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To my parents, Laird and Dorothy Cowher: Thank you for showing me the true values of life: work, appreciation, and love.

To Kaye, Meagan, Lauren, and Lindsay: I’m fortunate that I experienced so much of this journey with all of you. You’re the backbone of all I’ve done, and your collective support—and presence—allowed me to experience professional success and growth. I love you more than words can express.

To Marty Schottenheimer and Dan Rooney, my mentors in football and life: Your principles gave me things to aspire to, and helped me become the man I am today.

To my wife, Veronica: Thank you for your unwavering support, love, and inspiration. With you, I can always see what’s important in life. I look forward to the next phase that we travel together.






FOREWORD

Bill Cowher stood out to me, even before we met the first time. After the 1991 NFL season, with the retirement of Chuck Noll, my father and I began the task of finding the next head coach of the Pittsburgh Steelers. There were several names on the list of coaches we wanted to interview, but Bill’s relative youth caught my eye.

At thirty-four years old, he was the youngest candidate. Initially, I wondered if we’d even bring him in for an interview. When we eventually did, he stood out for different reasons. His passion for and love of football quickly filled the room. There was never a doubt about his ability to stand before a group of young men and hold their interest and attention. That was true on the first day we hired him, in January 1992, and that tireless drive remained for each of his fifteen seasons as the Steelers’ head coach.

As a member of the Steelers’ Hall of Honor and the Pro Football Hall of Fame, Bill is obviously an exceptional coach, teacher, and leader. He’s also an incredible family man. I saw up close how he successfully managed the demands of coaching while maintaining his family-first perspective. There are many reasons Bill and my father, Dan Rooney, shared a special relationship. I believe that their emphasis on family was a major one, and it gave them a connection that was far deeper than the game they both loved.

I can vividly remember my childhood when my father and my grandfather, known affectionately as The Chief, worked hard to make pro football into the year-round popular sport it is today. Back then, they were determined to transform a humble league (the Steelers’ equipment was stored in my grandfather’s basement in the offseason) into one that became part of a city’s and nation’s traditions. It was a big assignment, but even with that, I saw how my dad balanced marriage and parenting nine kids with work. His work with the Steelers and the league was important, but so was family time. He never changed, even when the Steelers became an iconic organization in pro sports.

That type of stability is important to Bill, too. I saw him at work and admired him there, just like the rest of Pittsburgh did. He was our representative: a regular Pittsburgh guy from a regular Pittsburgh neighborhood. Like many of us, he and his family made time for all Steelers games during football season. His dad was in Crafton, listening to Myron Cope on the radio, and my dad did the same thing on the North Side. Even Bill’s last name plays perfectly with the Pittsburgh accent. Bill Khour. We knew he was one of us, and he cared as much as we did. He poured a lot of time—and himself—into coaching the Steelers. The team’s history and legacy mattered to him.

I also saw him with his wife and daughters, and how they brought out another side of him. He has three daughters, and so do I (along with a son). Our kids are all around the same ages, so Bill and I watched our kids grow up together. And we saw each other grow as men. I realized that, as thrilling as Steelers games were for him, he was even happier when he watched Meagan, Lauren, and Lindsay compete in their sports. It was nice to see him go to NFL meetings and have his family on the trips with him.

One of the things you can say about Bill is that, simply, he’s a winner. His teams made the playoffs the first six seasons of his career, and after his fourth season, he became the youngest coach to lead his team to a Super Bowl. We played in some of the league’s biggest games during his fifteen seasons, including Super Bowl XL, when we won the fifth of our six Lombardi trophies. Clearly, Bill was the right coach at the right time for the Steelers.

As you’ll see in the pages that follow, Bill is a winner away from football as well. His story’s path is not typical nor smooth. He was a good athlete who played college and pro football, but not without adversity. He coached his hometown team and won a championship, but there were some sobering lessons learned along the way. And just a few years after the end of his coaching career, he and his family leaned on faith and one another after receiving sudden heartbreaking news. Bill has been through a lot, and through it all he has continually shown strength, compassion, and love. I’m glad I got the chance to work with Bill with the Steelers, and developed a friendship that has lasted long after his time on the sideline. There are so many things I could say about him. After reading his memoir, you’ll see what I mean.

