
CC ertain positions on the football field require a
special bond, a sense of togetherness that raises
the level of a unit’s play. Offensive linemen need

such a bond. So do defensive linemen and linebackers.
Safeties do, as well. Those groups typically sweat
together, hang out together, bleed together and work
out together.

Sometimes, they even rehab together.
Such was the case last season when Indiana SS

Austin Thomas and FS Nick Polk both suffered torn
anterior cruciate ligaments weeks apart, and their rapid
and remarkable return from the injury has been an
inspiration for the Hoosiers this season. Less than a
year after undergoing surgery for a problem that used
to threaten careers, Thomas and Polk are at full speed
and once again ruling the defensive backfield at IU.

The 2008 season was a nightmare for everyone in a
cream and crimson jersey, but Thomas and Polk suf-
fered more than most. The Hoosiers’ starting safeties
came into the season hoping to build on the momen-
tum of IU’s bowl trip in 2007, but early in the season
things started to unravel.

Thomas and Polk played well during IU’s first two
games of 2008, but Thomas suffered a cracked bone in
his ankle during the Hoosiers’ bye week leading up to
the matchup with Ball State. Instead of being beside his
partner in the defensive backfield vs. the Cardinals,
Thomas was forced to watch from the sideline with his
foot in a boot. A bad situation got worse for Indiana
when Polk suffered a knee injury during the devastating
loss, and he was later diagnosed with a strained medial
collateral ligament.

MCL injuries usually aren’t as bad as ACL problems.
They tend to heal quicker and don’t require surgery
nearly as often. Still Polk was forced to miss two
games, and neither he nor Thomas was ready to return

until the Hoosiers’ battle vs. Iowa Oct. 11. The duo was-
n’t quite up to speed, and they struggled in the next
couple of weeks vs. the Hawkeyes and Illinois.

Then came IU’s game vs. Northwestern on
Homecoming Weekend. The ranked Wildcats came to
Bloomington hoping to build some momentum for the
stretch run, but the Hoosiers came to play and scored a
21-19 upset that was the highlight of the season.
Thomas did his part in the win. He was all over the field,
leading the Hoosiers in tackles with 10, breaking up
one pass and making two interceptions, the last coming
late in the fourth quarter.

But that second pick came at a high price. Thomas
jumped to catch the pass, corralled the ball and landed
straight-legged. His knee buckled and he went down in
a heap at the Indiana 32-yard line.

“I immediately knew something was wrong,” Thomas
says. “Some people say they can hear the pop. I heard
the pop. I knew something was wrong right away, and I
looked up to the trainer to get me off the field. They, of
course, knew immediately what happened, too, so I
knew right away.”

Surprisingly, Thomas says pain wasn’t really an issue.
“It wasn’t a painful thing at all,” Thomas says. “It was

more shocking than anything. The only pain came after
the surgery, but right away it was the shock of, ‘Oh, no. I
heard a pop. What’s going on?’ Other than that, there
wasn’t really any pain until after the surgery.”

Thomas was taken to the locker room and when the
game was over, he was joined by Dr. Greg Fox, the
team’s orthopedic surgeon, and Indiana secondary
coach Joe Palcic. Palcic reassured a depressed Thomas
by explaining that he had suffered a torn ACL when he
was playing football as a sophomore at Miami (Ohio),
and he had returned at full strength.

Tearing an ACL isn’t an uncommon sports injury. In

fact, it’s the most common knee ligament injury suf-
fered by athletes. It’s a potential risk no matter what
level an athlete plays at, and it ends the seasons of
dozens of players in just about every sport each year.
The anterior cruciate ligament is one of the four major
stabilizing ligaments in the knee, serving the purpose of
restraining how far the lower leg can move forward in
relation to the upper leg, and it limits the rotational
movement of the knee. If the knee is twisted or pushed
forward suddenly, the ligament can snap.

That is what happened in Thomas’ case. When he
landed with a straight leg, the force of his landing
pushed his lower leg forward with catastrophic results.

Despite the severity of the injury, Thomas would have
to wait to have the ACL repaired.

“You have to wait a couple of weeks for the swelling
to go down,” Thomas says. “Then they can go in and
repair it. They take off a little bit of your hamstring (ten-
don), and they rebuild your ACL. Actually, your ham-
string tendons are stronger, so they rebuild (the ACL)
stronger.”

