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“We all know about Coach Bowden’s accomplishments on the field and we probably won’t see that again in college football in this day and age. What people might not know about Bobby Bowden is the man that he is, the person that he is, and the number of people he impacted, influenced, and inspired. He did it with such class and dignity in every way. As coaches, you wish maybe someday to be thought of as well as he is, not only in terms of what he accomplished but the way he did it.”

—Nick Saban, head coach, University of Alabama

“I’ve had the privilege of knowing Bobby Bowden for more than thirty years. During my years of coaching at Nebraska, between 1980 and my last year of coaching in 1997, we played Florida State eight times. We won only twice and lost six times. Many of the games were very close and the winner would win the national championship. Through all of those years of competition, I always respected and admired Bobby Bowden greatly. He stands for the right things, is a man of principle, was always honest in recruiting, and exemplifies all that a Christian person should be. Called to Coach is a very interesting narrative of life in the coaching profession spanning nearly fifty years. I recommend the book highly.”

—Tom Osborne, athletic director, University of Nebraska

“Coach Bowden transcends football. He is a man who leveraged his position as a winning football coach into a living example of the Christian values he believed in. Then he shared them with his players. He personifies the ultimate father in that he inspired us to be the best that we could be, helping us build our mind, body, and spirit through the game he loved. This book will deliver his message to others who will benefit—just like I have—from the life, the wisdom, and the grace that is Coach Bobby Bowden.”

—Warrick Dunn, former NFL player, Tampa Bay Buccaneers and Atlanta Falcons

“Coach Bobby Bowden deserves a seat in the front row of the pantheon of the greatest football coaches. I love him as a man, as my big brother, and as my favorite preacher.”

—Burt Reynolds, actor

“When I was a young coach, Bobby Bowden was a hero to me. As I got older, he became an example. For all of us, he has been a benchmark. He did things the right way and reached out to help so many of us through the years. He left anyone who was fortunate enough to be around him with a true understanding of what it means to be a coach.”

—Mack Brown, head coach, University of Texas

“When Bobby speaks, I listen. When he writes, I read. You will be grateful you read this book. Then you will know why I, and millions of people, love and respect Bobby Bowden.”

—Lou Holtz, former coach and college football analyst, ESPN

“We all know Bobby has been incredibly successful on the football field, but I believe his real success lies in how many lives he has touched as a mentor, teacher, and friend! I know he has touched my life and I am better for it.”

—Kenny Chesney, country music artist

“Coach Bowden has had an enduring impact on an untold number of lives for such a long period of time. Aside from my father, Coach Bowden is the most influential man in my life. I’m certain there are countless others who could say the same thing. Any success I have in the coaching business I owe mostly to Coach Bowden.”

—Mark Richt, head coach, University of Georgia

“Where would college football be without men like Bobby Bowden? I have long been a fan of his tireless dedication to athletic excellence, but it is his work off the field that makes me admire him even more. It is impossible to count the number of lives that have been influenced for the better by this great man. His leadership of young men made them champions both on and off the field.”

—S. Truett Cathy, CEO, founder, Chick-fil-A, Inc.

[image: Image]

 



	
[image: Image]

	Howard Books
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuter.com





Copyright © 2010 by Bobby Bowden and Mark Schlabach

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Howard Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

First Howard Books hardcover edition August 2010

HOWARD and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Designed by Stephanie D. Walker

Manufactured in the United States of America

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Bowden, Bobby.

Called to coach / by Bobby Bowden with Mark Schlabach.

p. cm.

1. Bowden, Bobby. 2. Football coaches—United States—Biography. 3. Florida State University—Football. I. Schlabach, Mark, 1972– II. Title.

GV939.B66A3 2010

796.332092—dc22            2010013196

[B]

ISBN 978-1-4391-9597-0
ISBN 978-1-4391-9598-7 (ebook)

Scripture quotations marked NIV are taken from HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION ®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House. All rights reserved.



FOREWORD

When I stepped down as head coach of the Indianapolis Colts after the 2008 football season I received a lot of notes congratulating me on my career. People were very kind in pointing out that in fifteen years as an assistant coach and thirteen years as a head coach, I had won my share of games and helped a good number of players. For twenty-eight years I’d gotten to do two things that I loved doing—coaching football and being around young men. I knew that God had blessed me tremendously and given me more than I could ever have hoped for when I began coaching in 1981.

