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To Bo:

A great leader.

A great mentor.

A great friend.



Foreword

Everyone knew the public Bo: the man on the sidelines berating referees, screaming at players, and smashing his headset against the AstroTurf. All true, of course. But the public Bo had little to do with the Bo I came to know—the same one his family, friends and former players loved so much.

I first met Bo in 1974, when I was a ten-year-old kid attending a Michigan hockey game. In the second period the PA announcer paged “Bo Schembechler” to meet someone under the north stands. My buddy and I figured, How many Bo Schembechlers can there be? We left the game to find him.

Sure enough, there he was, chatting up some old friends, while we waited nearby, nervously rolling up our programs. When he saw us standing there, he interrupted his conversation to bellow, “Now what can I do for you young men?” He signed our programs with care—no small feat when your last name is twelve letters long—and thanked us for supporting the Wolverines.

They say your character is what you do when you think no one is watching. I’ve seen Bo pass that test a thousand times, but none was more important to me than that first encounter. If he had ignored me thirty-two years ago, I wouldn’t be writing this today. Since I became a sportswriter fifteen years ago, I’ve learned the hard way that meeting your childhood heroes as an adult is usually a bad idea. But getting to know Bo has been one of the highlights of my life. As they say, some men are like mountains: The closer you get to them, the bigger they are.

I walked into Bo’s office for the first time in August 1996 to interview him for a long piece I was writing on Fielding Yost, Michigan’s legendary coach. I was pleasantly surprised to discover Bo knew Michigan’s history, chapter and verse—a rarity these days—and could quote Yost at length.

Unlike most retired coaches, whose final days are usually sad, lonely ones, Bo was busier than ever, raising millions for U-M Hospital, performing countless favors for his former assistants and players, giving speeches around the country, and traveling the world with his wife, Cathy. The story of their courtship, in Chapter 31, is one of my favorites.

Seeing all this, I had the temerity to ask if he might let me follow him around for a week. Incredibly, he agreed. After that feature was published in The Detroit News in November 1996, Bo asked me if I wanted his papers. I couldn’t believe he was serious. After we loaded sixteen boxes onto a U-Haul, it didn’t take a genius to realize what a gift he’d given me. I knew there was a biography in those papers, but the more I talked to him, the more convinced I became we had to write another book first, on leadership. It took me a little longer to convince him, however, because he was having such a good time doing everything else.

In the intervening years, I stopped by every month or so to talk to Bo about this or that, but mainly just to visit. I would bring up the subject of the proposed book once in a while, and he would always say no. To avoid being a pest, I asked if I should stop bringing it up. “No,” he said, “keep trying.” Shortly after Bo’s former athletic director, Don Canham, died in the spring of 2005, Bo told me, “It’s time.”

Winston Churchill once said “Meeting Franklin Roosevelt was like opening your first bottle of champagne.” Meeting Bo every week was like busting open a whole crate of the stuff. Contrary to his “football-mad” reputation, Schembechler was interested in just about everything—from the Ann Arbor bus system to teacher training to deficit spending—and he had personal opinions about all of it, too. Bo never stopped learning. This past semester he audited a class on politics with Cathy at the Gerald Ford School of Public Policy, where he would often admonish his younger classmates to take their hats off. Bo was a voracious reader, with a weakness for Tom Clancy books. He also loved music, from Cole Porter to Tina Turner (the latter thanks to Cathy). He hummed constantly. It resonated in his chest, occasionally bubbling up to form a verse, which he sang in a deep baritone—“With YOU, I’ve gone from RAGS to RICHES. I feel like a MILL-ion-AIRE”—then he’d return to humming while filing some papers.

Above all, Bo was interested in people. He hated talking about himself, but he loved talking about you. When he met my father at a book signing ten years ago, he said, “I know all about YOU!” Needless to say, my dad has never forgotten it.

When Bo was in town he’d drive to Schembechler Hall around 10 A.M., park in “Reserved Space 01,” and trundle down the second-floor hallway to his office. Schembechler might have been a great coach, but he would have made a terrible spy, with a complete inability to whisper, sneak up on anyone, or speak anyone’s name in lowercase letters. “Hey, MARY!” he would roar at the far end of the hallway. “Howya doin’? Hey, BIG JON FALK! What’s the good word?”

Before Bo could sit down, the phone started ringing. He would lean forward, snap up the handpiece and shout, “Hel-LO! This is HE! Heyyyyy! How the hell are ya?” then lean back in his chair, flashing his famous teeth-clenched grin.

When he finished, no matter what kind of mood he was in, he would slam the handpiece down on the receiver as if he were spiking a football—BANG!—every time. Of the dozens of phones in Schembechler Hall, only Bo used the ancient, chunky model, and it was a good thing: Those fancy, sleek kinds wouldn’t last any longer in Bo’s hands than his old headsets.

