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From Utah State to the Commanders,
Bobby Wagner has always been a leader

By BEN STANDIG
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QB Murray on his sixth season

By DOUG HALLER

Temp, Ariz. » After the ninth
workout of

ter
on Wednesday
1ple question: Af
rything that you've experi
enced, the contract situation, the
ACL injury, the recent losing, are
vou happy entering vour sixth sea.

Murray responded with a brief
summary of his pro career.

Being a rookie, just trying to get
better every game.” (Murray wins

v makes the Pro Bowll)

Year 3, OK. let's ride.” (Murray
takes Arizona to the playoffs for
the first time in six years!)

Four. obviously that was a down
vear. To be the No. 1 overall draft
vick. obviously the circumstances
that you go into, I think we got bet-
ter every year. But Year 4 was kind
of a painful one, obviously getting
hurt.” (Murray tears ACL.)

“Year 5, new regime, sitting there
learning and everything, just try-
ing to be there to support the guys.
(Murray misses nine games recov
ering from surgery)

“So I think going into Year 6
am I excited? Hell yeah, I'm ex
cited.”

It’s strange. For a team coming
0ff 2 4-13 season. there’s noticeable
optimism in the Valley of the Sun.
Some of this stems from the pop-
ular belief that next season will al-
ways be better. But it's also impos-
sible to ignore Murray’s comfort

Former Utah State linebacker Bobby Wagner,
Renton, Wash., is now with the Washington

“This is a rare competitor,”
Washington coach Dan Quinn said

Quinn served a tle’s defen
sive coordinator for the 2013 Super
Bowl champions under head coach
Pete Carroll. He schemed for 2 unit
put together by Schneider that in
cluded the runner-up for Defen

sive Rookie of the Year the season
before.

scred

dent,” Schneider said during a re
cent phone conversation with The
Athletic. “Not outspoken. He was
a pro like right away. He's never
changed his approach or attitude.
ame person

s
Washington’s situation requires
that element. The defense may
open the season with eight new
starters. Quarterback Jayden Dan
iels, the No. 2 overall selection in
April's NFL draft, represents the
long-term hope along with oth
er members of the 2024 class. His
willingness to work impressed
Wagner. Still, rookies often endure
significant ups and downs. Some
talented holdovers remain, but tal-
ent alone won't get the Command-
ers into the contender class.
Establishing the required work
ethic and an intense spirit is why
Washington signed veterans
Ertz and Austin Ekeler for the
offense and the savvy lineback-
er with a Super Bowl pedigree in

-y
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the Arizona Cardinals, is optimistic

level and confidence. That obvious-
Iy has to do with his health, but his
relationship with head coach Jon-
athan Gannon should not 80 over-
looked

Important to note: Gannon
doesn't care about external op-
timism, especially at this time of
year. Asked Wednesday about it,
he started shaking his head be-
fore a reporter could even finish
the question. The Cardinals un-
derstand the standzrd, he said. No
one’s high-fiving, celebrating cul-
ture changes inside the team of-
fices. Winning is all that matters.

Come September, that starts
with Murray.

The 26-year-old has had an

free agency.

“It's a huge (impact) he can
Quinn said of Wagner
skilled a ballplayer as
you're going to find because of the
details he puts into (his work).”

Last month, during Washing-
ton's second week of organized
team activities, Wagner explained
how he cemented his leadership in
Seattle by displaying “confidence.
Then people feel like they know
you're in charge.”

r's stated example of

ner’s belief wasn't one of his
nine Pro Bowl selections or im
ploring teammates for more after a
30-13 Week 1 home loss to the Los
Angeles Rams last season — Seat-
tle responded by winning its next
three games. Instead, their inter-
actions in contract negotiations,
Wagner, a business entrepreneur
who co-founded Fuse Venture
Partners in 2020, is among the few
players who handle their financial
gling without an agent

“The confidence to represent
himself in a room with two peo
ple (on the other side of the nego-
tiation) takes a lot of self-effica
Schneider said. “That

offseason stra

ning the 202
ond-team All-Pro selection. Wag-
ner, deemed by Quinn as the
“very best tackler that I've had the
chance to coach.” led the league in

Seattle’

MATT YORK st o

had and up-and-down career
heading into his sixth season.

uneven five years. It's easy to for-
get that not long ago Murray was
trending toward stardom. For the
first half of 2021, when Arizona
started 10-2, he was in the MVP
discussion. But in 2022, KIiff
Kingsbury’s final season, Mur-
rayr . Then he tore up his
knee. After the Cardinals part-
ed ways with Kingsbury and GM
Steve Keim, it was reasonable to
wonder how Murray fit in the or-
i future. That's no lon-

Asked on a recent radio show
to describe his relationship with
Murray, Gannon initially joked

LINDSEY WASSON

shown during a Seattle Seahawks minicamp on June 6, 2023, in
Commanders and preparing for his 13th NFL season.

tackles (183) for a third time.
Linebackers “hung out for a
while” in 2023 free agenc hnei-

der recalled, but went off the board

earlier this cycle than the S
hawks’ front office anticipated.
That Wagner maintained person-
al relationships with Quinn and
Norton, hired as the Command-
ers’ linebackers coach thi

made a reunion appe:
Reports of Wagner's one
million contract with W shington
surfaced on March 13

ordinator Mi le
pivoted to sign Tyrel Dodson and
Jerome Baker.

