

[image: cover-image]





T A L E S     F R O M     T H E

FLORIDA STATE SEMINOLES

S I D E L I N E





T A L E S   F R O M   T H E

FLORIDA STATE SEMINOLES

S I D E L I N E

A COLLECTION OF THE GREATEST
SEMINOLES STORIES EVER TOLD

BOBBY BOWDEN

WITH STEVE ELLIS

[image: publisher]





Copyright © 2012 by Bobby Bowden and Steve Ellis

All photos in the chapter openers are by Phil Coale/Sunset Images.

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Sports Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales
Department, Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or sportspubbooks@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Sports Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.sportspubbooks.com

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

ISBN 978-1-61321-221-9

Printed in the United States of America

[image: ]





Contents

Foreword

CHAPTER 1

Games

CHAPTER 2

Trick Plays

CHAPTER 3

Recruiting

CHAPTER 4

Bowden Behind the Scenes





Foreword

Few can tell a Bobby Bowden story as well as longtime Florida State sports information director Rob Wilson. He was present when Bowden, attempting to explain to reporters how the Puntrooskie worked, began moving chairs around in the post-game interview after the 1988 Clemson-Florida State game. Wilson was standing next to Bowden when he took a congratulatory phone call from President Bill Clinton for winning a second national championship and responded: “How come you're not working tonight?”

But maybe his two favorite stories have to do with Bowden's relationship with the media for much of his career and his dealing with assistant coaches during games.

“We're playing at Michigan,” he begins. “After the game is over, the team is on the bus and ready to go. Everybody is looking at me and wondering—‘Where is Coach Bowden?’ I thought he was already in the trooper car, so I get out of the bus and see that he's not there.

“I go back to the locker room, and I hear the shower running. I go in, and there he is, naked as a jaybird, taking a shower. A sportswriter is standing in the shower with him fully dressed. The water is running over the writer, and Bowden is yapping away with the writer writing as fast as he can. I'll never forget that one.

“This next one was told to me by Art Baker. He was the quarterbacks coach here [in 1984]. All week before one of the games the coaches are talking about how good this one linebacker is for the other team. ... The tight end [for Florida State] is going to be ineffective.

“During the first half of the game, Coach Bowden jumps on the headset and says, ‘Art, Art. Why don't we throw to the tight end?’

“And Coach Baker answers, ‘Well, Coach, let me watch the coverage a couple of times.’

“Coach Bowden gets back on the headset a little later and says, ‘How about that tight end?’

“Art comes back and says, ‘Coach, we've talked about it all week. And I've watched the linebacker. He drops right where he is supposed to drop. We can try it, Coach. But I'm telling you the guy is in a pretty good position.’

“Coach Bowden says that maybe they can catch the linebacker flat-footed. ‘Let's throw to the tight end.’

“Art replies, ‘Coach, you are the boss.’

“So they call the play, and the quarterback drops back and then the tight end cuts across. And the linebacker drops where he is supposed to. The quarterback is shielded and can't see the linebacker, and the linebacker picks off the ball and returns it 30 yards.

“There is a long silence on the headsets. A long silence.

“And then Coach Bowden jumps on the headset and says, ‘Art. Art.’

“And Coach Baker says, ‘Yes sir, Coach?’

“And Coach Bowden says, ‘I see what you mean.’”
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With more than 25 years of experience as an assistant trainer and director of sports medicine at Florida State, Randy Oravetz can fill the lunch hour with stories about Bowden. But his favorite is not a tale from the “old days” of the Bowden era, but one that took place during the 2003 season and involves Billy Smith. The retired major in the Florida Highway Patrol has missed just five game games on the sidelines in his 41 years as head of team security for Florida State. This is a story about Bowden's wit. And for those who played and worked for Bowden, this is as much a part of him as trick plays, two national championships, a record number of wins, and a long-standing practice of confusing players’ names.

Entering the Colorado game, the fourth contest of the 2003 season, the Florida State offense was already receiving heat from fans and the media for inconsistent productivity Bowden's son Jeff was the offensive coordinator.