I give you that background just to put into perspective what I think of when I’m asked about Bobby Bowden. Consider this—when Coach Bowden got his first head coaching job at Howard College in 1959 I was four years old. And one year after I retired, Bobby was still the head coach at Florida State University and I was sitting in his office because he was recruiting my son to play for the Seminoles.

God has truly given Coach Bowden what the Bible calls “good success.” In fact, in forty-four seasons as a head coach, the last thirty-four at one institution, he enjoyed unprecedented success. Thirty-three straight winning seasons. Fourteen straight seasons with ten or more wins and finishing in the top five nationally. The numbers are incredible and I doubt that they’ll be matched by anyone in the near future.

The greatness of Bobby Bowden, to me though, is not in the number of wins, the number of championships, or even the number of All-Americans he’s coached. The wonderful thing to me is how he’s done it. Since 1996, when I became head coach of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers, I got to see firsthand how he did it at Florida State. As a first-time head coach living in Florida, I couldn’t help but observe Coach Bowden. I was struck by how he won so consistently, but always did it with humility. And when there were losses they were handled with grace. It was a tremendous model for any young coach to follow.

I also noticed that Coach Bowden had an impact on his players off the field as well. I had the privilege of coaching quite a few of his former players over the years and most of them talked openly about the impression that he had made on them. From their very first week on campus—when he would take every one of his freshman players to church—they could be sure that he was concerned about them not just as athletes, but as men. He made sure they knew that he would always be there for them, long after their last game as a Seminole. I could personally attest to that as he would call me periodically to check on a player’s progress. Not how they were playing, but how they were doing. He genuinely cared about them, and that caring was mutual. They had a feeling for him that you don’t often see between a player and a coach. It was obvious that he had helped them grow not only as players but academically, socially, and spiritually as well.

Coach Bowden also did a great job of mentoring his staff and helping them grow. That was evident in the number of assistant coaches he had leave for head coaching positions and go on to run successful programs themselves. But it was not just the top assistant coaches that he mentored. Everyone in the office was important to him, and he always had their best interests at heart. Whether it was starting the workday a little later than is customary so the coaches could see their kids off to school or starting staff meetings with devotions that reminded what was really important in life, everyone benefited from the little things Coach Bowden did. It didn’t matter if you were the university president or the assistant custodian—when you came to the Florida State football office you were treated the same way, with warmth and dignity. That was the Bowden way.

How did that way develop? How did Coach Bowden learn the game of football so well and blend it with such a great outlook on life? Where did he get the ability to draw people together, inspire men to give more than they thought they could give, and do it in such a way that it would create such great loyalty among his staff and players? I believe when you read Called to Coach you’ll see it all comes from his faith in Christ and how he was raised. Coach Bowden never left those roots and he was able to show that traits like honesty, loyalty, humility, and compassion never go out of style and don’t create a generation gap.

The true measure of a coach, or anyone in a leadership role for that matter, is how they help those around them grow. And when you look at where many of the men that have been around Bobby Bowden are today, it’s a great testimony to his ability to inspire greatness. Look beyond all the championships and the NFL All-Pros and you’ll see a lot of very successful businessmen. You’ll also see a great many successful husbands, fathers, and some of the best community servants we have in our country today. You’ll even see some people like me, who never played or worked for him, but have learned and grown from watching him from afar. That, to me, is the true impact of the man. That’s the Bobby Bowden legacy.

Tony Dungy



FOREWORD

When I think of Bobby Bowden, I think about what a great person he was for college football and the young people he coached. He was a tremendous coach, a greater man, and someone who cared deeply about his players and the sport of college football.

I have known Bobby Bowden for more than half a century. I first met Bobby when he visited Penn State’s spring practice after he had just started coaching at Howard College in 1959. I coached against Bobby when he was the offensive coordinator and head coach at West Virginia. Penn State always seemed to have better players than he had, but our games were always very close. His teams were always well coached and disciplined.