The chances were good the call was from one of his former Michigan players, a dozen of whom called or stopped by every day. Whether they were All-Americans or walk-ons, Schembechler invariably remembered their names, their positions, their hometowns and what they were up to the last time they talked. Not surprisingly, almost all of them kept in touch. If you played for Bo, you had two fathers.

His voice is still ringing in their ears, long after they’ve graduated. “Early is on time, and on time is late!” “There is NO substitute for hard work!” “You know what the right thing to do is—so just do it!”

He wrote their recommendations, attended their weddings and visited their hospital rooms. If he could do anything to help, he would—just like that—including visiting two players in prison, and working to get them back on their feet after they got out.

They all say the same thing: “You may not always have liked it, but with Bo, you always knew exactly where you stood.” Bo insulted you to your face (I was flattered to be added to his long list of victims) and praised you behind your back. In a society that favors image over substance and glad-handing over sincerity, Bo’s bedrock values seem almost extreme to us now.

Schembechler was a man who knew exactly who he was, but seemed mystified by the public’s view of him. “Hey, I’m not Jonas Salk,” he often said. “Football coaching should not have so much status attached to it.”

Bo didn’t get it. His appeal was not based on his victories, but on his values—which were as simple as they were timeless.

It was those values, not his victories, that inspired me to ask him to write this book, but it took me six years to convince him that people wanted—even needed—to hear him now more than ever. “Bacon, nobody cares what I say, because nobody remembers who I am!”

I know, I know. He was a hard man to argue with, even when you knew you were right. But he actually believed it. 

When Bo was still coaching, he helped out the Special Olympics by playing basketball with mentally challenged kids. He loved it because they had no idea who he was, and they didn’t care. “I was just some old guy who came down to play basketball with them.”

That’s pretty much how Schembechler saw himself: Just some old guy who once coached football.

We knew better.

John U. Bacon

Ann Arbor, Michigan 

January 2007



Introduction

Bacon’s been after me to write this book ever since I gave him my personal papers ten years ago. But whenever he brought up the idea of writing one final book, I always said no. I mean, hey, I’m not Jonas Salk. I’m just a football coach. Besides, I already wrote a book with Mitch Albom a couple decades ago—and it was a bestseller. So why would anyone want to read another book by me?

“Because you’ve got a lot more to say,” Bacon kept telling me.

About what?

“About being honest and direct and confident. But most of all, about how to lead!”

Now that, I admit, I know something about! But there are already lots of books out there about leadership. Check out any bookstore, and you’ll see a new self-proclaimed expert every month—guys who write about “Altering Your Optics” and “Knowing Your Core Competencies” and all that stuff. Maybe there’s something to it. I don’t know. But the problem is, most of those guys have never actually led.

Well, I have. I spent twelve years working for three Hall of Fame coaches—Doyt Perry, Ara Parseghian and Woody Hayes—then led Miami of Ohio for six years and the University of Michigan for twenty-one. I’ve seen a lot, and I’ve done a lot.

I didn’t do it with fancy theories. I did it with fundamental values—values I learned from my parents and my mentors and passed on to my players. Values that they have passed on to their employees and their children and even their grandchildren. Values that are as vital today as they were when I started coaching half a century ago.

I believe in these values. But I didn’t believe anyone would want to hear me talk about them after I retired in 1990. Boy, was I wrong about that! I started getting calls to give speeches around the country to corporations, to hospitals, to schools and to service groups. They all want to know the same things: how to get their careers started, how to build a team, how to become better leaders. I thought it’d slow down, but I get more calls every year, from more groups, offering more money. If I wanted to, I could give a speech every day of the year, and get more money for one hour of talking than I earned my entire first year of coaching the Wolverines.

Hey, I’m as surprised as you are. I figured they’d forget about me, but it’s been just the opposite. I’m giving speeches now to people who weren’t even old enough to see me coach, and they eat it up. Now, you have to ask yourself: Why do they want to listen to some old football coach tell his stories?

Maybe it’s because our leaders today—the people who are running our corporations, our government, our schools—seem lost. After we discovered that some of our so-called best and brightest don’t know the difference between right and wrong, maybe I shouldn’t be so shocked that even young people are dying to hear someone tell it to them straight. And mean it.

So what do I have to say that hasn’t been said? I’ll be the first to tell you there’s nothing revolutionary in what I have to say. Heck no. The lessons I want to teach are simple as can be, but they must not be that easy, because not many people in this world seem to be able to follow them anymore.

