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To all of the fine young men who wore the Gold and Blue between 1980-2000 and all the coaches who worked with them. To the amazing fans of the state of West Virginia—never in my wildest dreams did I realize how great and how loyal Mountaineer fans are. Most of all, to the No. 1 Mountaineer fan, Merry Ann, who represented our university and football program with class and dignity. I would never have been a success in anything without her.

—D.N.

To Michael Fragale and Mike Kerin—the most loyal of Mountaineers, and, as always, to Johnny.

—S.P.


FOREWORD

Being a part of the winning team in Super Bowl XL was the realization of a dream, and being a Super Bowl champion with my hometown Pittsburgh Steelers is beyond description. During Super Bowl week, I spent some time reflecting. So many people contributed to my success, but right at the top of the list is Don Nehlen. What an amazing guy! I still picture the first time I met him: those piercing blue eyes, that infectious grin, and that very crooked index finger. On my recruiting visit, he stuck his hand out to seal the deal, and all I could see was that finger. I know I looked at him with some uncertainty. Coach laughed and explained how his finger had been broken. It’s ironic that I remember that—after all my football injuries, my finger today doesn’t look much better!

At the end of my freshman year, I went in Coach’s office for that annual see-where-you-stand talk. It was my first time, and I was nervous. Some of the upperclassmen had told me, “If he looks out the window, then he might not be too serious about you.” With that in mind, I sat down across the desk and looked Coach Nehlen straight in the eye. Our discussion was going well, but toward the middle, his gaze started wandering, and that bothered me. I kept moving my chair toward the window to ensure he was talking directly to me. I really wanted to be one of those special guys. He gave you the encouragement to fully realize your abilities in life.

One highlight every week was at the hotel when Coach Nehlen gave his pregame speech. He had a small frame, but he got us so energized with how much he believed in us. He would ball his fist up and get so excited. His voice would go to a high pitch and he would pound the chalkboard. We believed everything he told us. We would get off that bus and play our hearts out.

As I sit back now, I see all the trials and tribulations of my football career: the injuries, adapting to different atmospheres and coaches, and accomplishing my goal of playing in the NFL. I see all the people who made it possible—too many to thank, but so many of them were at West Virginia. Coach Holmes, Coach Ramsey, Coach Kirelawich, Coach Dunlap—they were convinced I could do it. Those are the kind of people I knew at West Virginia—people who wanted you to be successful and who are rooting for me even today. I tell the guys playing at WVU now, “Don’t take this for granted. You are playing in one of the greatest college atmospheres anywhere, so cherish every minute.” Every time I ran out that tunnel, I felt like I was embraced by the whole state of West Virginia—like there were 200,000 people in the stadium—and I gave it my all.

Coach Nehlen brought that to West Virginia. He’s an educated man, and he pushed us to graduate. He’s a football man; he just wanted to play smash-mouth football, for us to do what we were taught to do and beat the other guys by doing it better. And he is very realistic about life. When I got drafted, among the abundance of advice he gave me, he told me to be smart with my money. He’s a Hall of Fame coach in every sense of the term. I am so elated that I was a part of his time with West Virginia football, and I am so humbled to say Don Nehlen is my coach and my friend.

—Mike Logan
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INTRODUCTION

As a retired coach, I’ve had the chance to speak with a lot of people over the past 12 years, and almost all of them ask me, “What were the secrets to your success? Why do you think you are in the College Football Hall of Fame?”

That Hall of Fame induction in 2005, in my opinion, certainly was the highlight of my coaching career. I was the head coach at Bowling Green and at West Virginia; at the time I took those jobs those were not exactly Hall of Fame jobs.

The Bowling Green job was a struggle for me; even though we were able to keep our head above water, it was still a struggle, and in my opinion, the administration just had kind of gone sour on football. When I played at Bowling Green, Bo Schembechler was the offensive line coach, and he was a good friend of mine. At the end of the 1976 season at Bowling Green, I called Bo and said, “Coach, I’m running faster and getting nowhere,” and he said, “Well, would you like to come to Michigan?” I said, “Are you kidding?” He said that Gary Moeller was up for the Illinois job and if he got that, I could have the job. So I ended up going to Michigan.