Bobby was innovative from the start of his coaching career. I don’t think people have ever given Bobby enough credit for some of the things he started in college football. At West Virginia during the 1960s and ’70s, his teams were faking reverses and running reverses when no one else was doing it. He was open-minded and willing to try different things. I sent my coaches down to watch Florida State practice, and they came back and said, “Coach, they’re so well organized and have so much enthusiasm.”

Among the coaches I faced throughout my career, I don’t know if anyone ever got more out of his teams than Bobby. The only coach I could compare Bobby to in those terms was Ara Parseghian, who coached at Miami (Ohio), Northwestern, and Notre Dame during the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s. Bobby was at the top in the way he handled himself, his gamesmanship, his innovation, and his humbleness. He was never a guy who gloated after he beat you. You knew that if your team lost to one of Bobby’s teams, you were licked by a good football team that played well. His teams always held on to the football, played great defense, and were disciplined.

I have deep respect for Bobby. He and his wife, Ann, became good friends of mine over the years. We spent a lot of time together while on Nike trips during the off-season. My wife, Sue, and I admired the way they handled their family and how loyal they were to them.

This book will be an inspiration to young coaches and college football fans everywhere. It will teach them about the ability to innovate, about being loyal to your coaching staff and being loyal to your school. I think it’s a tremendous compliment to Bobby that very few of his assistant coaches ever left. A few of Bobby’s assistants moved on to become head coaches, but most stayed because he was such a great person to work for.

I doubt if we’ll ever see another team match what Florida State did during the 1990s. Bobby’s teams won at least ten games and finished in the top five of the final Associated Press Top 25 poll for fourteen consecutive seasons. It was absolutely amazing.

The press wrote that Bobby and I battled to finish with the most victories in the history of college football. I don’t think either one of us was very concerned about the record. We had the same ideals and were just trying to win games the right way. It bothered me that the NCAA wanted to take victories away from Bobby near the end of his career. As far as I’m concerned, he still has those victories.

When it’s all said and done, I hope we’re not going to judge Bobby’s career—or my career, for that matter—by a couple of victories. Bobby’s contributions to college football go so much beyond wins and losses. I can only hope my legacy will be able to stand up to his in the sense of what we were able to do for our schools and the sport of college football.

Joe Paterno



CHAPTER 1

HOLDING THE ROPE

The second day of January 2010 started like any other during the last half century as the head coach of a college football team. I awoke at four o’clock in the morning, started a fresh pot of coffee, and was joined at the breakfast table by Ann, my wife of sixty years. Together, we spent an hour reading Scripture. Our ritual has always been to start with Genesis, and when we finish Revelation, we go back and read the entire Bible again. When we finish reading each morning, we spend several minutes praying together.

God has answered so many of my prayers over the years that I’ll never have enough time to thank Him for all my blessings. He blessed me with a wonderful family: my loving wife, six children and their spouses, twenty-one beautiful grandchildren, and five great-grandchildren. God also blessed me with the wonderful career He chose for me. I’ve always believed that God wanted me to be a football coach, that it was my calling. I believe God wants some people to be doctors, some to be lawyers, some to be teachers. I believe His purpose for me was to go into coaching and try to influence young men for Jesus Christ. He wanted me not only to teach them to be good people but also to surrender their lives to Him.

But though it seemed a day like any other, January 2, 2010, really was different. For the first time in forty-eight years, I didn’t wake up as the head coach of a college football team. But I’m hardly ready for retirement. As far as I’m concerned, my work is not done. God still has a plan for me, and it is to spread His word to as many young people as possible. It is what I tried to do as the head football coach at South Georgia College, Howard College, West Virginia University, and Florida State University, and it’s what I’ll continue to do during the final years of my life.

It is no secret that I was not ready for my coaching career to end. I’d hoped to coach at Florida State for one more season. But after my team lost to the University of Florida, 37–10, in our final game of the 2009 regular season, I knew the end of my career might be near. We finished the 2009 regular season with a 6–6 record, and for the first time in my career as Florida State’s coach, influential people were calling for me to retire. After we lost our final game to the Gators, I told the media I needed to go home and do some soul-searching. But when I awoke on November 29, I was determined to return to Florida State for one more season and turn the Seminoles around.