Hey. I’m just a football coach. I’m not going to try to tell you how your industry works. But I know how to do the things everyone needs to know if they’re going to be successful. I don’t care if you’re running a Fortune 500 company or a Girl Scout troop. You need to know what to do from the day you become a leader to the day you step down. How to pick the right mentors, and how to lay down your laws when it’s your turn at the top. How to hire your people—and fire them, when you have to. How to train them, motivate them and mold them into a team. How to get them to execute what you want, perfectly, every time. How to handle conflicts and crises and troublemakers and guys who just aren’t getting it. How to keep outsiders from meddling with your program, and insiders from undermining it. How to handle sudden setbacks, crushing pressure and constant criticism. How to handle failure—and how to handle success. Even when to call it quits, and how to do it the right way.

And trust me: There’s a right way and a wrong way to do all these things.

The key to all these lessons is in the details, the application, the execution. Okay, you want to be honest. Who doesn’t? But how do you communicate that to your people? How do you show them that you’re going to be honest—no matter what it costs you?

You want to be fair with your people? Fine. But what are you willing to sacrifice to do it? Do you have the courage to send your top performer packing just because he broke one of your rules?

Everyone wants to set goals, but do you have the guts to let your people, not you, set the standards for your team? I did, it works, and I can show you how.

It’s not just wanting to do the right thing. It’s knowing how to do it!

I can tell you this: The fundamental values that worked for me coaching football work everywhere else, too—in business, in medicine, in law, in education. I know this because I’ve seen my players succeed in all those fields, using the same principles they learned playing on our team. Guys like Jimmy Hackett, the CEO of Steelcase, and Dave Brandon, the CEO of Domino’s Pizza, both tops in their fields. And these principles never change. They are the key to success, real success, and that’s what this book is all about.

I’ll be honest. I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be around. When you have your first heart attack at age forty, you’re probably living on borrowed time.

My body isn’t worth a damn anymore, and all my records will be broken one day. I know this—but it doesn’t bother me, because these values will outlast everything else I’ve done.

I’m seventy-seven now, and it’s time I told you what I’ve learned.

Bo Schembechler

Ann Arbor, Michigan 

October 2006



I

PREPARE TO LEAD




1

You Better Start with Your Heart

Let’s start with first things first: passion. Because without that, nothing else I’m going to tell you in this book is going to be worth a damn. It just won’t do you any good. 

Because the fact is, you’re never going to be able to lead others effectively unless you put your whole heart into what you’re doing. If it’s just a job to you, it’s going to be just a job to them. And trust me: You’re not going to fool them.

So you need to find something you really love to do, because otherwise you’re going to hate it. And if you hate your work, you’ll never put in the kind of effort the guys at the top are putting into it. You’ll lose!

Once you figure out what you love to do, don’t worry about the money or the prestige or anything else. Those things won’t make you happy if you hate your job.

For me, it was easy to figure out what I loved—football! The game got me at an early age, so when people talk about all the sacrifices I’m supposed to have made pursuing this crazy life—in time, in money, in status—I have to laugh. They weren’t sacrifices to me. I got to coach! And that’s all I ever wanted to do.

I’m from Barberton, Ohio, and went to Oakdale grade school, where we had baseball, basketball and track teams, but no football. So you could only play football if you were willing to get to the high school and practice with the freshman team—and it wasn’t easy. You had to go down the hill, across the tracks, over the canal and walk five miles to get to Barberton High on the north end of town. And if you were going to get there on time, you had to run. 

Nobody else in my class would go with me, but as soon as the school bell rang each day, I started running down that hill and across town for freshman football practice, and I kept it up for two years. When I was in eighth grade, near the end of the football season, the Oakdale basketball coach wanted me to quit freshman football because I was a starter on his team, too. I said, “No way. I’ve got to play in the last football game!” So that’s what I did.

They drove us over to Akron in this dump truck with two benches in the back for the players to sit on. A dump truck! It took us an hour to get there and an hour to get back, with the wind and the rain and the cold coming in, whipping all around. This was no school bus—heck no. That would have felt like a Cadillac to us!

We get there, and no one’s in the stands. No one. I mean, the Akron parents weren’t even showing up for this one. Guess they were smarter than we were.

You consider the whole thing—the daily run to practice, the distance to our games, the dump truck, the empty stands—and you’d have to say we were a little crazy to do this. But I loved it. I knew I’d rather be in the back of that damn dump truck going to play some football game in the freezing cold in front of nobody than standing in a nice warm gym wearing shorts playing in front of a big crowd.

Football is what I loved.

By the time I got to tenth grade, I’d already played freshman football for three years. There was no question I was going to be a starter on the high school varsity. But the question was where our coach, Karl Harter, was going to put me. Our two big plays were the reverse and the reverse pass. You’ve got to have righties to run those plays, and fast ones, too.

Well, I was a lefty, so there’s one strike. And we had guys who could run a lot faster than I could. There’s two strikes. So I went to Coach Harter and said, “Where do you need the most help?”

“Guard.”

“Then put me at guard!” Hell, I didn’t care. I just wanted to play. And I started the next three years.

If you want to know why I’ve always loved the big lugs on the line the most—well, you can thank Coach Harter for that.