In my opinion, one of the biggest reasons I was successful at West Virginia was because of the time I spent with Bo. He was so very, very special. He was a master communicator, he was a master of motivation, and he was a master of sticking to what he believed in—the fundamentals.

As I look back over working with Bo, his teams had such great morale. Literally, when he told his guys to go to Hell, they looked forward to the trip! In three years with him, I never felt that we didn’t play hard as can be.

He was as honest as the day was long, and I think he learned that from Doyt Perry and Woody Hayes. He didn’t treat all of his players alike—he treated them all fair—and he was consistent. When a coach is honest with his players, he’s consistent with his players, and he treats them right, most of the time they’re going to run through a wall for him.

Those principles I learned from Bo—and I know he learned them from Doyt and Woody—that’s what I took to West Virginia. I never tried to be Bo—I was smart enough to know I couldn’t be a Bo Schembechler—but what I learned from him, I used. That was the best thing that ever happened to me professionally, spending those three years at Michigan. When I went to West Virginia, I’d already been a coach for nine years and I was chomping at the bit. I thought I was pretty good at Bowling Green but I wasn’t sure, but being with Bo for those years gave me a lot of confidence. Even though most of my good friends, including Bo, told me not to take the West Virginia job, I just wanted an opportunity and look what happened.

Since my retirement from West Virginia, the program has grown and flourished. It’s gotten better in all areas. They’ve got better players; they’ve got better facilities. We’ve always had great fan support and that has continued.

Rich Rodriguez was hired to take my place and was very successful. I think Rich won for a lot of reasons. Number one, he’s a really good coach—sometimes I might have done it differently, but he’s a good coach. The football building when I left needed a facelift, and Rich was able to get a lot of those things done. I give him a lot of credit for that. Once he got his feet wet, he had great success, and then he moved on to the Michigan job. I don’t think any football coach in America would ever criticize Rich for taking the Michigan job, because that is one of the Top 5 jobs in America—there are not many traditions like Michigan. I certainly was not critical of Rich, but he, the AD and the president ended on a sour note. That’s a shame it ended up that way, because Rich put so much into the program.

Then Bill Stewart took the team out to the Fiesta Bowl and beat Oklahoma and he was named the head coach after that victory. I hired Bill to our staff and he was a good friend of mine, one of those guys you couldn’t help but like. He was honest, sincere, and the kids liked him. And nobody loved being a Mountaineer more than Bill did. I don’t know exactly what happened between Bill and the upper echelon, but it didn’t pan out.

Dana Holgorsen was named head coach and, in my opinion, he’s done a good job so far. With the split being like it was, Dana inherited a lot of issues along with a very talented football team. He did a good job his first year and has a good concept on how to heave it around. We’ve been accepted into the Big 12; any time you can hook your wagon with a Texas and an Oklahoma, that’s pretty good company. I think our football program is in pretty darned good shape.

One of the big things I’ve become involved in since retiring is becoming a spokesman for the West Virginia Coal Association. I don’t think there are two things that bind our state together more than coal and the Mountaineers, and I’ve now become very involved with both.

It’s been a very good thing for me and very educational. For 43 years, at every meeting I ever attended we talked about how to run off-tackle, how to stop the option play, how to play two-deep or three-deep or five-under or whatever. Now, all of a sudden, I go to a meeting and they’re talking about mining coal, transporting coal and what the energy policies do to different facets of our country.

I’ve found out a lot about coal, and a lot about how energy can help America. I’m a real strong believer in the Coal Association and in coal. The sun has been with us since time immortal, and everybody knows it’s a great source of energy, but nobody has found a way to use it cheaply enough to sell it. I know American ingenuity and free enterprise and ingenuity; if it could be done easily, some entrepreneur would be making a heck of a lot of money on solar. We could invest some of those resources into clean coal technology and the people who bring us coal.

I’ve gone underground and I’ve met the surface miners, folks who take their lunch bucket and go underground for eight hours a day to provide us with electricity. If there are better people in America than coal miners as a group, I’ve yet to meet them. You talk about down-to-earth, good old-fashioned, hard-working Americans, those are coal miners—and those are representative of the people in West Virginia.