But I was not given the opportunity to do it. The day after we lost to the University of Florida, I received a call from an assistant athletic director at Florida State, who informed me that President Wetherell, one of my former players, wanted to meet with me the next morning. When T.K. and FSU athletic director Randy Spetman arrived at my office on Monday morning, I knew the news was not good. “Bobby, this isn’t going to be pretty,” T.K. told me.

After thirty-four seasons as Florida State’s coach, in which my coaching staff and I led the Seminoles to 2 national championships and 316 victories, and 33 nonlosing seasons, I was asked to step down. Florida State’s administration wanted to turn the program over to Jimbo Fisher, who had worked the previous three seasons as my offensive coordinator. Near the end of Jimbo’s first season at Florida State in 2007, he was named head-coach-in-waiting, my eventual successor. The plan was for Jimbo to replace me as the Seminoles’ coach at the end of the 2010 season.

President Wetherell gave me two options. The first option was to return to Florida State as an ambassador coach, in which I’d have no on-field duties during practices or games.

“Do you mean I’m the head coach, but can’t go on the field?” I asked President Wetherell.

“Yes,” he told me.

“Well, that option is out. What is the other option?”

President Wetherell answered, “The other option is that we won’t renew your contract.”

“Would you still want me to do the Seminole Booster Tour this spring?” I asked him.

“No, your contract would expire on January 4, 2010.”

I went home and discussed the situation with Ann, and we both agreed that I had no choice. I couldn’t stay at Florida State as an ambassador coach. I was going to be paid to sit behind a desk and do nothing. I felt like I would be stealing their money. I didn’t think it would be a good situation for anyone.

I was not mad at the fans or Florida State. It was T.K. and the trustees that made the decision not to renew my contract after the Florida loss. I had gotten word earlier that they were all meeting at T.K.’s house to watch that game. After we lost, I thought to myself, “My goose is cooked.” I know things don’t always end the way you expect them to, but where was the loyalty you would think you’d get after thirty-four years of service? You can’t imagine how many times those in charge told me over the last twenty years, “Bobby, you can coach as long as you’d like at FSU.” But the termination ended my chances of winning four hundred games, as well as my chances to challenge my good friend Joe Paterno to be the winningest football coach in major college football history. With our entire offense from 2009 returning and a new defensive staff coming in, who knows?

I was disappointed because I thought I had one good fight left in me. I thought I was like Evander Holyfield, Muhammad Ali, or one of the other great heavyweight boxers, who kept climbing back into the ring for one more challenge. I remember when the legendary boxing writer Bert Sugar asked two-time heavyweight champion Floyd Patterson about being knocked down more than any other heavyweight fighter in history. “Yeah, but I got up more than any fighter in history,” Patterson told him.

I wasn’t ready for my fight to end. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, I watched my good friend Joe Paterno struggle as Penn State’s coach. Joe had won more games than any other coach in major college football history, but Penn State wanted him to retire after his teams finished with losing records in four of the five seasons from 2000 to 2004, which enabled me to pass him. Joe would tell me about the Penn State president and athletic director coming to his house in an attempt to persuade him to retire. Joe told them, “Cool it. We’re getting this thing straightened out; we’re going to get better.”

And Penn State did get better. The Nittany Lions went 11–1 in 2005 and beat my team by a 16–13 score in triple overtime in the 2006 Orange Bowl. I looked at the way Joe turned Penn State around, and I always thought I would do it at Florida State, too. But it never happened.

As I look back at my final season at Florida State in 2009, I can look at one play in each of our six losses and say, “If this hadn’t happened or if that hadn’t happened…” If we had won two more games, the possibility of a coaching change probably never would have come up. But that is the nature of the game. Al Groh, former coach of the NFL’s New York Jets and the University of Virginia, told me one time, “Things seldom end the way you expect.” He was so right.

I coached my last game at Florida State against West Virginia University in the Gator Bowl on New Year’s Day 2010. It was bittersweet because West Virginia was the first school to offer me a major head coaching position, in 1970. My family and I spent ten years living in Morgantown, West Virginia, and I learned a lot about being a head coach during my time there. We have many good friends from West Virginia, and it is a place four of my children still call home. Bill Stewart, the Mountaineers’ head coach, was a walk-on player on my first team at West Virginia.