—Art Rooney II, President, Pittsburgh Steelers






Author’s Note

I grew up fifteen minutes from old Three Rivers Stadium, and for fifteen seasons I had the privilege of being the head coach of my hometown team. Pittsburgh Steelers fans likely remember me as the excitable and emotional man on the sideline. They saw me run up to players, practically nose to nose, and make some point—either with joy or disappointment—and do it with emphasis. The more animated I was, the more jut there was to my jaw. It became a bit of a hallmark. Many times, older ladies approached me in Greater Pittsburgh grocery stores to deliver a message: They liked it when the TV cameras caught me yelling.

I was that passionate coach who wasn’t afraid to raise his voice. But I also had other gears. Those layers were critical for someone who wanted to coach young men and be trusted enough to lead them. I also needed different dimensions at home with my wife and daughters. The four of them understood that every new season meant that I’d give a lot of myself to the job—but they didn’t expect me to give all of myself to pro football. I was constantly balancing who I was as an aspiring championship coach and who I was and wanted to be as an engaged husband and father.

In the following pages, I’ll take you inside both of those journeys, in football and life. I’ll share who I am and the surprising paths I took to get here. I’ll tell you about the mountaintop moments, the humbling valleys, and everything in between. I’m hopeful that you’ll come away with a deeper appreciation for all the people who do contribute and have contributed to football and family over the years. Their stories are a lot more than meet the eye.

All in all, I coached the Steelers for 261 games. Fifteen years in the public eye. I did a reasonable job of keeping my private life, well, private. Until now.






1 Billy from Crafton


As far back as I can remember, I was always surrounded by people who were passionate about one of two things: work or sports. For me, as early as nine years old, it was both. I embraced work so I’d be free to play all the games I found irresistible.

I didn’t think there was anything unusual about the lives and routines of the families around me, because that was life for kids in the 1960s and ’70s of my Pittsburgh neighborhood. We were tireless grade-schoolers in the working-class area of Crafton, and we treated our games like our full-time jobs.

My family lived in a brick Victorian on Hawthorne Avenue. It was a street where PAT buses—public city buses in Pittsburgh—would sometimes wait until the end of a play before driving through our pickup football games. Even then, several years before high school, I saw myself as a linebacker. I shared a bedroom with my two brothers, Dale and Doug, and the posters on our wall told part of my story: One showed the Chicago Bears’ Dick Butkus, intense and athletic, in action, and the other was of his equally strong divisional rival, the Green Bay Packers’ Ray Nitschke. Both of them, in those pictures and in reality, always seemed to be ready for what was next. The next play. The next quarter. The next game.

That was me.

No matter what I had to do away from sports, I could always see a path back to the games, whether playing them or discussing them. For example, I can still remember delivering the old Pittsburgh Press on Sunday mornings in the fall. I had about thirty customers during the week and even more on Sundays. I’d race to finish my route, then sit with my father, Laird Cowher, as he watched Notre Dame football highlights on TV (he always loved Notre Dame), then get ready for church. He followed all sports, but I wouldn’t say he was athletic. He was a tall man, about six-four, and lean. He had dark hair and a strong jawline. While Laird was his given name, everyone called him Bill. Which made me “Billy” to my family and friends. My father was our Sunday school teacher. We attended Hawthorne Avenue Presbyterian Church, about four doors down from our house. Dad’s hour-long lesson plan was structured the same way every week: If we paid attention and did what we were supposed to in the first forty-five minutes, we could spend the remaining time talking about sports.