Honing that work ethic and that can-do attitude into our players was a great part of building the tradition of West Virginia football. I was always proud that our teams and our players represented what the people of our state believed in and stood for, and I think that was a key to building our success as a program.

One thing has never changed—I came here as a guy who was born and raised in Ohio and coached and then I became a West Virginian by choice. I’ve stayed here because I’ve never lived in a place I like as much, and I’ve never met people that I like as much as I do West Virginians.

I’m a real West Virginian and a great Mountaineer fan. When I go to the games and they come out of that tunnel, I’m still ready to play ball. I’m a West Virginian to the end.

—Don Nehlen

Summer, 2012
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BEGINNINGS

Never while growing up did I think of being a football coach, and certainly not the head coach at a Division I school. While those things happening were surprising enough, the way I got the head coaching job at West Virginia University was nothing short of weird.

Frank Cignetti, a good man and later a friend of mine, underwent a tough battle with cancer and left the coaching position at WVU following the 1979 season. At the time, nobody in West Virginia had ever heard of Don Nehlen. Nobody. And beyond the basics of geography, I had never heard much about West Virginia either, and certainly not about West Virginia University and its football team. To be perfectly honest, it’s still amazing to me that I ever became the head coach at West Virginia.

Weird, just weird. But things in football happen that way sometimes.

HOW IT ALL HAPPENED

After the 1979 regular season, I was on the way home from Cleveland, Ohio, after a recruiting trip for Michigan. I was quarterback coach for Bo Schembechler and the Wolverines, a job I’d had and loved for three years. It was Friday and I’d just gotten back when Bo called me down to his office.

I had been out on the road all week, seeing players and high school coaches and working what felt like about 65 hours straight, so I was ready to go home. I thought, “Man oh man, what in the world can he possibly want me for?”

“Boy,” Bo said. He had always called me Boy or Kid since he was one of the assistant coaches when I played at Bowling Green. “Come down here. I need to talk to you.” So I went down to his office.

Bo has always been a straight shooter, so he got right to the point, “Hey, are you trying to get the West Virginia job?”

He caught me completely by surprise. I wasn’t aware that there was an open job at West Virginia, and I certainly had not looked into it. I said, “No,” and I think Bo was surprised by my answer.

“Now wait a minute, Don—” he started, but I cut him off.

“Hey, Bo, if I was trying to get the West Virginia job, the first guy I would talk to is you,” I protested. “I’m certainly not going to get any job without your help, and no, I’m not trying to get that job.”

It turned out that Bo knew a lot more than I did. “A guy from West Virginia just called me, Don, and he seemed to know a lot about you,” Bo said, which certainly surprised me. “I’ve had people talk to me about my coaches before and I’ve known you since you played quarterback at Bowling Green, and I’m not so sure that this guy doesn’t know more about you than I do.”

[image: images]

Bo Schembechler and me at the 1988 Doyt Perry Testimonial at Bowling Green.

The man knew about my son Danny, my daughter Vicky, my first job coaching at Mansfield High, and that I had coached at Canton South.

“It’s been my experience,” Bo said. “That when a guy knows as much about somebody as this guy does about you, he’s obviously interested. Anyway, the guy’s name is Dick Martin and he’s the athletic director at West Virginia, and I’m sure he’ll be getting hold of you. Are you sure you don’t know Dick Martin?”

I had to admit that I’d never heard of the guy, let alone knew him, but Bo was convinced I would hear from him. He said, “I’m sure he’s called you at home, because he checked your home phone number with me. I would say he’s very, very interested.”

When I went home, my wife, Merry Ann, mentioned that a guy named Martin from West Virginia was trying to get in touch with me.

I told her, “Mac, that’s what Bo told me. He’s the athletic director at West Virginia, and their football job’s open.”

Merry Ann got a very puzzled look on her face. She said, “Don, I’ve heard of the West Virginia basketball team, with Jerry West and all, but nothing else. I don’t know if West Virginia has a football team. Are you sure?”

I had to tell her, “Mac, I’m a football coach; they wouldn’t be calling me about a job if they didn’t have a football team.”