“It was about the fourth game of the season, and Billy is not feeling good,” Oravetz says. “About 10 minutes before the team goes out on the field, I call over to see how Billy is doing. And he says, ‘Look, I'm not going to make it. I'm really sick.’

“So the team goes out, and Coach Bowden is out there standing at the Seminole head [at midfield], and everybody is warming up.

“I go up to him and say, ‘Coach, we have a little situation today. Billy Smith's not going to be able to come today. He'll be OK, but he just can't do it today. Do we need to get the other state trooper over here?’

“He looks around [at the stands] and says, ‘No. I think I'll be OK. But you might want to get one for Jeff”
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T.K Wetherell's first “boss” at Florida State was Bobby Bowden, his receivers coach in the mid-1960s. Bowden's last boss at Florida State will likely be Wetherell, who became the university's president in 2003. Since being named president, Wetherell has been in a position to sometimes differ with his former coach. One of those times came during the spring of 2004 when Bowden came to the defense of friend and Colorado coach Gary Barnett, whose situation included allegations of rape regarding former football players. That candid moment between Wetherell and Bowden had a link to Wetherell's first varsity game at Florida State.

“In 1965, we opened with Texas Christian,” Wetherell starts. “It was my first year on the varsity, and Bobby was my coach. We had a play called the 60 Divide. On this play, I was a flanker, and I normally run the curl route or zero route. But in this particular case, they called it 60 Divide because I was supposed to run an out. We practiced that damn play, I mean all summer long. We must have run it a million times.

“I'd run an out. The tight end would run a curl, and Larry Green, our running back, would run down the middle of the seam, and Kim Hammond would throw it to him. He'd be wide open every time. It was almost guaranteed.

“It was set up in the TCU game just beautifully. It was the fourth quarter—we're behind four points. We call the 60 Divide, and I go out there and run a damn curl like I'm supposed to on a zero route and run straight into Larry Green. The ball hits him in the head, and the cornerback grabs it for an interception.

“I come off the field, and I'm thinking, ‘That idiot Green ran the wrong route.’ And I'm about halfway off the field—and I'll never forget this—I look up and Bowden was standing there with his hands on his hips like he does. And he says to me, Are you just stupid?’

“Then it hits me. ‘It was the 60 Divide, idiot.’ I was supposed to run an out route, and I screwed up the game. We lost 7-3.

“So every time I do something dumb in this job, I'll get a message. ‘Coach Bowden called.’

“‘What did he say?’

“‘60 Divide.’

“So when he said something about Colorado, I sent over a message to him—‘Remember 60 Divide.’”
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Charlie Barnes's favorite stories about Bobby Bowden come from thousands of miles of traveling the back roads and interstates of Florida. Every April, the executive director of Seminole Boosters and Bowden climb into a van and visit dozens of towns as part of the annual spring boosters tour. Barnes's favorite tale is years old, but he was reminded of it during the spring tour of 2004.

“In the spring he mentioned in passing that the biggest fight he ever had with Ann was about the time when they first got married. She bought a piano that cost about $4,000, which was more than he made in a whole year. He laughed and said, ‘We talked about that for years.’

“I just assume this was a mother who wanted her children to learn how to play a piano and bring music in their lives. There were a couple of people in the van, and they asked, ‘Do your kids play?’

“And he said, ‘No. They took lessons, but none of them stuck to it.’

“There was this silence and finally someone asked who played it. And he answered, ‘Oh. I did.’

“That's just one of those things that people don't know about him. It goes together with something a player told me later on this same tour. [Former player] LeRoy Butler said later on the tour, ‘One of the reasons that we respected him was that he was the only coach that could coach every position on the team.’ He does a lot of things people simply don't realize.

“And one of those things is he is very musical. He has a very good light baritone voice. He has musical training and had his own band and played instruments. And he appreciates good music, which leads me to one night, many years ago, we were going from Tampa to Winter Haven. It was a black, starless night on a long, dark road with not a lot going on. That night we started talking about how they changed all the hymns from when he was young. If there is any one reason that he and I get along, it is we have a very strong dislike for change.