Even then, I knew—and I don’t know how to put this without sounding like a jerk—but I knew I had a way with people, and the reason I had a way with people is because I liked ’em. And the reason I chose to coach football instead of baseball or basketball is because, of all the athletes out there, the football players were the ones I liked and respected the most. And I think that showed in the way I coached them. 

When I graduated from Miami of Ohio, I knew I was going to be a coach. I was as sure of that as anything I knew—and nothing was going to stop me! To be honest, I always thought I’d be a high school coach—and that was fine with me. I didn’t care about money or fame or any of that. I just wanted to coach.

And let me tell you, now that I’m looking back on the whole thing: I made the right call!




2

Seek Mentors, Not Money

When you’re just starting out, it’s better to make peanuts for a great leader than it is to get some big salary from a mediocre one. 

But one of the biggest mistakes I see young coaches make—and young businessmen and doctors and lawyers, too, for that matter—is thinking their first job should make them rich or famous. When you’re in your twenties, those things shouldn’t matter. Maybe they never should. They didn’t to me. But especially when you’re young, big money doesn’t matter. Big names don’t either.

Good organizations matter. Good bosses matter.

It would’ve been a big mistake for me to take a job as an offensive coordinator for some hotshot who really didn’t know what he was doing—and there are plenty of them out there—than to make nothing running errands for Woody Hayes when he was just starting out at Ohio State, struggling to build a winning program, and no one really knew who he was.

And I know this because that’s exactly what I did.

If you want to become a great leader, you need to prepare yourself to become a great leader, and the best way to do that is to study great leaders. I worked for Doyt Perry at Bowling Green, Ara Parseghian when he was at Northwestern, and Woody Hayes at Ohio State. Every one of those guys is a Hall of Fame coach. I worked sixteen-hour days doing everything they asked me to, and I didn’t get paid squat.

But it was the best training any coach in America ever received. I studied them, I watched them every second, I knew them cold.

This is what I learned.

When Woody Hayes left Miami of Ohio in 1951, right after my senior year, to take the head coaching position at Ohio State, I didn’t have to think too long to accept his offer to go with him. This was the first of my two stints with Woody, which formed the bookends of my twelve years as an assistant coach. 

But back then, there was no such thing as a graduate assistant, so he got me a job down at the tax department in Columbus, where I handed out the stamps that served as sales tax rebates for church groups, charities and other nonprofits. I got paid $100 a month. I wasn’t paid a cent to coach.

When the coaches needed coffee, I got the coffee. When they needed someone to get their laundry, I got it. When they had to pick up recruits at the airport, I picked them up. I did all their grunt work, and I did it without complaining.

What did I get in return? I learned how to recruit, I learned how to run a practice, I learned everything I could, from top to bottom, from one of the greatest coaches who ever lived. I even learned a thing or two about alumni relations.

Ohio State had no athletic scholarships in the early 1950s, so the alums would get the players jobs in town. Well, Woody’s first year at Ohio State was one of the worst in Ohio State history. The Buckeyes finished 4-3-2, and adding insult to injury, they lost to a mediocre Michigan team, 7–0.

Not long after we got back to Columbus, Woody decided to have a staff meeting at his house, a modest little home at 1711 Cardiff Road. He had one of those old Bell & Howell 16mm projectors, and while we were watching the film from the Michigan game, he was getting hotter and hotter, until he finally picked the damn projector up and heaved it against the wall, smashing the whole thing to bits. “I will not subject the people of Columbus to that kind of football!”

Now, I’m just a wide-eyed twenty-two-year-old kid, sitting in the back of the room—and I’d already played two years for Woody at Miami of Ohio—but that made quite an impression on me. He was serious!

A few days later we were back in our coaches conference room, when one of the staffers opened the door and said, “Woody, the alums are going to cut all the players’ jobs downtown!”

We were stunned. “All the jobs?”

“All of them.”

Obviously, the alums weren’t happy—but they didn’t realize who they were dealing with. “Well, if that’s the case,” Woody said, “then I have a message for them: Screw ’em! I’ll pay the players myself!” He wasn’t kidding. Woody was ready to mortgage his house and pay their tuition himself, right then and there, and I never doubted for a second he’d do it. But when the alums heard about his resolve they decided that would make them look pretty bad, so they backed down.

The next year, the Buckeyes go 6-3, they beat a 12th-ranked Michigan team, 27–7, and the alums were on Woody’s side from then on. Before he was done, he rewarded them with thirteen Big Ten titles and five national crowns.

What did I learn? If you cave in to outside pressure—I don’t care if it’s alums or stockholders or special interests—you’re done as a leader. Woody was willing to risk everything, even his home, to do it his way.