The Gator Bowl and WVU were very gracious to Ann and me throughout the entire week. I really did not want to make a big deal about it being my last game as a head coach, but the Gator Bowl asked me to serve as marshal of its parade, and they honored me during pregame ceremonies. More than three hundred of my former players were in attendance, and they stood in the cold rain to escort me from our team buses into the stadium. I was determined I was not going to let my emotions get the best of me, but it was pretty difficult seeing all of my boys again. I saw many players I hadn’t seen in twenty-five years.

Before the game, they asked me to throw a flaming spear into the turf, which is a tradition at Florida State. I was concerned about all of the festivities surrounding me becoming a distraction for my team. I was nervous after the Mountaineers took a 14–3 lead late in the first quarter. Fortunately, my boys came back and we won the game, 33–21. It was a great way to end my coaching career.

I retired from coaching with 389 career victories—or 377, if you believe the NCAA record books. Really, my teams won 411 games, if you count the 22 wins we had at South Georgia College. But I have always been more concerned about the scoreboard He keeps up there. I believed my number one priority as a head coach was to make sure my players received an education and were taught to do things the right way. We won a lot of games at Florida State, but my greatest accomplishments were seeing my players become good husbands, fathers, and professionals.

A lot of times during my career, a mother would invariably write me a letter and tell me she was having problems raising her teenage son. “I’m worried he’s headed down the wrong path,” she would inform me. “Can you tell me what will help him become a success?”

I would always respond to the mothers with a handwritten letter, and I always gave each of them the same answer.

“Tell your son to get his priorities in order,” I told them. “Tell him the number one priority in his life has to be God. That is the first priority. His second priority has to be his family, and his third priority has to be his education. Everything else comes after that. Tell the boy not to do anything that God would not want him to do. Tell him to ask God if he should do it. If he doesn’t think God would want him to do it, he shouldn’t do it.”

That has always been the blueprint for my life. When I was a young man, I was so intent on doing well in football that I wasn’t living my life the way God wanted me to live it. But I eventually realized football might not last a week if you tear your knee up. With one misstep, your career is over. I tell other football coaches the same thing. I tell them, “Don’t let football become your god. If you do, you may become miserable.”

Look at all the coaches who burn out quickly. They can’t coach for very long because their priorities aren’t in the right order. I’ve never put football ahead of God or my family. I believe it’s the reason I lasted in the coaching profession for so long.

People ask me all the time what I want my legacy to be, and I’ve always said that when I retire, I hope people remember me for three things. I hope people believe I was one of the best who ever coached the game. More important, I hope they say Bobby Bowden did it the right way.

The most important thing I hope people would say about me is that Bobby Bowden served God’s purpose for his life. When I first became a college head coach, at South Georgia College in Douglas, Georgia, in 1955, I started a ritual of meeting with my team on the Friday night before a game. I started every one of my team meetings the same way—with a devotional. It was the night before the game, and I knew my players were nervous about the day ahead.

I would talk to them about how you become a Christian and how you become saved. Some may say I didn’t have the right to do it, but I would much rather be spiritually correct than politically correct. Let’s say a professor teaching a class mentions his religious beliefs. He has the right to do so. But you do not have to believe the professor if you do not want to. I wanted to give the message to every boy I coached, to give witness to him, and then I left it up to him to decide what to do with it.

Romans 10:9–10 teaches us that “if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved.”

As Scripture teaches us, anyone who trusts in Him will never be put to shame. You have to believe, you have to have faith, and you must testify to it without shame. That’s what I’ve tried to do throughout my life. I am not afraid to tell anybody about it. I told my boys to be the same way: never be ashamed of it.

I still remember receiving a late-night phone call when I was coaching at West Virginia during the 1970s. One of my players had been arrested for being drunk and getting into a fight. I picked the boy up from jail and told him to meet me in my office the next morning. When he arrived, I scolded him for his actions and told him I would not tolerate such behavior. I warned him I would kick him off the team if he did it again. “You know what you need?” I asked him as he was walking out the door. “You need God.”

A week later, the young man showed up at my office again.

“I found Him,” the player told me.

“Found who?” I asked.

“I found God,” he said.

After returning to his dormitory room after our initial meeting, the player wandered into a Fellowship of Christian Athletes meeting and stayed long enough to listen. I never had a problem with the young man again.