“I had in the car a CD of the Statler Brothers' gospel hits, and it was the old stuff we sang in church. Now we never listen to music when we travel, but he told me to put it on and we started singing. And here we are—the Statler Brothers' and Bobby and Charlie singing every song. Of the 28 years I've travelled
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Bobby Bowden's love for music goes back to his youth when he played trombone. (Photo by Phil Coale/Sunset Images)

with him that was the time I felt closest to him and had the best time.

“And as we drove up to the hotel, the last song played and we sang the last words and got out.”
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Chapter1

Games





Part I

The Bizarre

Trick Plays Off the Field

This is a great story.

In his own words, Bobby Bowden considers the 1983 game against Tulane one of the most bizarre of his 269 victories at Florida State entering the 2004 season. That's because the victory came months after the game was played. The NCAA made Tulane forfeit the game for using an ineligible player in the Green Wave's 34-28 victory.

Yet all that came after a tumultuous weekend that went awry from the start.

We flew into New Orleans, and I'm sitting with Bill Smith, who heads our security. And Bill says, “I wonder where the buses are?”

We pull down there, and there ain't no buses. So we have to call the bus company for them to come get us. We have to wait 30 or 40 minutes. Well, the buses ain't there because the University of Central Florida arrived before us [to play Southeastern Louisiana]. Bill Peterson [a former Florida State head coach] was their athletic director, and he got our buses.

When the new buses arrived, the drivers weren't aware of a wreck that involved a semi-trailer that stopped traffic heading into the city from the airport.

That holds us up an hour and maybe two. That means we don't get to practice in the Superdome. We get to the hotel, and we ain't got rooms or maybe not as many as we're supposed to have. And it's at the hotel that Bill Smith found out that when Central Florida arrived at the airport, [our] bus driver [had] asked, “Are you the guys from Florida?”

And Bill Peterson, that rascal, said, “Yeah, we're the guys from Florida.”

And they boarded our buses. So we had that and the room confusion. But it's not over. When we have our pregame meal the night before, it was out there in the open where anybody in the hotel could just walk through. You were distracted as heck. No privacy.

Then we get up and get ready for the game and find out [quarterback] Kelly Lowrey still has the flu. And there was also all that stuff going on about their quarterback [Jon English], who was the coach's son and had an eligibility question. The NCAA says, “You can't play him.” And their coach, Wally English, says, “I'm going to do it anyway. ”And he got a court injunction.

We ain't even played the game yet.

Florida State entered the game undefeated after it edged East Carolina in a season-opening 47-46 thriller and then won 40-35 at Louisiana State in a game between top 15 teams. The Seminoles were ranked ninth when they returned to the state of Louisiana to face unranked and heavy underdog Tulane. Florida State trailed 31-28 until Tulane sealed the game on a 40-yard field goal with a minute remaining.

But Bowden knew his team was in trouble on the opening drive when Tulane's Treg Songy returned an interception 99 yards for a touchdown.

Now the turning point in the game was when we got down on their three-yard line, and we threw a pass toward the end zone and they intercepted. He ran it nearly 100 yards for a touchdown. Kelly had to chase that guy for 80 yards, and he was dead.

In addition to an energy-draining flu bug, the Florida State quarterback had a bit of a gut.

He had gotten big. He had gotten to 218, and we thought it was too heavy—“Kelly, you are 218 and you got to get under that.”

I'd ask Kelly how much he weighed, and he'd always say, “218.” We'd ask him again, and he would reply, “218.” So we finally get him on the scales, and he weighs 238.

Anyway, they intercepted that pass, and they beat us.

But that's not the end to the Tulane story.

I had this ring that Ron Clark of Palatka had given me [on a stop during the annual spring boosters tour]. Woo, it was a pretty thing. A garnet and gold ring—the garnets spelled FSU. I took a shower and laid it down. I was one of the last to get out. When I came back to my locker, it was gone.

