-5-0 

Mid-State 1-5-0 
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College Football 
and Other Items of Interest 
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1977 Season 

WHS Record 4-5-0 
Mid-State 3-2-0 
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College Football 
and Other Items of Interest 
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 1978 Season 
WHS Record 7-2-0 

Mid-State 3-2-0 
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College Football 
and Other Items of Interest 
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1979 Season 
WHS Record 0-9-0 

Mid-State 0-5-0 
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College Football 
and Other Items of Interest 
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1980 Season 
WHS Record 0-9-0 

Mid-State 0-5-0 
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1981 Season 
WHS Record 5-4-0 

Mid-State 3-2-0 
 

 
COACH’S LAST YEAR (31ST) 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
Coach finished with a winning 
season, tied for 2nd in the conference. 
The next sports historian can pick 
up with this 1981 team to document  
the transition from 31 years of stability 
and success to a new sheriff in town. 
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College Football 

& Items of Interest 
1970-80 

1970’s WHS alumni on college teams. 
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Jim Carter Concordia  
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College Football 

& Items of Interest 
1960-69 

 

Friday Night Under the Lights and You’re the Quarterback 
By Dave Zosel  

Class of ‘62 
This story has been edited for length. 

 
My football career started early with neighborhood games in Grandma Zosel’s  yard.   I learned from 
some of the older neighbor boys and was a non-factor in the game but just happy that they let me 
play. My older brothers, along with the Fossen boys and a few others would gather for the game.  The 
neighborhood super star, whom we youngsters idolized, was Gene Goedel, a standout receiver for 
the Wadena Indians.  I had hopes of someday playing for the Indians too. 

By the time 5th and 6th grade rolled around I had teamed up with my friends, my brother John,  and 
whoever else might show up for Saturday games at the varsity field.  On Friday nights the varsity 
would play, and we seldom missed a game.   

Reg Mead’s 7th and 8th grade team gave us our first crack at organized football. We had two games 
on the schedule and won them both. In the second game, time was running out when I scooped up a 
fumble and ran for a last second touchdown to win the game. Now I was sure that someday I would 
be a Wadena Indian. 

During my freshman year, coach Don Hamerlinck chose me to quarterback the B team.  John 
Geiser, my good friend from Bluffton, was my center.  We learned a lot that year playing with 
sophomores and juniors.  We won a few games and lost more than a few.  

When early practice started our sophomore year, I started the season on the B team and dressed for 
the varsity games.  By the third contest of the season, coach Conzemius surprised me by announcing 
that I was to become the starting quarterback.  My stomach dropped to the floor as I contemplated 
the schedule ahead of us.  

Coaches Conzemius and Larson did their best to prepare us. Our next game was to be against the 
powerful Alexandria team.  It would be a real “David and Goliath moment.”  

Though we played tough to the season’s end we came out of it with just one more win after an 
opening victory at Long Prairie, to end with a 2-6 record. 
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They say suffering is a great teacher. We had a lot of young players on that team and most of the 
time we came away licking our wounds.  But we were building for the future.  As a junior I was playing 
both ways, and also punting and returning punts. 

Senior Year (fall of 1961) 
  
Our senior year came around with great anticipation.  We had experience across the line and we 
were talented in the backfield.  Our coaches were tough and demanding, thinking this could just be 
our big year.  John Conzemius was our head coach.  He was competitive and had a strong desire to 
win.  The line coach was Bill Larson, a tough ex-marine.  Also, John Campbell (WHS ‘56), star Rose 
Bowl champion, Gopher, and eventual NFL All-Pro, worked out with us and helped coach the two 
weeks before school started. 

Our fourth game was homecoming. We would meet the Staples Cardinals, who were coming off 
another great season  By 6:00 we had ankles taped, pads adjusted, and headed in stocking feet to 
the gym for the pregame plan and the inspirational speech that someone would be invited to deliver. 
Tonight, it was Reg Mead’s dad.  He was a retired Methodist pastor from Duluth.  He stood up in front 
of us, trench coat and classic Ivy cap in place. With his surly growl he proceeded to convince us that 
there was no other option tonight but to win.  He reminded us that we were playing for each other, for 
our coaches, for the pride of our school, and for our own self-respect.  The only way to be successful 
was to operate as a single cog, perfect teamwork, with everyone doing their part.  He prayed that the 
Lord would help us play hard, play fair and be good sports.  On that note, with a loud cheer, we 
headed for the bus.   

Homecoming was indeed special. The whole town was excited about our team, and by game time, 
the stands were packed.  After warm-ups, we gathered at the sideline for our final instructions.  
Staples lined-up for the kickoff and I stood back on the 20-yard  line and awaited the kick. I glanced at 
the stands, checked out where my parents always sat, looked over the field, and glanced up into the 
lights.  This was it – what I had always hoped for.  Friday night, under the lights and I’m the 
quarterback.   I was truly a Wadena Indian.  The sound of the whistle caught my attention. I focused 
my eyes on the little torpedo tumbling toward me through the misty night air.  At that point, training, 
instinct, and adrenaline take over and you cease to think.  You merely react. Homecoming game in 
the fall of 1961 was underway.    

We beat Staples 13-0.  Through the first 5 games we were not only unbeaten, but we were un-scored 
upon.  We were starting to get the attention of the sports media around the state.  In our final 4 
games we did allow a few points, but our only disappointment was a 25-25 tie against Detroit Lakes. 

When our season was over, we were 8-0-1, Mid-State Conference Champions, and ranked 5th in the 
final state poll.  As it turned out, our team was coach Conzemius’ only undefeated squad in his 
illustrious 31-year coaching career in Wadena. 