Throughout my coaching career, I always felt like I was being led. I prayed about a lot of decisions that were made, and they usually turned out to be good choices. I always felt like some of the best things that happened to me came after God said no. I wanted to leave Florida State for the University of Alabama in 1987, but Alabama didn’t offer me the job. It was very disappointing, but I felt like God was telling me Florida State was where I needed to be.

When Florida State told me it was time to retire, I felt like God must not have wanted me to stay. I still felt like they were wrong for turning me out, but I knew God was handling the situation, and He was in control. That’s just how my faith goes.

I’ve always believed that every game we won at Florida State was won by our players, assistant coaches, support personnel, alumni, and fans. Teamwork is what helped the Seminoles win national championships in 1993 and 1999. They were special teams, and I tried to instill their work ethic and unity in every one of my teams thereafter. Before many of my seasons at Florida State, I talked to my players about holding the rope:


What did our 1993 national championship team and 1999 national championship team do that was in common? They held the rope!

What does holding the rope mean? You are hanging from the edge of a cliff five hundred yards in the air. The only thing between you and falling to the ground is a piece of rope with the person of your choice on the other end.

Who do you know that you can trust enough? Who do you know who has enough guts to withstand rope burn, watch blood drip from his hands, and still not let go?

Look around and ask, “Who can I trust to hold the rope?” Who will let his hands bleed for me? If you can look at every member of your team and say they will hold the rope, then your team will win!



My coaching career might be over, but I’m still holding the rope that really matters.



CHAPTER 2

I WILL SERVE YOU

Even after a coaching career that spanned more than half a century, people ask me all the time why I became so interested in football. Football has always been a big part of my life. Almost from the day I was born, playing and coaching football were all I ever wanted to do. It just got into my blood.

Up until I was five, my family and I lived in the Woodlawn section of Birmingham, Alabama. Now, you have to understand: if you grew up in Alabama, you were a football fan. That’s just the way it is in Alabama. In my case, the backyard of my family’s home was adjacent to the east end zone of the Woodlawn High School football field. At the time, Woodlawn was a perennial state champion. They were the football team to beat in the city of Birmingham in the early 1940s. As a kid, I could step into our backyard and hear through the tall bushes growing across our fence the school band marching or the players practicing nearly every day. We had a garage that backed up to that fence, and I can remember my daddy getting a ladder so we could climb up on the roof of the garage and watch them practice. We would sit up there for hours every day. My father loved watching football, and I always loved watching it with him.

After I turned five, we moved three miles away, to a part of town called East Lake, into a small white-frame house that was half a block away from Berry Field, which was Howard College’s football field. It was up on a hill, and I could see the Howard team practicing from my front lawn. During elementary school, I had to walk up that hill by the football field and the gymnasium, across campus, then two more blocks to get to school. I literally grew up on the Howard College campus.

Every autumn, I’d hear the sounds of boys playing football: kicking, tackling, grunting, things like that. Berry Field became my playground. I’d come home from school, load my pockets with unshelled peanuts and an apple, go meet my buddies, and we would play around with the tackling dummies or climb the fence. On Sundays, when Howard College wasn’t practicing, the neighborhood kids would all go up there and play football. When I was about ten, my dad bought me my first football uniform. It was practically cardboard with thin shoulder pads and a little helmet. But the shirt had “Howard College Bulldogs” across the chest, so it was a very big deal to me.

My father, Bob Bowden, was born in Clayton, Alabama. His father died when my daddy was very young. My father had thirteen brothers and sisters, but not all of them survived. Back in those days, a lot of babies died at birth. After my grandfather died, my daddy had to help his mother support their family. When my father was only seven years old, he sold newspapers at the street corner outside Nick’s Drug Store in Woodlawn. He worked the rest of his life, and I like to think I learned a strong work ethic and determination from him. My father eventually became a teller at the First National Bank in Birmingham, and he worked there for seventeen years. During the Great Depression, he managed to keep his job while others lost theirs. He eventually was promoted and handled loans for a home builder named W. E. Bishop. My father and Mr. Bishop became very close and decided to go into business together. They bought an office building in Woodlawn, named their company “Bowden and Bishop,” and did quite well. I worked every summer for Mr. Bishop and did all the things nobody else wanted to do—carrying lumber, bricks, cement, even digging foundations. Looking back, that was some of the hardest work of my life.