And still, there is more. Two years later, with Florida State set to open the 1985 season at Tulane—its first trip back since the 1983 debacle, Bowden returned to Palatka, where the club gave him an expensive handcrafted knife by world-acclaimed craftsman Steve Swartzer.

Bowden remembers being surprised by the knife. But without any hesitation, he knew exactly what to say when Swartzer presented it to him.

I told them, “I'm going to take this knife, and I'm going back to New Orleans and find that dadgum ring.”

The Palatka group roared with laughter.

Thumbs Up

Here's another bus story. There was that time our bus was coming back from Thomasville, [Georgia,] and it broke down. That was 1978. We stayed in Thomasville on Friday nights like we do now. The next day, we had our pregame meal about four o'clock up there, and we get on our buses to come to the stadium to play Cincinnati. Our bus broke down, and we couldn't get it started. We were about two-thirds of the way here. Every player on that bus thumbed, and I think I thumbed, too.

Before home games, there was a lot of traffic, so everybody found rides, but they all came in at different times. Finally, all our players got back to the stadium.

We got behind Cincinnati 21-20 in the fourth quarter. We weren't into it at all. I think all of that trying to get back to the stadium affected us. It took us out of our routine. We had that big fourth down and about 20 yards, and Jimmy Jordan is at quarterback and finds Sam Platt for a [54-yard] touchdown with a minute and a half to play.

Florida State, despite its transportation setback, won 26-21.

A Busted Gas Tank and a Blown Gasket

Bowden recalls another game during the 1983 season that was nearly as strange. Pittsburgh was unranked when it hosted Florida State on October 8. But the Panthers featured plenty of talent, including future NFL standout Bill Fralic, who anchored Pittsburgh's offensive line. Fralic came up big. Florida State's Philip Hall kicked a field goal to cut down the Pittsburgh lead to 17-16. The Panthers took over with 8:29 on the clock and ran off 19 plays, including six for first downs. Florida State never got the ball back.

We could not get the ball away from them. They ate up eight and half minutes. Gol-ly

Defensive assistant coach Jim Gladden remembers Bowden being more than just a little upset.

“Coach gets furious—‘If you're not going to stop them, let 'em score so I can get the ball back. I don't want to die a slow death,’” Gladden says Bowden said.

The loss was devastating for Bowden, whose dislike for losing to Pitt had roots in his days as an assistant and head coach at West Virginia. It wasn't his first such reaction to defeat, but this time his wife, Ann, had not made the trip to Pittsburgh. The late Bill McGrotha, the Tallahassee Democrat's longtime sports columnist, took her spot, and he quickly nodded off to sleep.

She consoles me. When you get beat like that, you are looking for somebody and in my case, it's always Ann. Ann's a good sounding board. Ann can give me a pretty good feeling with what is happening, with what people are saying. She is a pretty good springboard for what I should do. She might question me about why I do this or that, but she usually defends me.

Without Ann's reality check, Bowden was still in a funk when he stepped off the charter jet at Tallahassee's old airport and went to his automobile. Bowden put the car into drive and proceeded to drive straight over the concrete parking dividers.

I thought there was nothing in front of me, but I was supposed to back out. I took off and ripped the bottom of that dang gas tank and spewed gas. I remember John Eason said he was afraid something was going to happen bad to me.

Eason, Florida State's wide receivers coach at the time, was one car behind as Bowden approached the airport's ticket booth. Eason firmly told Bowden to park his car and gave him a ride home.

I don't know why I was so mad.
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Ann Bowden has provided love and support for Bowden throughout his coaching years. Here they share a victory kiss after Florida State won the 1993 national title. (Photo by Phil Coale/Sunset Images)

Watching Pitt play a serious game of keep-away at the end certainly had something to do with it. And Bowden just hates to lose.

“Losses hurt more than a win makes you feel good,” he told the Tallahassee Democrat years later during a rare five-loss season in 2002.

He admits that the football demons still keep him up at night after a game. But he can't recall ever being in such a funk as he was after that 1983 loss to Pittsburgh.

Not any more. Not like that one.