“It made sense be
knows Dan’

hat Dan and Bobby are
gether. I respect both of those guys
somuch.”

Therefore, those leadership
traits honed over a storied career
brought the lifelong West Coast-
er to the ion’s capital. Wag
ner’s primary hiccup involved ad-
Justing to late-night start times for
NBA playoff games wSen morn-
ingp ices warrant waking up
by 6:45a.m
ily, the Lakers are not
" the Los Angeles n:
d. “So, I'm cool, but I want
to watch ( las Mavericks star)

: “The sky’s

that the quarterback w:
friend. More seriously,
“From a competitive standpoint, we
are very similar. ‘Hey, this is what
I'need from you. This is what you
liver.™

Murray on Wednesday recalled
the afternoon he met Gannon. It
was after the head coach’s intro-
ductory news conference. The for-
mer defensive coordinator of the
Philadelphia Eagles, Gannon was
coming off a Super Bowl Joss. Mur-
ray had been in the building re-
habbing his knee. The two talked
for about three minutes. The con-
versation itself wasn't important,
it was the vibe, Murray said. The
connection. The two just clicked.

“I think (with) all relationships,
you got to know yourself and then
you got to know the other per-
son,” Gannon said. “Then you got
to communicate and be honest
I think after we kind of learned
about each other a little bit, then
that kind of took off.”

Gannon is a frequent texter, and
this once got Murray into trouble.
The head coach has a 24-hour rule.
That is, when he texts someone,
he expects a response within 24
hours. Over time, he noticed that
Miurray texted back immediately if
it was about something that piqued
his curiosity. If not, the return text
tended to t awhile.

“Yeah, he got on me one time be-
cause 1 forgot to text him back, but,
no, I was not aware of that rule,”
Murray said

Gannon’s texts can be about
anything.

“Anything that he sees (or) I see,
but it doesn’t even have to be foot
ball.” Murray said. “And that's

Kyrie (Irving) play

Wagner's new te
knowledge the benefits and in-
trigue of being around the sea-
soned pro. Asked which teammates
they were most excited to play with,
the rookies cited Wagner above all,
Defensive tackle Daron Payne said
he studies Wagner’s “routine,” sim-

son, he tracked established edge
rusher Ryan Kerrigan.

“Man, he just brings a winning
ence, a winning culture, the
he works every day,” defensive
tackle Jonathan Allen said. “When
you see a guy like th:
firs

agner than
Luvu, Wash-
ington's highest-paid free-agent
signing. The pair project as ev-
y-down linebackers, assuming
Wagner's defensive instincts make
up for a decline in pass coverage.
“The dude is like a treasure box,”
xclaimed. “You never know
it you're going to get with him.
Jjust real at the end of the
ay. He's always there, trying to
help the young guys, myself and
n.

Iso grasp that the griz-
cker ching thern

intently. Wa

guard Sam Cosmi’s |

out of a three-point s
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ike, ‘What the heck? ... I
ing to disguise that,” said
Cosmi. Wagner shared that Cos-
mi’s tell was leaning in stance.
“Those are things that I'm noticing
and enjoying,” Cosmi said of hav-
ing Wagner around in practice and
the building.
Wagner sees ng it forward
as a prominent part of his career

“I think you just share your
scars,” Wagner said. “You can learn
from (others’) experience. People
that can get at that knowledge and
get that insight. Things that I did
in my rookie year and my second
and third years. Try to have you
avoid some of those mistakes. 1
think that's probably the biggest
thing”

Perhaps this season is Wag-
ner’s first and last in Washington.
Maybe he heads full time into the
business world, or the Command-
ers seek a younger player to quar-
terback the defense. But if his pres-
ence this year helps Quinn and the
organization spread their winning
message, Wagner’s impact will be
felt in these parts for seasons to
come.

the limit’

where he goes to the next level. You
got a guy that you would legit run
through a wall for. I think he Jjust
got that aura about him. He actu-
ally cares about the players, and he
holds everybody accountable. It's
not fake. He doesn't treat me any
different than he would a rookie.”

During OTA's last year, Murray
had to work with a strength coach
off to the side. He learned the of-
fense and attended meetings, but
it wasn't the same. Even when he
started playing in November, he
caught himself thinking instead of
reacting This spring has been dif-
ferent. Offensive coordinator Drew
Petzing tweaked timing patterns
to better suit Murray's quickness.
And Murray has built chemistry
with wide receivers, including star
rookie Marvin Harrison, Jr.

The comfort level and confi-
dence reminds Murray of how he
felt in 2018, the year he won the
Heisman Trophy during his Jju-
nior season at Oklal . Yes, he
knows college is different, but it
just has a similar “feel,” he said.
With more depth on the offensive
line and a strong running back in
James Conner, he expects the Car-
dinals to have one of the league’s
top offenses.

“1 just feel really Jucked into
what we're doing,” Murray said.
“For me, confidence (is) under-
standing where to go with the ball
no matter what they're doing be-
cause I've been in the system a
year. When you feel like that, man,
the sky’s the limit. I've played
quarterback my whole life but
when you're at that point, and I re-
ally can't explain it to y'all, but it's
agood feeling .. Yeah, l'n.rxriu'd;
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