In a lot of ways, that arrangement was a glimpse of how my father operated. He was an accountant who had a meticulous approach to his work. In his office area in the house, you could always find five sharpened No. 2 pencils along with an orderly assortment of staples, erasers, sheets of paper, and paper clips—all in a designated area. He put his thoughts on paper, whether it was to-do lists or his feelings about a particular topic. If any of us went to his desk for any reason, he’d loudly remind us, “Leave it the way you found it.” If one thing was slightly out of place, he could always spot it. Business, and details, were important to him, but so were sports.

Baseball was his first love. I remember how he’d spend hours with me in the cinder alley behind our house, trying to teach me how to throw a curveball.

“Snap your wrist, Billy!” he’d say in exasperation. “Snap it.” He’d show me the motion and then execute it flawlessly. When I tried, I’d either skip the ball well short of him, causing the cinders to fly in the air, or I’d leave the ball too high. (I continued to play baseball, but I could never throw the curve. Or hit it.)

Dad was no-nonsense about baseball, both as a coach and an umpire—he’d let you know if you weren’t playing the right way. One of my best friends growing up was a kid named John Lynch. John lived one street over from us, on South Linwood. He spent so much time at my house playing Foto-Electric football and table hockey that Dad was comfortable speaking with him the same way he spoke with us, his sons. Dad was the umpire for one of John’s baseball games and sensed that a frustrated John, not having a good day on the mound, was hitting batters on purpose. Dad called time and approached the hill.

“John, I know what you’re doing. Don’t be a punk. If you hit one more kid, I’m going to throw you out of this game.”

Even better, after that game, Dad saw John walking home. Dad slowed the car and offered him a ride. John tried to give Dad the No thank you, Mr. Cowher treatment, but Dad insisted that he get in. Of course, John knew that another lecture was coming. Dad used that brief drive as another opportunity for more coaching on the right way to do things. That was a consistent theme with my parents. They wanted us to play well, and they wanted to see evidence that we were improving, too.

I couldn’t get enough of sports. I played baseball, basketball, football, and tennis. I was on the run from the moment I opened my eyes in the morning until the end of the day. I excitedly went with my dad around the city, whether it was to the Civic Arena to see Duquesne University basketball, to walk up steep Lothrop Street (also known as Cardiac Hill) for University of Pittsburgh football games, or to Three Rivers Stadium to see the Steelers play.

I was endlessly active, and tall but reed thin, so my mother, Dorothy—everyone called her Dot or J.D.—tried her creative best to help me gain weight. She did all she could to get some pounds to stick. Every night before bed, she’d have a milkshake for me to drink, and she’d blend in a little of everything. When she made steak for dinner, I always got an extra one. She loved making brownies, and it made her smile when I filled up on them. If I went to Wendy’s, I’d order the triples. For breakfast, strangely, it was the smell of burnt toast that lured me to the kitchen. We had a toaster that wouldn’t pop on its own, so the bread would often burn—and I grew to love the smell and the burnt toast itself. I’d eat everything Mom made and then either walk out the door if I saw the school bus coming down Hawthorne or run if it had passed the house because, fortunately, I could catch up to it when it turned on Linwood.

It was a blessing to grow up where I did, and how I did. I never consciously thought at the time, My parents are a great team, but they were. They were both inspiring, with different styles. My mother was a stay-at-home mom. She was personable and warm, with a knack for making fast friends. She’d played basketball growing up, so she held her own in a house full of athletic boys. Everyone in the neighborhood knew how friendly she was. She could be seen walking everywhere because she didn’t drive. My father tried to teach her many times, and it led to some naturally funny exchanges between the two:

“Your father said that when you’re making a turn, you don’t have to turn the wheel back after that,” Mom would say.

“But, Dot,” Dad would reply, “I didn’t say to take your hands off the wheel!”

They pushed all of us boys to reach our potential as athletes. My brothers and I were constantly going off to some sports camp. We lived less than one hundred miles from West Virginia University, so I attended overnight football camp there multiple times. The first time I went there at eight years old, I was probably the youngest kid there. Jim Carlen was the head coach, and I was there when the one and only Bobby Bowden took over for him. My parents put in the investment for my brothers and me, and they always wanted to know the same things when we returned: How did you get better? What did you learn?