My daddy was always a “Dadgumit!” man. He would say, “Dang it!” or “Dadgumit!” and would never take the Lord’s name in vain. I heard “Dadgumit!” so much as a child, I guess it just grew on me. My father rarely used profanity, and my mother never swore at all.

My daddy was very active in our church, Ruhama Baptist, one of the oldest in Alabama, which we attended every Wednesday night and Sunday morning. We prayed together before every meal and before going to bed. My daddy sang in the choir all of his life, and both my parents taught Sunday school class. Daddy was in charge of the Sunday school class for the older high school students, which was attended by a lot of the football players from Woodlawn High School. A lot of those boys were my heroes when I was young. One of them was Jimmy Tarrant, who was an all-state back at Woodlawn High School and Howard College. Jimmy could have played at the University of Alabama, but he wasn’t big enough. He later became one of Alabama’s most famous high school football coaches.

My father was really a very good person. He had a happy personality and he was uninhibited, even boisterous. He was the kind of guy who was just always having a good time. He liked to tell us jokes, and I guess my sense of humor came from him. Any time I’m together with my sons—Terry, Tommy, Jeff, and Steve—we always ask one another, “Have you heard any good jokes?” Telling jokes and having a sense of humor has always been a Bowden thing, and I have my father to thank for that.

But my daddy also was a strict disciplinarian. If I did something bad, I would have to take off all my clothes, bend over a chair, and he would take off his belt and whack me on the rear end. Then I would get the same story every child is told: this hurts me more than it hurts you. When I was young, my mother had a nice chair with wooden armrests. For whatever reason, I sat in that chair one day and cut notches in it with my pocketknife. When my father got home from work that day, I had to take off all my clothes, and he whacked me with his belt. He was definitely from the old school when it came to punishment.

Another time, we were having initiation for the Boy Scouts. I had been initiated the previous year, and now it was my turn to initiate the new scouts. There were maybe five guys coming into our group, and when they got to the church, we made sure they all saw this jar of worms sitting on a table. Then we blindfolded the boys, told them to open their mouths, and then fed them spaghetti. Of course, they thought they were eating worms, so they spat them out, horrified.

But one boy had walked up to the front of the room and said, “I know what you’re going to do!” Well, since he knew what was going to happen, I put a live worm in his mouth. My daddy was so mad, he had the other scouts form two lines and had them take off their belts. I had to run between the lines with every one of them whacking me on the rear end. Boy, they wore me out that day. Of course, my daddy took me home and wore me out again. It was not a good day.

My mother, Sunset Cleckler Bowden, was born and raised in Anniston, Alabama. She was very small when she was born, probably premature. When she was a baby, they said you could sit her in a coffeepot. She grew to be only five feet tall. My mother was a very sweet lady, and, of course, she loved her boy. You know how mothers are. In January 1943, I was thirteen years old and was walking home after playing basketball at the local YMCA. It was winter and my knees were aching terribly the entire way. When I got home, I took off my shoes, and my feet were swollen. My mother was terrified when she saw them, and she immediately called our family doctor. Back in those days, doctors still made house calls. The doctor rushed to our house to see me. He diagnosed me with rheumatic fever, which was considered a very serious illness at the time. It killed people. Later we were told that I had an enlarged heart. I remember my mother crying when the doctor left our house.

The doctors told my mother to put me in bed and told me not to get up for anything. They wouldn’t even let me go to the restroom. My mother had to help me use a bedpan. I hated it. When the doctor came back to see me a second time, a few weeks later, I started getting out of bed, and he yelled at me, “No, don’t get up! Don’t get up! Lay back down!” It made me think I was dying. But that is how scared they were about rheumatic fever back then. My parents must have thought it was pretty serious, too, because over at Ruhama Baptist Church, every Sunday, the minister would say, “Pray for little Bobby Bowden.”