As soon as I finished that 1951 season, I served two years in the United States Army. I boarded a bus to Cleveland headed to Camp Rucker, Alabama, where the air feels like a wet rag on your face, then coached at Presbyterian College in Clinton, South Carolina, for one season. 

The next year, 1955, Doyt Perry—who’d been one of Woody’s assistants at Ohio State—got the top job at Bowling Green, and he asked my old buddy Bill Gunlock and me to join him. That didn’t take a lot of thinking, either.

Now, Doyt was the sweetest guy who ever came down the pike—everyone loved him—but one day, Bill and I got into a big argument with Doyt about some defensive scheme or other on our way to the office. The two of us were walking up the steps behind Doyt, going on and on about why we should use this strategy we’d come up with, until finally Doyt got to the top of the steps and whipped around with his finger pointing right at us. “Now I know you two guys are a lot smarter than I am and you know more football than I’ll ever know and you have a million great ideas. But I’ve got some news for you: I am the head coach! ”

Bill and I looked at each other—and we both laughed! We didn’t have any doubt about who was in charge after that. There was a lot of clarity in Doyt’s message. That settled that, and we never questioned him again.

You can be sure I took that lesson with me to Ann Arbor. Just ask my assistants.

The following season, 1956, I left Doyt and Bowling Green—with his blessings—to become an assistant for Ara Parseghian at Northwestern University. I had made it to the Big Ten! I knew that’s where I wanted to be, and I was working for a great coach. Of course, everyone remembers Ara when he led Notre Dame to a couple national titles, but a lot of people don’t realize he led the Wildcats to some of their best seasons before that. 

Ara was not a big ego guy, he was great with players, he was a wonderful motivator, and he understood the game so well he could come up with things no one else had thought of. He was probably the most imaginative coach I’d ever seen, always adapting his plays to his players instead of the other way around like most coaches do. Heck, we used to call his practice field “The Laboratory,” because that’s where he’d try every trick in the book on Mondays, testing this and experimenting with that, just to see what might work that Saturday.

Before Ara arrived, Northwestern hadn’t had a winning season in five years, but in his first year Northwestern went 4-4-1, and everyone was encouraged. But in Ara’s second season, 1957, everything went to hell. We lost nine games—every single game we played! For a coach, that’s just about the most difficult situation you have to face.

We could keep our opponents down to one or two touchdowns, but we couldn’t score for our lives. And I was working with the offense!

Losing creates all kinds of other problems too—poor morale, nagging injuries, lackluster effort. The players were spending more time in the PR office than in the weight room. It was just a mess. I never experienced anything like that in all my years of coaching—and thank God for that.

I learned an awful lot from Ara in my first year at Northwestern, but I learned a heckuva lot more from him that second season, when we lost ’em all. And what I learned was how a real leader leads when things aren’t going his way.

Ara treated the staff as though we were winning every game. He never gave the slightest inclination that we were the problem. He not once blamed any assistant or any player for any loss we suffered that year. NOT ONCE.

“Stick with it, guys, and we’ll get through this,” he’d tell us. “We’re going to be okay.” We all kept busting our butts for Ara, working past midnight, doing everything we could to get that guy a victory.

I’m not saying there wasn’t some bitching among the players. When you’re losing every game, every player thinks he deserves more playing time. But I promise you this: There was a whole lot less bitching on that team than I’ve heard on teams that won half their games—and there was absolutely no, but no, bickering among the coaches.

And that wasn’t even the most impressive thing Ara did that year.

Stu Holcomb was Northwestern’s athletic director, and his son Chip was a backup quarterback on the varsity. In the middle of this losing streak, Stu kept cranking up the pressure for Ara to start his son. At one of our staff meetings, Ara laid the situation on the table. Then he asked us point-blank: “What do you think?” The thing is, there wasn’t anybody on the staff pounding on the table to make a quarterback change just because we were losing. We knew there had to be a ton of pressure on Ara to put Stu’s son in, but our quarterback wasn’t the problem. And that’s exactly what we told him when he asked us. He just nodded.

Another coach—maybe most coaches—would have caved in to their boss just to save their hides. But Ara held firm. He didn’t change quarterbacks, or even consider doing it. And every one of us who walked out of the coaches room that day felt the same way I did: Ara Parseghian is a stand-up guy. He is a leader. I want to work for this guy!

And that’s why that losing season didn’t break Ara’s back: Because he’s a confident guy, and he knew he could coach. His staff remained dedicated to him and his program the entire season.

You’d think my two years at Northwestern would have been a horrible experience, but it wasn’t. It was a great experience, because Ara had put together a stellar staff—they’re all still good friends of mine, especially Alex Agase—but mostly, it was because Ara was there.

The result? Put this down: Ara Parseghian lost every game that year, but the next year his team went 5-4—Northwestern’s first winning season in eight years.