They Got Every Break in the Book

Of course, the '93 title game had that bizarre ending. That was the oddest thing in the world. Oh, how odd that was. I was there on the sidelines, and we had just kicked a field goal to go ahead 18-16 with 21 seconds remaining in the game.

They get the ball. Tommie Frazier throws a pass, and we tackle the receiver and put him on the ground and the clock was out. So we won it.

In a game between the nation's top two ranked teams, in the 1994 Orange Bowl with a first-ever national title on the line for Bowden and Nebraska's Tom Osborne, Scott Bentley had seemingly sealed it for Florida State with his 22-yard field goal.

But a penalty for unsportsmanlike conduct and a return to Nebraska's 43-yard line gave the Cornhuskers the ball in good field position but with little time to strike. Frazier's first attempt to Trumane Bell was incomplete. But his next pass to Bell was good for 29 yards and put the ball at the 28-yard line. It didn't seem to matter; time expired. Florida State rushed out to the field in celebration. Bowden looked for Osborne.

We start to come off the field that first time, and they hit me in the head with that stinkin' ice [from the POWERade bath]. I don't know if people realize it or not, but that liked to knock me out. He racked me good, boy. They hit me with that bucket in the head. If you look at the film, I start to go down. Gosh, that hurt.

We go out there to around midfield, and I start to shake hands with Tom; the crowd is all around us. And the official comes up there and says, “Coach Bowden, we got to put one more second on the clock.”

I said, “Where is the ball?” And they said on something like the 33-yard line. Well, their kicker had never kicked one over 47 yards. I knew what his range was, and this was going to be five yards further than that—50 or maybe more. So I'm thinking, “No sweat. This kid can't kick one over 47yards.”
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Bowden is bathed in POWERade in a premature victory celebration at the 1994 Orange Bowl that eventually gave Florida State its first national championship. The celebration was more pain than fun for Bowden. The bucket nailed him on the back of the head. (Photo by Phil Coale/Sunset Images) 

Now we're back on the sidelines and the official comes up to me again and says, “Coach, we were wrong. We got to move the ball up five more yards. The press box said the ball was supposed to be up here.”

And now I'm thinking, “Now they are in range. ” Can you believe this? Not only did they get one second back, but they got five yards out of it. It was really unbelievable. The things you don't want to happen were happening. You're trying to get everybody focusing on the kick, trying to block that kick. I didn't really say anything to the officials. They call what they see, and once they call it, that's the way it is.

I just remember people behind me were cussing the officials. Administrators. There were some upset people on the sidelines. It
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Bowden, left, is told by the referee that there is one second left in the game and that Nebraska will get one more play, a field goal opportunity that could win the game. Florida State athletic director Bob Goin, right, listens to the conversation. (Photo by Phil Coale/Sunset Images)

did cross my mind, “Good gracious, we could lose this thing on all of this.”

We've had some bad luck in some of these national championship games. The fact Chris Weinke couldn't play against Tennessee in the Fiesta Bowl [in 1999]. And against Oklahoma [in the 2001 Orange Bowl], we didn't have “Snoop” [Marvin Minnis]. But against Nebraska, we had a little of both [kinds of luck], but more of the good kind.

Bowden was not the only one in disbelief. Brad Scott, Florida State's offensive coordinator who had just accepted the head coaching job at South Carolina, was nearly in shock.

“If you had time to think about it, it would have probably made you sick to your stomach,” Brad Scott says. “Coach Bowden had been so close. And now he's won it, and it's going to be taken away from him.”

Nebraska's Byron Bennett prepared for his 45-yard field goal attempt.

The kick went wide left. And Florida State won a national championship because of a missed field goal in the Orange Bowl, where it had known so much heartache over the years at the hands of the University of Miami. After the game, Bowden said, “We won twice.”

There wasn't much to that second time we went out to the field. I don't know ifiI'll ever jump and holler. Now maybe that second [national championship in the 2000 Sugar Bowl]—that was pretty meaningful to me. That first one, all it did was get the monkey off my back.

