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By KAREN CROUSE
STANFORD, Calif. — Owen Marecic is known for bone-crushing tackles and bleeding the clock, so

it was strange to hear him talk about becoming woozy while watching knee replacement surgery as

part of a summer internship at Stanford Hospital.

He braced himself against the operating room wall and added, “At least I didn’t go down for the

count.”

The 6-foot-1, 244-pound Marecic (pronounced mah-REE-sik) is rarely a spectator on the football

field. A starter at fullback and middle linebacker for No. 7 Stanford, he appeared in more than 100

plays last week when the Cardinal knocked Arizona out of the top 15 with a 42-17 drubbing.

Stanford Coach Jim Harbaugh, a former N.F.L. quarterback, described Marecic, the only two-way

starter in Division I, as “the football player I always wanted to be” and added, “He’s a gem.”

Marecic, whose team plays at Arizona State on Saturday, has a polish that sets him apart. While

academic cheating and improper-benefit controversies have spread like a virus through college

football this season, Marecic, a senior biology major, stays up late studying infectious diseases. His

lowest grade during the 2010 spring quarter was an A– that still gnaws at him.

In the classroom and on the field, Marecic processes reams of complex information without

seeming to sweat. How he manages to absorb the intricacies of a pro-style offense and a pro-style

defense without his brain short-circuiting is a mystery to Harbaugh, who said, “That is really, really

hard.”

If it were easier, two-way starters would come along more than once every couple of decades. The

last one of note was Gordie Lockbaum, who played running back and cornerback for Holy Cross

and was fifth in the Heisman Trophy voting in 1986 and third in 1987.

“And the previous guy was Purdue’s Leroy Keyes in the late 1960s,” Lockbaum said in a telephone

interview.

Of Marecic, he added: “I admire him for it. I give him a lot of credit. He has to have a real good

grasp of what the entire field is doing all the time.”
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Marecic, 22, got an early start digesting complex equations. During long family car trips when he

was a child, he and his younger brother, Ian, competed to see who would be faster in solving the

mathematical problems or riddles presented by their father, Jeff.

The day of the Arizona game, over breakfast at a popular restaurant across the street from

Stanford Stadium, Marecic’s parents, Jeff and Maryfran, said Owen always made learning look

effortless.

They grew accustomed to his late-night phone calls asking for feedback after he finished writing a

paper.

“When is it due?” his parents would ask, and he invariably replied, “Tomorrow.”

Jeff Marecic laughed. “He’d finish the paper,” he said, “and we’d read it, and it’d be obvious he’d

been cooking it in his brain for a long time.”

Maryfran Marecic added, “Interestingly enough, we are getting a bit of an education from the

various papers he’s done.”

Marecic, who has long, wavy blond hair that he usually pulls into a ponytail, talks about football as

if it were an extension of his studies, a physics lab rather than a form of combat. He speaks of

playing the angles when chasing ball carriers or delivering a hit.

Since putting on the pads as a child, Marecic has played every position, he said, except cornerback.

His father coached his Pop Warner teams and made him the quarterback because of his size and

aptitude. That remained his primary position until the family relocated to Oregon from Southern

California before Marecic’s sophomore year of high school.

On the first day of a summer camp at Portland’s Jesuit High, Marecic lined up with the

quarterbacks. The coach, Ken Potter, took one look at his solid physique and said, “I’m moving you

to fullback.”

Never mind that it was like going from show horse to plow horse. “Owen said, ‘O.K., Coach,’ ”

Potter recalled in a telephone interview. “It was my first indication of the quality of the man.”

Jeff Marecic was a walk-on defensive tackle at Penn State, and Owen Marecic was a rabid Nittany

Lions fan as a child. “I always wanted to go to Penn State,” he said.

Despite Potter’s testimony that Marecic was the most complete player he had coached in more

than two decades, Stanford was the only major college to offer him a scholarship.

Neither Oregon State nor Oregon recruited him, Marecic said, which bothered him at first. “But

I’m happy I ended up here,” he said. “It all worked out.”
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Marecic was pressed into service at linebacker last year after a starter was lost to injury. His

parents, mindful that he was involved in twice as many potentially concussive hits, were concerned

for his safety.

During a 2009 game against Arizona State, their anxiety level rose when Marecic caught a pass and

was sandwiched by two defenders, one of whom led with his helmet. In the collision, Marecic’s

helmet popped off like a Champagne cork, but when he staggered to his feet, he was smiling.

The specter of having his health compromised by football does not haunt Marecic. Imagine, he

said, eating a superhealthy diet that you do not enjoy, then one day being hit and killed by a car.

“I kind of think about it that way,” he said. “I’m having the time of my life right now, and I’m able

to share it with my family and my teammates.”

To be considered perhaps the best college fullback in the country, a distinction he wears uneasily,

is like being the best serve-and-volleyer in tennis. With the evolution of the spread offense, the

fullback has been phased out of many programs. In the N.F.L., 21 of the 32 teams have one or no

fullbacks on their depth charts.

The shrinking job market does not worry Marecic, who said, “I think there will always be room for

the position.”

In the Cardinal’s 37-14 victory at Notre Dame in September, he scored on a 1-yard run and on a

20-yard interception return in a span of 13 seconds. Against Arizona, he had one tackle, one 2-yard

rush and a 10-yard catch while springing holes for Stepfan Taylor, who ran for four touchdowns.

“It really wasn’t one of my better games,” said Marecic, looking forward to watching the film and

fixing his mistakes.

“It’s easy when you mess up on a play to skip over it,” he said. “You don’t want to embarrass

yourself. But you have a responsibility to the other guys on this team that you see what you did

wrong and correct it.”

Four Stanford graduate students attended the game wearing long blond wigs and holding a banner

that read “Marecic’s Mane-iacs.” “We want to advocate for him for the Paul Hornung Award” as

the most versatile college football player, said Tom Brennan, the group’s leader.

Brennan’s friend Nick Cordella said, “Hopefully, he’s not too creeped out by it.”

Marecic said: “I looked up during the game and saw this huge white sign and thought, That’s pretty

crazy. I wouldn’t expect that at all.”

Marecic’s long hair is his way of honoring his maternal grandmother, Kathleen Lewis, who died of
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leukemia in 2008. As soon as his ponytail is 10 inches long, he will cut it and donate it to an

organization that makes wigs for cancer patients.

“It’s getting pretty close,” said Marecic, who described his hair as “a love-hate thing.” The hair

brings him attention, which he could do without, but it keeps alive the memory of his beloved

grandmother.

“I think about her more and more as the games go on,” he said, adding: “She could have been a

genius, but she never let you know. She was sweet and playful and just brilliant.”

He could have been describing himself.
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