When Ara took the Notre Dame job five years later, in 1963, he left Evanston as one of only three coaches in the last century of Northwestern football to post a winning record. And of course, from there he won two national titles and Coach of the Year at Notre Dame. Don’t tell me he didn’t deserve it.

But that 0-9 year? He didn’t get any awards for that, but let me tell you: THAT was the most impressive year of his coaching career.

When Woody came calling for me the second time, in 1958, the Buckeyes had just won their second national title under him—the same season Northwestern hadn’t won a game at all. Still, I had a hard time deciding whether to leave Ara. Think about that. I’m working for the worst team in the country, and the national champs want to hire me, and amazingly, I’m debating it! In fact, I had made up my mind to turn down Woody and stay with Ara when Alex Agase invited me to play some pool in his basement. 

Alex is a big bear of a man—he played linebacker for the Cleveland Browns—and he got around to business pretty quickly. A politician, he isn’t.

“I hear Woody’s offering you a job,” he said. He took his shot—crack!—and sat down. “What are you going to do?”

I picked up my cue and lined up my shot. “Alex, I’m turning it down. I like the guys here, I like what Ara’s doing, and Northwestern is going to be successful.”

Alex stood up—he’s a lot bigger than I am—and said, “Now you listen to me, you dumb sonuvabitch. Don’t you dare turn that job down. You’re going to Ohio State!”

I swear to you I was not going to go leave until that moment—but Agase could be pretty persuasive! I left Ara and Northwestern to return to Ohio State as Woody’s assistant in 1958, and I stayed there until I became the head coach at Miami in 1963.

Now, here’s the kicker. In my first year back with Woody, the Buckeyes were coming off a national championship year and Northwestern, the team I just left,was of course coming off that 0-9 season. And I’ll be damned if Ara’s Wildcats don’t beat Woody’s Buckeyes, 21–0—Ohio State’s only loss all year! In fact, as soon as I left Northwestern, Ara’s teams won three out of four against Ohio State.

Well, that’ll teach me.

My second year back in Columbus, 1959, Ohio State goes 3-5-1 and finishes eighth in the Big Ten—Woody’s worst season ever. You have to wonder: How did I keep getting hired? I must have been the worst luck charm in the world.

I have to tell you an aside, to prove my point about money not being the most important thing. In 1962, I’m making $6,000 a year coaching for Woody. He’d tell us, “I don’t care what I make, so I don’t care what you make, either.” 

Get this: By the mid-1970s, Woody had already won five undisputed national titles, he was one of the most successful coaches in America, and probably the most famous person in the entire state of Ohio. And he was making $29,400—lowest in the Big Ten. And you know who was making the second-lowest? Yours truly. You can check it. And neither one of us cared. What we cared about were Big Ten titles, and no one else in our league went to the Rose Bowl during the decade we were both coaching.

Well, even if Woody didn’t care about money, the Ohio State administrators did. They were embarrassed by Woody’s salary, so they went directly to Woody, three years in a row, and damn near begged him to take a raise—and he still wouldn’t do it! President Ford had asked every American to do everything he could to keep inflation down, and Woody figured that included him.

So when he told us way back when that he didn’t care what any of us made, including him, I guess you’d have to say he meant it.

During my second stint with Woody, a businessman in town asked me out to lunch and offered to double my salary if I would work for him as a real estate appraiser.

I didn’t hesitate. “Hey, I’m already doing what I always wanted to do. If it’s outside of football, I’m not interested. But,” I told him, “Bill Gunlock’s working with me, and he’s got four kids and no money, so you might want to talk to him.”

Bill won’t know it until he reads this book, but because of that lunch, that businessman sought out Bill, he hired him, and Bill applied all the things we learned coaching football to business, and did very well for himself. When I called Bill in 1989 to tell him I was about to retire from coaching, and I was feeling good about it, he said, “That’s funny, because I’m about to sell my company and retire, too.”

“Really? For how much?”

Let’s just say it was many millions.

“Why you son of a bitch!”

Even if I gave ten speeches a day, I couldn’t catch Bill in a thousand years. But I don’t care, so long as Bill keeps picking up the tab for our dinners. We both got what we wanted.

The simple question is: Are you doing what you always wanted to do? I always think of that poor SOB who gets up every day to go to a job he doesn’t even like. Well, hell’s fire. How do you do that? I have no idea—and I know Woody didn’t either. We wouldn’t trade our coaching careers for anything in the world.

After my slow start as Woody’s assistant, we won a national title my fourth year back, in 1961. But what I learned from Woody was this: He was the greatest teacher and the hardest worker I have ever seen in my entire life, to this day. 

Where Ara was humble and innovative and easy to work with, Woody could be arrogant, stubborn and just plan difficult. Very difficult. But this was a very complex man, with the most brilliant intellect I’ve ever seen.

Woody was not innovative. He didn’t waste any plays trying to fool you. That was not his game. No, his strategy was to teach his team fundamental techniques better than anyone else, and win game after game through simple, mistake-free football.