Every Friday night during the fall of 1943, while I was still confined to my bed, I would listen to Woodlawn High School football games on the radio. Woodlawn won the Alabama state championship that season. Harry Gilmer, who grew up in my neighborhood, was the star tailback, and he led Woodlawn High to an undefeated record that season. I grew up idolizing Harry Gilmer. He went on to become an All-American at the University of Alabama, leading the Crimson Tide to a 1946 Rose Bowl win in Pasadena, California. He was one of the first players to throw a jump pass, and I would go out in the backyard and run, jump, and throw a pass just like Harry Gilmer did. My father bought me an electric football game while I was sick. It had the players who would slide across the field while the game board vibrated. My friends and I would pretend we were Doc Blanchard and Glenn Davis, who were “Mr. Inside” and “Mr. Outside,” respectively, the great backs at the U.S. Military Academy.

While I was sick, I missed playing football more than anything else. The doctors told me I would not be active anymore and that I’d be in bed for the rest of my life. My legs ached so badly at times that I would cry myself to sleep some nights. After I had been sick for about six months, I remember my mother walking through the doorway to leave my bedroom. Before she left, she turned to me and asked, “Bobby, do you believe in prayer?”

I told her, “Of course, I do, Mother.”

“Well, why don’t you ask Him to heal you? He will,” she said.

My mother would hold me in her arms, praying to God to heal me. I prayed all the time, too. It was kind of a pledge. I told Him, “If you heal me, I will serve You. If you let me play football again, I will try to serve You through sports.”

And He did heal me.

Finally, after nearly a year in bed, I got clearance from the doctors to go back to school. But my orders were clear: no lifting weights, no running, no exercise of any kind, and absolutely no football. They told me I could go to school and come home and that was it. I was devastated. In 1944, I finally finished elementary school. I was always older than most of my classmates, and seemed even older after I fell behind in school because of my illness. I enrolled in Woodlawn High School in 1944. The doctors still would not let me exercise or play sports, so I joined the marching band. We would march at the football games and in parades. I played first trombone in the high school orchestra and even performed a solo at the University of Alabama summer band camp. For a while I also played in a jazz group called the Lee Jordan Band. I really loved music, but I still couldn’t run or play sports, and I missed it dearly.

My mother knew how much I wanted to play football, so before my junior year she insisted on taking me to another specialist for a second opinion. It was there that I finally got the news I’d been praying for: the doctors pronounced me fit to play football again. I remember feeling like a heavy burden had just been lifted from me. I remember crying in that doctor’s office, and my mother was crying, too. After waiting so long, I was finally getting the chance to do what I loved most. I went out for spring practice that year and was doing well. About two weeks before the first game in the fall of 1946, I went out for a pass in practice, fell down, and landed on my hand. When I got up, my thumb was bent backward. Kenny Morgan, my coach, looked at my thumb and started twisting it back into place, thinking it was only dislocated. He taped up my thumb and sent me back out to practice. My thumb was actually broken. It swelled up and hurt like mad, but I toughed it out. A few days later, I went to see the University of Alabama football team’s doctor, who lived in Birmingham. He put my hand in a cast and told me my football season was over. After waiting so long to play again, I never even got into a game that first season at Woodlawn High. I was heartbroken again.

That year, I weighed only about 130 pounds—not too small for running backs at the time; most of the big backs weighed about 150 or 155 pounds. You just didn’t have really big players back then. You might have one player who weighed more than 200 pounds, and if you weighed 215 pounds, they’d say you were too fat to play. My coach called me to his office one day after I broke my thumb.

“Bobby, would you be interested in dropping out of school?” he asked me. “If you drop out for one semester, I think I can get you another year of eligibility. You can get bigger and might be able to get a scholarship to college.”

I talked to my parents about it, and we decided that was what we would do. For the next few months, I worked around the house and didn’t do much of anything else. But I would still go up to the high school and play football on the weekends with my friends. The next fall, I went back out for football again, this time weighing about 140 pounds. I was a backup halfback and played in some of the games. In my senior year, the coaches moved me to right halfback, and I was senior cocaptain of the team, which was a big honor to me. During both of my football seasons at Woodlawn High School, we played all of our games at Legion Field in Birmingham. At times there were eighteen thousand fans in attendance. The high school games were always big in Birmingham because there were only five high school teams in the city. Nearly every season, Woodlawn High School and Ramsay High School would rank number one and number two in the city, but my team never won a city championship.
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