That second one, we were first in the nation every day that year. It's the biggest prize out there for a coach—to win a national championship. You have to have one to fulfill your career. And not everybody gets one. Bo Schembechler never got one, and he's one of the best coaches out there.

But you ask the question, what's more important to my resume—to have a national championship or be the winningest coach, it's probably to be the winningest coach because it stands alone. But if I won more national championships than anybody else, I believe I'd prefer that.


A Cold One

Of course, when he arrived at Florida State in 1976, most football observers figured Bowden had no more than a snowball's chance in hell to turn around a Florida State program that had just four total victories in the three previous seasons.

But thanks to real snowballs at North Texas State in his first season, hell for Florida State opponents soon followed. That November 1976 game in a snowstorm could easily rank with the 1983 games at Tulane and Pittsburgh as Bowden's most bizarre games at Florida State. Instead, he calls it his most fun and one of the most important for the Seminoles.

That's probably my all-time favorite game in 28 years. That was the game that turned us around. The reason I say that is we were 2-6 going into our last three games—Southern Mississippi, North Texas State, and Virginia Tech. We were probably going to lose all three of them. That first year, we weren't very good.

That finish, I believe, gave our boys confidence and our fans hope. In my opinion, it started us out on our success story.

Bowden and his team woke up that morning in Denton, Texas, staring at five inches of snow. Wintry weather, in part, had chased West Virginia University coach Bowden from Morgantown, West Virginia, to Tallahassee in 1976. Bowden polled his players that morning in Denton. About 80 percent were seeing their first snow. Bowden's pregame speech had little to do with strategy.

I told them, “There's nothing we can do about this but have fun.”

The weather was in favor of North Texas State and its coach, Hayden Fry, who later led Iowa to great success. Bill Snyder, who went on to coach Kansas State, was an assistant coach under Fry.
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Cold weather and Florida State don't usually mix. A young Bowden, and his sister, Marion, didn't like cold weather or snow when they were growing up any more than the Florida State players did in 1976. But the Seminoles still managed to pull off a win at snowy North Texas State. (Photo courtesy of Bobby Bowden)

We were freezing while warming up the day before the game. Just cooold. But it was a pretty day. We wake up the next morning five inches of snow. Mr. Frank [DeBord, the Florida State equipment manager,] went into town and bought every pair of gloves he could find. He bought hoods, scarves, everything he found for us to be warm.

It's their homecoming, but they had probably just 50 people there. It's still snowing, and they were thinking of calling off the game. We pull up in the bus, and we're looking down on the field, and all you could see was white except two goalposts sticking up. You couldn't see lines or nothin'. They took highway safety cones and stuck one in the corner of the end zones and one on 10-yard lines all the way down the field so you had cones outlining the end zones and the sidelines.

One of the funniest things that happened that I'll never forget is we had a fourth-and-one and they stopped us. The official said, “They stopped you,” and I replied, “I want a measurement.”

I made them push the snow away and find the line.

Florida State trailed 20-13 before a seven-yard touchdown run by Jeff Leggett set up a game-winning two-point conversion with just over two minutes remaining. Running back Larry Key hit Kurt Unglaub on a pass called by offensive coordinator George Haffner, and Florida State won 21-20. Along the way the team's slowest receiver, Unglaub, went slip-slidin' away from North Texas State defenders for a 91-yard touchdown in the third quarter.

To this day, when I see Kurt, I laugh with him about it. In the last three games of that season, we have four touchdowns over 90 yards. Four—that's really something. Now Kurt goes down in history as one of the slowest receivers we ever had, but he had good hands. Well, he catches two of them. That's the oddest thing. The one he caught in the snow, he ran all the way out of the end zone because he wanted to make sure he had it. I have just great memories over that game.

Gladden said afterward, the players and the entire coaching staff, Bowden included, rolled down the bank. Players made snow angels and despite being a team full of Floridians, not one did it face-down.

Bobby Bowden credits legendary Georgia Tech coach Bobby Dodd for two lessons—one of which he put to practice against North Texas State. The lesson was that Dodd always encouraged his players to have fun.