He coached the kind of teams that you simply did not want to get behind in the first half, because he was going to make it just about impossible for you to come back in the second half. You couldn’t move! He’d just grind you down—and man, was that demoralizing when you were on the other end of it.

That’s another lesson I took to Ann Arbor—much to Woody’s chagrin, I’m sure.

I remember when Lee Corso was Indiana’s head coach in the 1970s—this was before he went on to become a college football expert—and he tells us at the preseason Big Ten meeting in Chicago one year that unless we opened up the recruiting season to run year-round, eight of the ten coaches in the league photo that season were going to be gone in two years. 

I just laughed. I told Corso, “If we had year-round recruiting, maybe you’ll outwork me—maybe—but I guarantee you this: No one in this league will ever outwork Woody Hayes. It’s just not possible!”

Put all those things together, and what do you get? I worked my tail off, I didn’t make a dime, but I learned everything I needed to know from three of the greatest leaders the game has ever seen. 

Smartest move I ever made.
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Wait for the Right Opportunity

What did I do with all this knowledge I acquired from Doyt and Ara and Woody? 

I didn’t use it to sell myself, that’s for sure. I used it to become the best assistant coach I could be. I had no qualms about being an assistant coach, and I thought I was the best offensive line coach there ever was!

I have never applied for a job in my entire life. I have never, not once, prepared a résumé. I just figured if I worked hard and got really good at this, someone’s going to say, “This guy is good,” and I’d get plenty of opportunities. And I was right.

Don’t worry about marketing yourself. Just be good at what you’re doing now and enjoy it, and things will take care of themselves. Yes, I know in some fields you have to get your résumé out and all that, but I think it’s overestimated. In most businesses, word gets around pretty fast—and hey, that’s what headhunters are for.

That was the final lesson I learned from my days as an assistant coach: Don’t waste your time and energy looking for the next job. Take care of the job you’ve got now. If you’re good at what you’re doing now, they’ll find you. Trust me, word will get out there, and they’ll find you.

They always do.

And when that happens, don’t jump at the first offer, just because you think it’s a promotion. Being an assistant for a great organization is better than being the head honcho at a place where you’re being set up for failure. You’ve got to wait for the right opportunity, working for the right people—because if you’re impatient, you’re going to regret it.

I left Woody and Ohio State to become the head coach at Miami of Ohio in 1963, and that was a darn good job. The cradle of coaches! You’re talking Colonel Earl Blaik, Paul Brown and Weeb Ewbank, not to mention my coaches, Sid Gillman, Woody and Ara. 

In my six years as head coach in Oxford, Ohio, we won 70 percent of our games and a couple league titles—and it didn’t take too long at a place like that before bigger schools started calling.

I never made a pitch for any job, because I figured if they didn’t already know about me and what I was doing, they wouldn’t have called me in the first place. And I certainly wasn’t going to beg for any job, no matter how good it looked, because I already had a good one at Miami.

After we won our conference title in my third and fourth seasons at Miami—1965 & 1966—Wisconsin called. From the outside, it seemed like a pretty good job. Wisconsin’s a good school in a great league. It was about ten o’clock on a Sunday night when I walk into this meeting room to face twenty guys sitting around—and some board member falls asleep, right there in front of me! Now what does that tell you?

They also had a student on the committee, and this kid asks how I would handle Clem Turner, a Cincinnati kid, who was always in trouble. Well, how the heck do I know how I would handle Clem Turner? I’ve never met him! And that’s exactly what I told that kid. But I’m thinking, Who the hell’s running this show?

The whole thing lasted maybe forty minutes, and the second I was out that door I walked right to the nearest pay phone and called Ivy Williamson, the Wisconsin athletic director, and told him to withdraw my name from consideration. Keep in mind, I’d already learned they were going to hire a guy named John Coatta from Notre Dame, so the whole thing was just a big dog-and-pony show, anyway. And I didn’t appreciate that, either.

But I knew one thing: I didn’t want that job, whether they wanted me or not.

Now here’s a funny thing. After I’m back home in bed, at about five in the morning, the phone rings. It’s Bob Knight, who was the head coach at West Point at that time, when he was maybe twenty-five years old. We’d met a few times at Ohio State, when I was an assistant under Woody and Knight was on the Buckeyes’ national championship basketball team. 

Knight says, “Bo, you went up to Wisconsin and interviewed for that job. You know they’ve been after me for the basketball position, so what do you think?”

“I can’t tell you what to do,” I said, “but I have to tell you, I was unimpressed. If I was in your shoes, I wouldn’t go to Wisconsin. But that’s just my personal opinion.”

Knight turned it down, for the same reasons I did.