By the time I entered Carlynton High School in the fall of 1971, a few things had become clear to me. One was, I shared the same love and mastery of numbers that my father did. All aspects of math came easily to me. I looked forward to any math course, whether it was algebra, trigonometry, or, eventually, calculus.

Our football team definitely had a math problem. That is, most of the time we had between twenty-two and twenty-four players on the entire roster. Everyone on the team played offense and defense. I started out as a center and linebacker, then switched to a tight end / linebacker combination. At center, I expected to make every block. At linebacker, I expected to make every tackle. My thoughts on the field were straightforward: I was overjoyed to play, and I wanted to find every way possible to help my team win. There was nothing intricate about our playbook: We had six plays, three passing and three running; our six became twelve when we flipped the formation and ran the same plays.

Our not having a lot of players led to our becoming an incredibly close team. I loved those guys, and I knew that it was mutual. By high school, I had long been hooked on the strategy and competition that football provided. But what playing on our team really taught me was the importance of unity and getting something—even the smallest contribution—out of every person on the roster.

In my sophomore year I became the best player on our team, being selected as one of our captains. It felt good to be the person everyone felt he could connect with, and the guy the others looked to for leadership and playmaking. What felt even better, though, was watching everyone on our team have a role that was uniquely his. That’s the beauty of football: You don’t have to be a great player or great athlete to be a part of it. It’s a sport that destroys divided teams and rewards those who rely on one another. At its best, football is a unifier and a confidence builder for young boys.

In football-crazed western Pennsylvania, we were a Class A (or small division) team. We had success on the field, but the memories I’ll never forget were, simply, the hangouts. John Lynch was still one of my best friends, along with Tom Hennessy, Bill Clay, and many other guys from the team, including my younger brother, whom we called Dougie. There didn’t need to be a special occasion for us to do something. We just liked getting together.

My desire to socialize got the attention of my father. In a way that only he could, he forced me to change the sequence of what I wanted to do. I’d tell my parents that I was going out with the guys, and my dad would respond, “Okay, Billy. Go out. I’m sure your competition is lifting weights or doing something to get better. But it’s all right. Go out.”

I knew what he was doing, and I didn’t like it. But his words resonated; I’d often lift weights first, then head out with my friends. He was pushing me, and sometimes my mother felt that he was pushing too much. “Don’t worry about it, Billy,” she’d say with assurance. “You know how your father can be sometimes.”

What I didn’t realize until many years later, well into my thirties, was that my father was not only clipping every article written about me, he was also keeping his own scouting report of how I played. He needled aggressively, but his pride was obvious when he spoke with other people about me or let them see his writings. He’d meet a total stranger, and if I was there, he’d say, “And this is my son Billy. He had twenty tackles in his game last week. He’s the best player in his conference.” I’d just shake my head. I was a confident and passionate player, but my father had more confidence in me than I did in myself.

“Any attempt to evaluate Bill’s performance on a game-to-game basis would be asinine,” he wrote in 1973. “If he had a bad game, I can’t recall which it would have been.… Some of his efforts were of superstar proportions.”

As a sophomore, I was named an all-star player in our league, the Black Hills Conference. I got stronger and more confident the next season, and I repeated as an all-star. I was six-two and about 190 pounds. I’d stopped playing baseball by then, but I’d replaced it with track and field throwing the shot put. I also kept playing basketball, as the center on our team. My love for basketball and my love for football were equal. Even though I was supposed to be our option in the post, I liked going to the corner and scoring from there. I played basketball with an edge, and my toughness from the football field didn’t always go over well on the basketball court. At least once I fouled out of a game in the first half.

I loved basketball. But I was a realist. Despite the occasional letters I got from college basketball coaches, I knew that I wasn’t a college basketball player. There was no future in it for me. Football? That was a different story. I thought I’d play college football. What I didn’t know was where it would be.