But it did make me wonder what type of a program I might be looking into, if a football wife from Ohio had never heard of it. When I finally talked to Dick Martin, what he said jived with what Bo had told me. Martin said, “Don, I’ve looked around, and I’d really like to talk to you about the West Virginia job.”

I told him fine. But I asked him if the job was a good one, and his answer intrigued me. Martin told me, “No, but I think it could be. Whomever we hire, we’ve got a new stadium planned and we’re going to start to build; that’s definite.”

Coming off four straight losing seasons (with records of 5-6, 5-6, 2-9, and 5-6), West Virginia was preparing to move from Mountaineer Field, a 35,000-seat stadium that had been nestled in the middle of the Downtown Campus since 1924, to a new 50,000-seat facility that was being built across town on the site of the campus golf course. Many fans had opposed the new construction, preferring to renovate the ancient structure downtown, but those in favor of a new stadium had won out.

“We have a ways to go,” Martin admitted. “There’s no question the program now is not where we want it to be.”

We agreed to meet in a few days at the Pittsburgh airport. When I got there, the place was practically deserted; there wasn’t anybody around. Then Dick Martin came in with a big cowboy hat on, and I liked him right away. We started talking and he really seemed like a good, down-to-earth guy, someone I was comfortable with. What happened next was positively amazing.

[image: images]

Merry Ann has been my number-one supporter throughout my entire career.

While we were talking, I looked up and the news was on the TV set. It was a Pittsburgh station and they were talking about sports. The reporter said that the West Virginia athletic director Dick Martin would be naming either Bill Mallory or Rey Dempsey as the new football coach in Morgantown within the next day or two. Martin heard it and I heard it. He was embarrassed and, of course, I was angry.

“Hey, Dick, I’ve got news for you,” I was angry, and I really let it fly. “I’ve been a head coach. I’ve got a great job. We go to the Rose Bowl all the time, and most of all, I don’t even know if I’m interested in the West Virginia job. If you called me here and want me to create a trail for a bunch of newspaper guys to get screwed up, I’m not your guy. I’ve got a lot of work to do at Michigan. We’re going to the Gator Bowl, and I’ve got recruits to see in northeastern Ohio, in Arizona, and in Kentucky. I don’t have time to come here for this.”

Martin knew I was upset, and had a right to be, but he wasn’t deterred. He said, “Hey, Don, I guarantee you if I wasn’t interested in you, I wouldn’t be talking to you. I have talked to both of those guys, but today, I’m talking to you. Nothing is close to decided.”

That calmed me down a little, and I told him that Bill and Rey were both friends of mine. He couldn’t go wrong in hiring either one of them. Martin told me that he understood that, but nothing was decided. We continued to talk for quite a while after that.

Two days later, the phone rang. It was Dick Martin, and he said he’d like to meet with me again. I was curious. I hadn’t written a letter; and I hadn’t asked anybody to make a phone call for me. I’d done nothing for this job.

He asked me to meet him at a hotel near the Pittsburgh airport, and that’s all he said. I went there at the agreed-upon time and knocked on the hotel door. The door opened and there was Dick Martin and 10 other people.

Another surprise to me—he had never mentioned anything about anybody else being there. I was dressed to go recruiting. I looked okay, but not sensational, which is how I would have looked had I known I was meeting with the whole athletic council. Also, I hadn’t brought any materials with me—no résumé or other information so the folks on the council could learn more about me or have some information to ask me questions about.

Going into the meeting, I still wasn’t sure that I would want the job if they offered it to me. And now I was a little upset with Martin. Naturally, I couldn’t tell him that, but I was sure thinking that this guy had set me up. It ended up working to my advantage, another lucky break.

I came across very strong and very confident because I was PO-ed. I told them up front how it was going to be. I told them, “Hey, I coach at Michigan, and we only do it one way there. We do it the right way, and I am not real sure West Virginia is ready to do that. If you’re not, then you’re wasting my time and your time. If you’re not ready to run a program the right way, then find somebody who comes from some place where they don’t know how to do it.”

I told them straight out, and they listened. There was a moment of quiet, and then Paul Nesselroad from the athletic council said to me, “Don, we want to do it right. Tell us how to do it right.”

