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Coaches sing praises of freshman Anthony Wilkerson
Tom FitzGerald, Chronicle Staff Writer

 During lulls in the Stanford running backs meetings, Anthony Wilkerson is apt to break into song.

"He's an upbeat kid," offensive coordinator and running backs coach David Shaw said. "He loves music. He hums or sings. Sometimes we 
let it go, sometimes we stop it."

There's plenty to sing about on the Farm these days - the Cardinal are 8-1 overall and 5-1 in the Pac-10 going into Saturday's game against 
Arizona State in Tempe - and Wilkerson has hit the right notes as a freshman.

The 6-foot-1, 218-pound running back has done a fine job of spelling starter Stepfan Taylor. His 10-carry, 81-yard performance against 
Arizona last week pushed his season's average to 5.4 yards per carry, best among Stanford's running backs.

Even though Stanford was loaded at tailback - with Taylor, Tyler Gaffney, Jeremy Stewart and redshirt freshman Usua Amanam in the 
mix - the coaches never considered redshirting Wilkerson.

"It became very apparent early on that he was very ready to play," coach Jim Harbaugh said.

That was fine with Wilkerson. "I wanted to contribute right away," he said. "I felt my talents were good enough, and I'm glad they felt  
that way too."

That's not to say he didn't have a lot to learn.

Wilkerson had a gaudy 5,143 rushing yards and scored 79 touchdowns over his last two years at Tustin High and was named Orange 
County's Running Back of the Decade. But in addition to learning the extensive Stanford playbook and getting used to the quicker pace of 
the college game, he had to learn things like picking up blitzes.

"I had to adjust to the pass protection," he said. "I never blocked in my life in high school."

Among the things that running backs generally need to be taught when they reach college, Shaw said, are "footwork with the quarterback 
and making sure his eyes are where they're supposed to be. Making sure he's reading the correct block, whether it's by a guard, a pulling 
guard, the fullback or a tackle. Sometimes he has to be patient, sometimes fast."

Wilkerson is smart and tough, Shaw said. "He picks up things quickly. He's the kind of football player we like."

The rookie was on a sweep of the right side against Washington State when he learned another lesson: "One of the corners hit me as hard 
as I've ever been hit in my life. He got me good. I was going, 'What just happened?' I was dazed a little bit."

Hotly recruited at Tustin, Wilkerson had UCLA as one of his finalists before his uncle, Mark Davis, a former Stanford baseball standout, 
convinced him the Farm was the place to be. Another uncle, Mike Davis, played eight years with the A's and later with the Dodgers; he 
was on base when Kirk Gibson hit his limp-off home run against the A's in Game 1 of the 1988 World Series.

"I was horrible at baseball," Wilkerson said. "I used to pout when I couldn't get a hit. They put me in the outfield, and I couldn't do 
anything. It was too slow for me; I like a fast-paced game."