By the time Thomas was wheeled into the operating
room, he knew he was going to have company.

A week after the Northwestern game, the Hoosiers —
now missing half of its starting secondary with Thomas
and senior CB Chris Phillips lost to torn ACLs – were
shocked by Central Michigan 37-34. IU gave up 485
yards passing and four touchdowns to Chippewas back-
up QB Brian Brunner, and the pass defense was in
shambles.

Then, the unthinkable happened. During a routine
practice drill the next week, the injury bug attacked the
ACL of a third member of IU’s secondary.

“I remember it like it was yesterday,” Polk says. “It
was the Wednesday practice before the Wisconsin
game, and it was period 23 or 24. It was the second-to-
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last period of practice, and I was in the deep middle.
We were playing (the scout team),and the quarterback
threw the ball. I went up to knock it down. A trailer on
my own team, Geno Johnson, was running toward me.
He didn’t see me and when I jumped, I didn’t see him,
either. I hit him, as well. My knee collided into his body,
and I just felt a pop as soon as I hit. I saw on tape that I
was grabbing my knee on the way down, and I landed
on my back. I knew something was wrong. I didn’t
know that I tore my ACL, but I knew something was
wrong.”

Polk says he felt pain from the injury right away,
although he isn’t certain if that was from the torn ACL
or the impact of the play. Polk also injured his MCL on
impact. He was quickly attended to on the field by train-
er Brian Lund, who delivered the bad news.

“Brian told me what he thought it was right away,”
Polk says. “He said it might be an ACL, but we would
get the MRI the next day. I wanted the honest opinion,
so once he told me that, I was kind of down, but I had
to keep my head up.”

Polk’s mind shifted from attacking the Badgers to
attacking his rehab. IU’s doctors were quick to fill Polk
in on what to expect.

“I didn’t know much about the process, but Brian and
his staff kept me informed on everything,” Polk says.
“As soon as it happened, as soon as they found out,
they told me that we had to wait a couple of weeks for
my MCL to heal. Then with the surgery process, Dr. Fox
came in and they let me know what they were going to
do with that. They spelled out what would go on with
the surgery and after the surgery before the surgery
every happened.”

Polk credits his family with helping keep his spirits
up. His mother and father, who attend every IU game,
were in town for the Wisconsin game and at halftime of
the battle vs. the Badgers, they came to the locker
room to talk to team doctors. Once they were assured
their son was in good hands, they simply told Polk that
he had to focus on getting better.

Polk underwent the same procedure as Thomas with
a piece of a tendon from his hamstring serving as a
graft for a new ACL. Other players have undergone a dif-
ferent procedure that uses a piece of the patella tendon
of the knee to repair the ACL, but the hamstring proce-
dure has shown promise in getting athletes back on the
field faster and with fewer complications or long-term
issues.

Palcic immediately shifted his focus, as well. Having
gone through the rehab himself, he knew that his
injured players should make the best of their situation.

“I know what those guys were going through in terms
of how they felt,” Palcic says. “I know how tough it is to
be in the mix and playing all the time, and then sudden-
ly you’re on the sideline and watching. The first thing I
told them was to take advantage of the opportunity to
really learn. It would help them become coaches on the
field. If you can teach the young guys how to do it, you’ll
be that much better prepared when you come back to
play. If you can teach something, you’ll probably be able
to do it. I think each of them took it to heart. They were
in every meeting. A lot of guys, after they get hurt, they
disappear. They’re in rehab and in their own world.
(Thomas and Polk) were in every meeting, and they
stayed there mentally. They did a good job with the
mental part of it.”

Considering their bond on the field and their friend-
ship away from the gridiron, Thomas believes that if
they had to suffer the injury, at least they could go
through the rehab together.

“It just seems that it was a blessing in disguise,”
Thomas says. “Having Nick there side-by-side, we were
in rehab pushing each other. We were in there for treat-
ment at the same time. We had it on the same leg.
We’re going through the same things, so mentally we
were able to pick each other up and lift each other up
all winter. It was a good thing to have someone so close
to you going through the same thing. I was two weeks
ahead of him, so he was trying to catch up to me. I was
trying to fend him off all winter long. That definitely
helped me out, too.”