What a season it was! 
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WHS Collegiate Players 
 
There are many WHS alumni that continued playing football after high school.  

The ones I have identified and included in these “Wadena Football Scrapbooks” are by 
no means a complete list.  I apologize to the ones I have overlooked. 

 

I would like to begin with the “Grand Daddy” of them all.  A WHS class of ’56 
graduate.  As I have heard from a reliable source, John Campbell was maybe an 
above average high school football player.  Tall and thin.  He joined the Navy after high 
school and a few years later he was still tall but not so thin.  I include Mr. Campbell in 
the 1960-69 “Scrapbook” due to his military “detour” of duty before entering the world 
of college football in the early 1960’s.  Rather than me telling you what happens after 
he enrolled at the University of Minnesota, you can read the articles below for yourself. 
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Press Box seats as coach  
watches Campbell and the 
Gophers down the Spartans 
13-0. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



157 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 
 
 

  

 

 

 

 



158 
 

 
  

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



159 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Other alum who played for WHS in the 1960’s and college football afterwards. 

-Don Stoneman – Class of ‘65 – University of North Dakota 
 
-Greg Willis – Class of ’69 – Concordia College – 1969-73 OL 
 
The Class of ‘70 alums played their last WHS football in the fall of 1969. 
 
-Paul Driggers – Class of ’70 – Moorhead State College 

-Mike Lindberg – Class of ’70 – Mankato State College 

-Bob Larson – Class of ’70 – Moorhead State College 
1971-74 LB All-Conference 2nd Team 
   
-Paul Schmidt – Class of ’70 –  St John’s University 1970-74 QB 2-year starter  
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Bits and Pieces of the 1960’s 
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Keith Hagen ‘73 
Mike Langer ‘68 
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Why Football Scrapbooks?  
 
In 2019 I did some research on three Wadena High School basketball players, from the 1950’s, that played for 
my dad Harold Willis (1955-64).  Upon completion of that I decided to work my way back in time as far as the 
archives would take me.  The result was the “Wadena H.S. Basketball Scrapbook 1900-59.”  After that I knew I 
had to do the same for what came after 1959.  Project #2 culminated in the “Wadena H.S. Basketball 
Scrapbook 1960-80.”  Neither have been a commercial success.  They were never intended to be money 
makers.  Their purpose is to bring back memories, or to confirm a dad’s or a grandpa’s claim of greatness in 
their youth.  Or at least be forced to modify said claims.  And ultimately, I want our Wadena sports history 
documented. 
 
I resisted the thought of doing something similar for Wadena High School football.  It is such a “long haul” 
process.  Time consuming and monotonous.  Besides I was a cross country runner in high school.  I loved 
football but wanted to be in shape for the basketball season.  Plus, I was not a very good football player.  Then 
I started to think about my youth and WHS football.  In 1966, at the age of 11, I was the “water-boy” for the 
high school football team.  My brother Greg was a sophomore on that team.  I loved being around those guys.   
 
Then my memory took me back a little further.  Dave Campbell* (’66) played for WHS in the falls of 1963-65.  
He lived on the corner of Dayton Ave and 4th St. SW, just a stone’s throw from the football field.  Behind his 
back yard was a playground and behind that, the Wadena elementary school.  One beautiful spring day I was 
at the playground alone.  I do remember very clearly sitting under a big tree in Dave’s backyard and talking 
with him.  Dave Cambell, quarterback.  He was a star football player, and he was talking with me.  He may 
have been my first sports hero.  It was then that I realized many of the guys that would be in this football 
scrapbook were sports heroes to the youth of their era.  In the 21st century it is more likely the youth of the 
day have sports heroes that make $100’s of millions of dollars.  That’s not a bad thing, it’s just a sign of the 
times.  I like the way it was when I was a kid, you could sit down and talk to your sports hero. 
 

 
Jebb Willis 
Class of 1974 
 
*Dave Campbell’s brother John (’56) was All-Big 10 for the Gophers and an NFL All-Pro for the 

Steelers.  Dave’s sister Cathy (’55) is married to Wadena native Joe Krause (’55), contributor 
to the WHS Basketball Scrapbooks.  Don Campbell (’53) played at Bemidji State and later 
taught and coached football at Long Prairie. 
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Final Thoughts 
This all started so innocently.  In 2019 I just wanted to dig  up some facts about three WHS 

basketball greats from the 1950’s.  However, once I had that project completed, I could not 

stop.  Below are the “Scrapbooks” that have been assembled to date: 

-Wadena High School Basketball Scrapbook 1900-1959 

-Wadena High School Basketball Scrapbook 1960-1980 

-Wadena High School Football Scrapbook 1900-1949 

-Wadena High School Football Scrapbook 1950-1959 

-Wadena High School Football Scrapbook 1960-1969 

-Wadena High School Football Scrapbook 1970-1980 

 

My tentative plan is to continue researching, documenting, and assembling the following, in 

the order in which they are listed: 

-Wadena High School Track & Field 

-Wadena High School Wrestling 

-Wadena High School Baseball 

-Wadena High School Cross Country 

In the early 1900’s high school sports were limited to football, basketball, and track & field.  

Therefore, track & field will be my next big project as it will also cover 1900-80.  The other 

sports listed above will go through 1980, with their starting date yet TBD. 

None of this is possible without the resources at the Wadena County Historical Society.  I 

encourage those of you interested in the “WHS Scrapbook Collection” to buy (aka donate) 

one or more of your favorites.  100% of your donation goes directly to the WCHS. 

Thank you, 

 

Jebb Willis ‘74 

Winter 2024 

 