Butkus and Nitschke had retired from the NFL by the end of my junior year in 1974, so I began to focus my attention on a couple of other linebackers: Hacksaw Reynolds of the Los Angeles Rams, and a Steelers rookie, Jack Lambert. They were both thin linebackers, like me, but they made up for the perceived deficiency with pure energy. Their obvious love of the game seemed to prevent them from ever getting tired. One of Lambert’s teammates, Jack Ham, was also a smart and instinctive player. I liked watching Ham where he was, with the Steelers. But I desperately wanted to be where he’d been in college, at Penn State.

Penn State was the place for young linebackers to thrive. I’d picture myself suiting up in the iconic navy and white and running into Beaver Stadium. But I got a letter from Penn State that dashed that dream; I was told I was too thin and too slow to play there. A similar letter came from Indiana University and Lee Corso, their head coach. I was heartbroken and knew there were doubts about me and my league’s level of competition, but that rejection just made me hungrier.

I became even more obsessed with the game. I was sure not many people in the country wanted to be on the field as much as I wanted to. I often felt that I needed to be out there, and it was my responsibility to help myself and others exhaust all resources in order to win. I was better than most college coaches thought, and a big part of the reason was that I never got tired of playing football.

By the summer of ’74, the summer before my senior year, I was focused. I went to another football camp, this one at Indiana University of Pennsylvania (IUP), about an hour from home. I stayed there and got a taste of what life would be as a college player. A few of my teammates from Carlynton also went to the camp, and so did kids from one of our conference rivals, Fort Cherry. (One of their best players was Marvin Lewis, who attended the camp, and he was a player who had college visions just as I did.)

I got better at IUP. I became more of a leader and strategist than a football player. It allowed me to see some of my teammates in a different environment, and it reminded me that they were willing to make a sacrifice in the middle of July just as I was. I began to understand that it was another way to bond and build trust as a team. During the season, if we were in a tough situation, I knew I could look at those players and know that they were just as committed as I was. We could always recall the hard work we’d put in during the summer, on the field, and how we’d strengthened our friendships and respect for one another off it.

We lost just two games my senior year, and I had another all-star season. However, college recruiters weren’t impressed. I got used to a pattern: I’d visit schools all over the country, from all the top conferences. I’d walk in and they’d look at me as if they’d seen a ghost. They knew from the film that I was tall and thin, but I guess the difference in seeing a 195-pound linebacker on film and in person was drastic. The college coaches already knew I wasn’t the fastest player, so when they combined that with my size, the visits ended with, essentially, thanks for coming.

By early 1975, the only scholarship offer I received was from William & Mary, a Virginia school about a six-hour drive from Pittsburgh. I liked that it had a strong academic reputation, and the head coach, Jim Root, genuinely seemed to want me. Root’s assistants began their recruitment my junior year and kept in consistent contact. As far as I was concerned, I was headed there in the fall.

Still, one of my final college visits was to the University of Maryland. The program had become one of the best in the nation with the arrival of head coach Jerry Claiborne. They played my style of ball, too. The year before, they had five shutouts. They had an amazing hybrid defensive lineman / linebacker, Randy White, who became a second overall pick in the NFL draft. The program finished in the Top 15 nationally. Who wouldn’t want to go there? If I walked off that campus with a scholarship offer, I’d have a lot to think about.

Well, I walked off the campus. And once again, there was no offer. I headed to the airport for the short flight from DC to Pittsburgh.

As I took my seat waiting for the plane to depart, a man came to my row and sat down. I don’t remember wearing a jacket or a hat that identified me as an athlete, but the man talked to me as if he knew who I was.

“Hey, big guy, where are ya headed?”

I could tell he was talkative and friendly. I told him that I was from Pittsburgh and that I’d just taken a college visit to Maryland.

He smiled. “If you’re good enough to play at Maryland, then you’re good enough to play for us!”

His name was Larry Beightol. The “us” he talked about was North Carolina State. He was an assistant coach there, and he spoke with authority. He talked as if he knew that the head coach, Lou Holtz, would agree with his scholarship recommendation. He casually mentioned that Holtz would likely visit me on Hawthorne Avenue. We chatted the rest of the flight.