Polk is thankful Thomas was by his side, as well.
“I think it was really helpful,” Polk says. “We play the

same position. We have a great relationship. Just being
there for each other and staying in each other’s ear and
pushing each other was great.”

Both players also continued to receive support from
their families, which was critical.

“(Thomas’ family) was here right after the surgery
lending all the support and helping me get through it,”

Thomas says. “After you get the surgery, you pretty
much can’t get out of bed. It is a lot of trouble just to
get up and walk. So they were taking care of me and
telling me things to build up my confidence. It made
me feel a lot better. I can’t say enough about my family.
That’s what parents are for, and they’re the best.”

Thomas and Polk headed into rehab determined to
make a quick return to the field, and their hard work
impressed the team staff.

“They may have done the best job I’ve ever seen in
rehab,” Palcic says. “That’s really what it’s all about.
After the surgery, you have to dive right in and start the
rehab. If you talk to our trainers and doctors, they would
say they did as good a job as they’ve ever seen guys do
when it comes to rehabbing an ACL.”

The rehab started simply with Thomas and Polk
doing work on a stationary bike, then a treadmill.
Slowly, they moved to light jogging, then heavier run-
ning. Before long, they were at full speed. The duo
made a game of it with each player trying to return
quicker than the other.

By the time spring practice rolled around, Thomas
and Polk were hopeful they could go through the work-
outs with their teammates. The coaching staff allowed
the soon-to-be seniors to go through some drills, but it
was Palcic’s job to rein in his charges.

“The technology we have now means that ACLs really
aren’t that big of a deal,” Palcic says. “It used to be that
an ACL would end a career. I knew they would come
back, and they would be fine. What happens with ACLs
is you start feeling better, but it’s not totally healed in
there. The graft hasn’t totally taken hold yet, but they
want to come back. They want to go fast and play, and
they wanted to during spring ball. Our job as coaches is
to say, ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa. You just keep on watching.
We’ll let you do some drills, but you’re not going to play
right now.’ You have to have some patience with them,
and I know that because I’ve gone through the surgery.”

Polk and Thomas stayed close during the summer,
even to the point that during May’s Coach Hep Indiana
Cancer Challenge run/walk/bike fundraiser the two
players sat in chairs next to each other while pointing
participants in the right direction. It was during the mid-
dle of the summer that Thomas realized that he was
back at full strength.

“When we started doing 7-on-7s over the summer
and I was cutting on it,” says Thomas when asked how
he knew he was back. “I knew I had all my confidence
back then, and I felt stronger. I felt better.”

Both players showed complete confidence in the
soundness of their knees at the start of fall camp.
There wasn’t any hesitation from the players on the
field, and they were thrilled to be out there.

“Just getting back out there… you know, the process
of when you hurt your knee and the psychological factor
of being hurt and not being able to get out with your
guys in the spring, it’s tough,” Polk says. “Just getting
out there and being 100 percent, if not better, it’s great.
I just am happy I can go to war with those guys.”

Palcic never had a doubt that his safeties would
come back as the same players they were prior to the
injury.

“As soon as they started practicing and they started
tackling, I knew they were fine,” Palcic says. “They
came out with confidence in that they never wore any
kind of brace or sleeve. A lot of guys will come out and
have a brace on. They’ll say, ‘I’m just going to protect
myself a little bit.’ But, they were fine. They came back
mentally, and they were fine.”

Both Thomas and Polk say they don’t think about
their respective injuries much anymore, and they’re just
happy to be back on the field. Still, Palcic saw what
might have been a bit of unconscious hesitation on the
part of Thomas early this season.

“One thing was a couple of weeks ago during the
Western Michigan game, Austin missed a couple of
tackles in the open field,” Palcic says. “We talked
about it, and he wasn’t fully wrapping up during
practice. It wasn’t that he was scared about his
knee, but he’s in his senior year, and he doesn’t
want to get hurt. You can’t practice or play that way.
Since we had that talk, he has been practicing more
where he has been wrapping up, and it showed in
the game.”

Thomas’ confidence has shown this year. He made
two interceptions vs. Akron, and Polk has started mak-
ing the kind of explosive plays he was known for in the
past. Polk says he’s thrilled to be back on the field with
Thomas, flying around and making plays. As for
Thomas, the injury showed him just how precious his
playing days are to him.