And the second lesson lives on in Bowden's first name: Bobby. If not for the success Dodd enjoyed while Bowden was a young coach at South Georgia College, he would be known today as Robert. Bowden, at his wife's urging, considered going back to his first name of Robert early in his career because “Bobby” wasn't a name that seemed to command respect. But because Dodd had won a national title in 1952, Bowden figured “Bobby” would do just fine.

As for the way Dodd dealt with his players, he was a coach who would let his players have fun in practice. He was the first I heard of letting his boys practice with no pads on. Sometimes he would have his team go out and play volleyball. They were still vicious, but he brought a relaxed atmosphere.

There are times when you just got to do that.

A snowy day at North Texas State was one.

We had a good time.

Part II

Good Times and Even Better Memories

Trading Places

Bowden admits he wasn't sure how long the good times would last at Florida State.

Trepidations about Florida State's future weighed heavily on Bowden as he took his undefeated Seminoles to Baton Rouge, Louisiana, to face Louisiana State in late October 1979. Bowden had an offer to become LSU's new coach at the end of the season after Charlie McClendon stepped down. LSU had retreated from its heyday in the late 1950s under Coach Paul Dietzel, but the program still had great appeal for Bowden, who was raised on Southern football.

And Bowden, well into his fourth season at Florida State, still wasn't sure what to make of the Seminoles’ football future despite an upbeat end to his inaugural 1976 season and two winning seasons after that.

At that time Florida State wasn't thought of. I had the support here, but it was kind of like Southern Mississippi—do you think they can do it? No. Cincinnati? No. Well, I was kind of in a quandary in Tallahassee, because I'm not sure we can do it. It wasn't just my thinking but anybody's thinking. It was like, “Bobby, if you get the LSU job, take it.”

Dietzel, then the athletic director of LSU, had inquired in early September about Bowden's interest in the job.
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Bowden is honored by Governor Rubin Askew (far left) after leading Florida State to its first undefeated regular season under his leadership. (Photo courtesy of Bobby Bowden)

He said, “You know this is Charlie's last year, and I would like to interview you for the job. I think you got a real good chance of getting it. I've already talked to the governor; I've talked to the [university] president.”

And I said, “I might be interested, but I really wouldn't be interested in doing anything until after the season. ”He would call me back every two weeks. He said, “Now when I call you, if they ask who this is, I'm going to say this is your brother, Paul. ”

So I would get some calls from brother Paul now or then. So finally, the week before we went to play them, he called me and said, “Look, we want you.”

Bowden told Dietzel he would think about it.

We liked Tallahassee and didn't want to leave. But I wasn't really sure if I could do anything here.

Florida State, undefeated after seven games, entered the game against LSU, which was just 4-2.

I told Ann, “If we go in with this undefeated football team and we can't beat them, they might just be a better program. We'll never be able to beat them. If they beat us, I just might take the job. But if we beat them, hey, maybe we can be as good as them.”

We go over there and beat them 24-19. So we come back to Tallahassee, and I talked to athletic director John Bridgers and the president and tell them that I'm going to stay. I signed a new contract [$46,000 annual base salary with a 10percent salary increase the next year] soon after November 5.

It would not be the only time that a school or an NFL team inquired about Bowden's availability.

I was contacted by a couple of NFL clubs. I've never revealed who they were. I secretly went up to Georgia, and you can imagine who that was—the Falcons. I met with the owner of the Falcons up on a farm and talked one morning in about '86

Back in those days, every time a college job would come open, I would get a call. Southern Cal, Notre Dame. They would call and say, “Can we consider you a candidate?” And I had made up my mind at this time that this is where I wanted to stay. The one exception was Alabama. In '86, I thought my calling was to go back to Alabama. They contacted me about an interview, and I told them I didn't want to interview. I said, “Ifyou're offering me the job, I'll talk to you. I have a job. I don't want to try out for a job.” So I thought they were offering me the job and wanted me to meet some of the higher-ups the morning after we played in that All-American Bowl in Birmingham. But there were about 15 other people there, and they asked me a million questions. I was upset that I had gone through that interview.