So I let them have it. I told them how to recruit. I told them about managing practices and how to schedule and how to organize a staff. Everything that I could think of, I told them. I really got fired up. When I left, they thanked me, but I still wondered. I could hear them saying, “Martin, where did you get this clown?” just as easily as “Wow! This guy is sensational.” They’d either think I was nuts or they’d love me—there was no in-between.

I left Pittsburgh and went to Kentucky recruiting. I stopped in Louisville to look at a kid at DeSales High. The coach there, Ron Madrick, was a good friend of mine. We got to visiting and I mentioned that I didn’t have a hotel room yet for the night. Ron suggested that I stay in the rectory at the school. It had a couple of guest rooms and it wouldn’t cost me anything. I thought that it sounded like a good idea.

We went out to dinner and I got back to the rectory about 8:30 at night. Nobody was around except for the priests who lived there. I went to my room and was just settling in when I heard a knock on the door. I opened it and the father said, “Are you Don Nehlen? You’re wanted on the phone.”

I was a little spooked that he knew my name. I was wondering how in the world anybody would even know I was there; I hadn’t even called Merry Ann to tell her where I was staying.

I shook my head and followed the priest to the phone. It was Dick Martin; how he tracked me down was positively amazing. He said, “Don, after you left, my athletic council said, ‘He’s it.’ They don’t want to talk to anybody else. They want me to offer you the job.” I was in shock.

He spelled out the deal: they would offer me a salary of $44,000, and I would have a radio and television show that would make another $10,000. By the time everything came together, the package would be close to $60,000.

When I was finally able to speak, I said, “Dick, money is not really the thing that I’m concerned about. I don’t want to tell you yes or no right now, because I haven’t fully discussed it with Merry Ann.”

Mac and I hadn’t talked much about it, because there had only been the two conversations and I had been out recruiting. Plus, I knew a move would upset Vicky and Danny big time. I had pulled them out of Bowling Green, a place we’d lived for 10 years, when we left for Michigan three years earlier. Vicky had just started to talk to me again. And now she was in her senior year of high school and in love. She would not be happy about another move. But Merry Ann reminded me that she was graduating in the spring and was frequently in love with someone new.

Merry Ann and I had never even been on the West Virginia campus, but after talking it through, I decided to take the job. On December 10, 1979, we began one of the biggest moves of our lives.
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FACILITY IMPROVEMENTS

FUNDRAISING WITH THE GOVERNOR

I came to West Virginia University just as the new stadium was being constructed, but it didn’t take long for me to realize what a necessity the new stadium was to building a successful football program.

I was introduced in Morgantown during halftime at a basketball game. During the game, I sat at the press table with Governor Jay Rockefeller. As we were talking, he said to me, “Don, what is your biggest problem in getting this program going?”

I answered him honestly, “Governor, I don’t even know yet. But Dick Martin mentioned to me that the site preparation for the stadium has run over by a million dollars. There’s a chance they’re not going to be able to build any locker rooms or offices or anything else right away. They might only build the stands for right now, and bring in some office trailers temporarily.”

[image: images]

(With shovels) Gov. Jay Rockefeller, Dick Martin, and Frank Cignetti at the new Mountaineer Field ground-breaking ceremony in 1979.

I started to get riled up. “Hey,” I said, “Jay, with the image of West Virginia right now, all I need is trailers! If we’re going to have to recruit out of trailers, maybe I’d just better go back to Michigan.”

The governor asked me how much we would need to finish the stadium completely. I did some quick figuring and said about a million dollars. He then asked, “Would you like to come to the mansion and have a dinner with me and some boosters of the University?”

I said, “Sure, I’d be glad to.” And the governor replied, “Well, we’re going to get you a million dollars.”

I went to the Governor’s Mansion in Charleston. It was a pretty swanky evening for a guy from Canton, Ohio. After we finished dinner, the governor said, “Men, I brought you here not to feed you, even though I have, but we’ve got a new football coach, and I like him.

“We’ve been a doormat, and I’m tired of losing. We think this guy can get the job done, but he can’t get it done in trailers. When we complete this stadium, we have to have offices for the coaches and lockers for the kids and a weight room and a training room, and so on—whatever goes with a good program.”
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