“Having something taken away from you that you
love so much is hard,” Thomas says. “Being able to do it
again and going through the ups and downs… when I
was hurt, I wondered if I would be able to play this
again. But I worked all winter and summer long, and to
get back out here and have the privilege of doing it
again is awesome.”

Photos by A.J. Mast

Back to himself — Austin Thomas has bounced back from a crippling knee injury to
become the same player in 2009 (right) that he was in 2008 (left).



H o o s i e rH o o s i e r
H a p p e n i n g sH a p p e n i n g s

Presented
 by

To subscribe to Inside Indiana, call 800-282-4648

Where are theWhere are the
Hoosiers?Hoosiers?

Indiana’s fall athletic schedule is in full swing, and the
Hoosiers are traveling across the country to carry on the

glory of old IU. Take a look at the map below to see if the
Hoosiers are going to be visiting your state and check the
schedules at the bottom of the page for information about
when Hoosier athletic teams might be visiting your area.

Men’s October athleticsMen’s October athletics Women’s October athleticsWomen’s October athletics
Cross Country

Oct. 2 — at Paul Short Memorial
Invitational, Bethlehem, Pa.

Oct. 17 — Sam Bell Invitational

Football
Oct. 3 — Ohio State
Oct. 10 — at Virginia

Oct. 17 — Illinois
Oct. 24 — at Northwestern

Oct. 31 — at Iowa

Golf
Oct. 4-5 — at Windon Memorial

Classic; Glencoe, Ill.
Oct. 12-13 — at Alister MacKenzie

Invitational; Fairfax, Calif.
Oct. 31-Nov. 1 — at The

Renaissance Invitational; Naples,
Fla.

Soccer
Oct. 2 — at UC Santa Barbara;

Santa Barbara, Calif.
Oct. 7 — Butler

Oct. 10 — at Michigan

Oct. 14 — at Notre Dame
Oct. 18 — Michigan State

Oct. 21 — at Louisville
Oct. 25 — at Northwestern

Oct. 28 — Evansville

Swimming & Diving
Oct. 23 — at Northwestern
Oct. 30-31 — at Texas/vs.
Michigan; Austin, Texas

Tennis
Oct. 3-11 — All-American
Tournament; Tulsa, Okla.
Oct. 16-18 — at Louisville

Tournament; Louisville, Ky.
Oct. 23-26 — ITA Region 8

Tournament
Oct. 30-Nov. 2 — Big Ten

Championships; East Lansing,
Mich.

Oct. 30-Nov. 1 — at Vredevelt
Invitational; Kalamazoo, Mich. 

Dates subject to change

Cross Country
Oct. 2 — at Paul Short Memorial

Invitational, Bethlehem, Pa.
Oct. 17 — Sam Bell Invitational

Field Hockey
Oct. 2 — at Iowa

Oct. 3 — vs. California; Iowa City,
Iowa

Oct. 9 — Michigan State
Oct. 10 — Central Michigan

Oct. 17 — Northwestern
Oct. 23 — Penn State

Oct. 25 — Pacific
Oct. 31 — at Michigan

Golf
Oct. 5-6 — at Johnnie Imes
Invitational; Columbia, Mo.

Rowing
Oct. 25 — at Princeton Chase;

Princeton, N.J.

Soccer
Oct. 2 — Michigan State

Oct. 4  — Illinois
Oct. 8 — Purdue

Oct. 18 — at Michigan

Oct. 25 — Iowa
Oct. 29 — Penn State

Swimming & Diving
Oct. 23 — at Northwestern
Oct. 30-31 — at Texas/vs.
Michigan; Austin, Texas

Tennis
Oct. 9-11 — at North Florida
Invitational; Jacksonville, Fla.
Oct. 22-26 — at ITA Regional;

Cincinnati, Ohio

Volleyball
Oct. 4 — Minnesota
Oct. 10 — at Illinois

Oct. 11 — at Northwestern
Oct. 16 — Iowa

Oct. 18 — Wisconsin
Oct. 23 — at Penn State
Oct. 24 — at Ohio State

Oct. 30 — Illinois
Oct. 31 — Northwestern

Dates subject to change
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