But I have to give the Alabama president credit for tipping me offthatIwas not the leading candidate. When I got back home and found out I was just a candidate, I took my name out of it.

Four years later, they offered me the job after Bill Curry had left. Hootie Ingram, who was our athletic director here and then [went to] Alabama, called me. I was in Hawaii, and a big Alabama booster paged me in the Honolulu airport, and I was told, “We'llpay you whatever you got to have.” Then Hootie called me, and I said, “No, I'm going to stay at Florida State.”

Of course, I'm glad I did.

Entering his 29th year as head coach of Florida State, Bowden is more convinced than ever that this has been the perfect fit. He would get no argument from the most recognized of Florida State's players.

“He's a good man. He's a legend,” Deion Sanders says while attending Florida State's 2004 spring game. “When you think of Florida State, you think of Coach Bowden. That's it. Nothing else.”

I think a lot of it is my background. My background is deeply Southern, and Tallahassee is very much that way—more than Miami or Tampa. There is a fit there. It fits my pattern. When I was a kid, I wasn't big and I played with bigger guys. I went to a small college and had to play big schools. I went to South Georgia College, my first head-coaching job. It is a junior college, and we played four-year colleges. I was the head coach of West Virginia, and we were in the shadow of Pitt, Penn State, and Ohio State, and we were the underdog again. And at Florida State it was the same way.

Cornhusking

Only one time can I remember doing this—where I walked around a stadium before a game to get a sense of what we were fixing

[image: ]

Bowden always admired the football tradition Nebraska had. He and Tom Osborne talk after a 1988 meeting. (Photo by Phil Coale/Sunset Images) 

to be apart of. My intention was to see how the people were acting. I had always heard about the sellouts for 30 years in a row and people waiting for Nebraska tickets until somebody died. Nobody knew who I was back in those days, so I just walked around unnoticed. We always arrive two hours before kickoff. I had never been there, so I got dressed and I walked all the way around the stadium just to see the Nebraska crowd. I was infatuated with Nebraska.

Bowden wasn't new to facing national powerhouses or stepping onto hallowed football grounds when the Florida State team bus arrived at Memorial Stadium in Lincoln, Nebraska, in 1980. But this was Nebraska, and the team was ranked No. 3 at that. It was the highest-ranked opponent that a Bowden-coached team at Florida State had played up to that point. And until that day, Florida State had never defeated such a high-ranking opponent.

Beating Nebraska, I thought it was a feather in your cap. I still get fired up when we play somebody like that in a traditional stadium.

After I walked around, Tom Osborne came by our locker room just to greet us and see that everything was OK and to see that we got everything we needed. That had never happened before. And not since at any other place.

Nebraska had its No. 3 ranking and tradition. Florida State was ranked No. 16 and had walk-on center Jerry Coleman, who was not only making his first start, but was also seeing his first varsity action. And he played with a hip pointer suffered early in the game.

Terry Bowden was a volunteer coach at Florida State that season and later became the head coach at Auburn. He says the staff was in a quandary as to what to do at center after its experiment with another offensive lineman, Redus Coggin, failed at Miami the previous week.

“Coleman was a walk-on, scout-team center—a terrible athlete,” Terry Bowden says. “They had to decide whether to take an athlete from down the line and make him snap the ball and block some, or take [Coleman] and just have him snap. Coaches could not believe they were going to start Jerry Coleman—it was incredible.

“Jerry Coleman never blocked a soul against Nebraska, but he never had a fumbled snap and we won. Dad gave him a full scholarship, but he never played much again.”

By game's end, Florida State had an 18-14 victory that wasn't sealed until the final seconds when linebacker Paul Piurowski forced a fumble that was recovered by Florida State teammate Garry Futch.

For us to go in there the first time and beat 'em, what a thrill it was. We'd just lost to Miami 10-9. You had Tom Osborne and a team used to winning. The atmosphere. And to go up there and win that dang thing without a center.
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