But hot damn, can you imagine both of us coaching at Wisconsin? That would’ve been something! And that’s another lesson, too, now that I think of it: When you’re interviewing candidates, they’re judging you, too, and word gets out. Wisconsin lost out on two up-and-coming coaches because they simply didn’t have their act together.

Same week I returned from Madison—hell, it might have been the same night Bob called—I got a call from the North Carolina athletic director to come down to Chapel Hill. His timing couldn’t have been worse. I had only been interviewed once, and I was already sick of the whole thing. I told him I wasn’t going, but he asked me at least to look over the situation. I finally agreed to come down and talk. Just talk. I get to Chapel Hill on a Sunday, I’ve got a really negative attitude already, and then they bring in the president dressed like he’s been working out in the yard all day. 

“Here we go again,” I’m thinking. “Same thing!”

But it was a good situation. It felt like Miami, only bigger. This was the only job before Michigan I wanted. If they had offered it to me, I probably would have taken it, and I think we could have succeeded there, but they finally gave it to Bill Dooley.

After that, I’d had enough. I wasn’t going to jump for just anything. I interviewed with Tulane and Pitt, and was offered both jobs, but turned them down. When Vanderbilt and Kansas State called, I said no on the spot. No more visits.

All those schools were bigger than Miami, and most of them were in great conferences like the Big Eight, the ACC, the SEC. But if you’ve already got a great job—and I did—you can afford to be patient, even picky. Like I said before, not every so-called promotion is a step up.

The process also made me realize I was a Big Ten guy, through and through. It’s the league I admired the most, the conference I knew the best. I had already been recruiting Big Ten country for years. It was no accident, when I was at Michigan, that so many of our players came from Ohio.

So that was it. The Big Ten, that’s where I wanted to coach, and I was going to hold out until I got it.

Just a few weeks after I finished my sixth year at Miami, in December of 1968, I got a call from Bump Elliott, who had been an All-American at Michigan on Fritz Crisler’s national title teams in the late 1940s, and had just completed his tenth season as the Wolverines’ head coach. He was moving up to associate athletic director under Don Canham, the former track coach, who was starting his second year as Michigan’s athletic director. 

I was definitely interested in Michigan—how could you not be?—but when Canham called, I told him I wasn’t going through any of the crap I’d gone through at Wisconsin. He assured me there wouldn’t be any of that nonsense with him, and that was what I wanted to hear.

I met with exactly three guys: Bump, Canham and Marcus Plante, the faculty rep who had once been president of the NCAA. That’s it. They didn’t need some silly committee or student rep to check me out, and I didn’t need any dime-store tour of the campus to appreciate what Michigan had to offer. I knew them and they knew me.

Things happened real fast—a good sign. Canham called me a couple days later and said, “Bo, I’m offering you the job at Michigan.”

And brilliant me, all I say is, “Good.” That’s it. Just, “Good.” How do you like that?

When he asked when I could come up to finalize the deal, I said, “Right now.” Turned out “right now” was the day before Christmas, so I drove up there the next evening, on Christmas Day. Clearly, we were both interested in each other.

Being the hard-driving negotiator that I am, when the issue of salary finally came up, I said, “I don’t care about money.” Boy, talk about music to Canham’s ears! This is a guy who inherited a quarter-million-dollar deficit, and, shall we say, knew how to squeeze a nickel.

Canham asked me, “What are you making at Miami?”

“Nineteen thousand a year. But they’ve promised me a $1,000 raise.”

“Then I’ll give you $21,000.”

We had no contract. Just a handshake. And for twenty-one years, that was always enough between Don and me. Another good sign.

Canham realized the people at Miami could have thrown a little more money at me to keep me, but they couldn’t compete with Yost’s hole in the ground—the biggest stadium in the nation—or the prestige of Michigan.

Canham knew that he was offering something special, and so did I.

I took it happily.

I was a lot less concerned about Canham giving me more money than making sure he was committed to giving my assistants a living wage, improving the facilities, and paying to develop game film—a big thing in those days. When you’re starting out, it’s not money you need, it’s support! And Canham gave us all those things without flinching. 

The most important thing Don Canham gave me, though, was control over my program. He couldn’t have given me that autonomy unless he had it himself, and the interview process proved that. I only had one person to please, and that was Donald B. Canham. And that held true every year I worked at Michigan. I don’t think ADs have that kind of control anymore, and they probably never will again.

Bottom line: When I was starting out, I wasn’t worried about money or prestige or any of that stuff. I waited until I found a position where I could succeed—and then I went to work.

That’s why I tell young coaches, my former players, anyone who’ll listen: For God’s sakes, quit worrying about your next job. Just do the best you can at the job you have now, and the offers will come. 

And when they do, if you have confidence in yourself, you don’t have to feel that you can’t turn it down if it isn’t quite right for you because you fear you’ll never get another offer. You will.

Wait for the right opportunity, and turn down all the rest. It will make all the difference.
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