I didn’t have time to think if Beightol was serious about what he’d said because he followed up about two weeks later. He’d watched film of my games and confirmed what he’d said on the plane. Sure enough, to the delight of my parents, Holtz scheduled a trip to Crafton to see us.

Things were moving quickly and I was conflicted. William & Mary pursued me as if they wanted me. I couldn’t shake the feeling that North Carolina State came after me because they had a scholarship to give. They were late recruiting me. Did I really want to go there?

Those were some of the thoughts I had as I sat in our living room in the spring of 1975, with my parents, as Holtz made his case for North Carolina State. My parents were thrilled that day, but very much themselves. Mom told the coach to have a seat, then she went off to get him something to drink.

Dad listened a little and bragged a lot: “You’re getting one heck of a football player. A lot of schools would be as glad as you are to have him.”

I sat there thinking, Dad, a lot of schools? I had two: William & Mary and this one.

Holtz said all the right things about taking care of me and helping me grow from boyhood to manhood. He’d built a powerful, nationally respected program in Raleigh after he’d arrived there from… William & Mary.

Everything was pointing to State. My parents wanted me to do it. My friends were not used to seeing kids from small-team, small-conference schools such as ours play in the Atlantic Coast Conference. They wanted me to go. And a glance at Coach Holtz’s résumé seemed to be a push toward the South as well: Here was a man who’d said goodbye to William & Mary for an opportunity at NC State, and it worked out for him. The message seemed to be clear that the same would work out for me.

The decision was made. I planned to spend the next four years in Raleigh, North Carolina. This decision elevated my game and changed the course of my life.






2 Connecting in Raleigh


August 1975

As soon as I put my bags down in Raleigh, I felt that I was home. I may have been looking at North Carolina’s beautiful rolling hills, but I never felt far from Pittsburgh. One immediate reason was my new roommate and teammate, Russ Matt, the first person I ran into after the eight-hour drive to campus. I remember shaking his hand and giving him a knowing smile.

Russ was a sophomore. I remembered him from when he showed me around during my NC State recruiting trip. He was a defensive end from Jeannette, Pennsylvania, about thirty miles from Crafton. Since he was from my area, I didn’t need to explain the confidence I had as an eighteen-year-old freshman. A football player from Pittsburgh—that simple description said a lot at the time.

The Steelers had won their first Super Bowl previously that year, beating the Minnesota Vikings, 16–6. The Steelers did it with a style that reflected their city. It was fierce football, built upon an unstoppable running game and a bruising, punishing defense. My linebacker, the rookie Jack Lambert, was in the middle of that defense, known as the Steel Curtain. It was hard to run or pass on them, and when opponents did anything positive—such as catch the ball—aggressive players swarmed in an instant. That’s what a team representing Pittsburgh was supposed to be: fast, smart, and tough. You could tell some teams were made uncomfortable just by the sight of the Steelers. I loved that. Even though I wasn’t close to playing at that level, the Steelers allowed me to swell with pride because I saw myself in them.

Russ felt the same way, and so did several of our other players. We had the spirit of a Midwestern or Northeastern team, even though we were from the South. Coach Holtz recruited extensively in New Jersey, Ohio, and of course Pennsylvania. I had teammates from familiar western-Pennsylvania cities and towns such as Beaver Falls, Greensburg, Apollo, and Monroeville. We all had that passionate, ready-for-anything attitude. I didn’t realize just how soon I’d need to use it.

I never allowed myself to think the team needed me. For one, I still was edgy because so many schools had passed on offering me a scholarship. No one had handed me anything, and I approached every practice and game as an opportunity to prove myself. One of my so-called shortcomings—I was too light—had lessened. A little. I lived at the College Inn, which was a multilevel apartment building for State athletes. At a cafeteria there, I ate three of my four daily meals. The fourth was usually a midnight snack at Wendy’s, continuing my Crafton tradition of eating triple burgers. Still, I had 210 pounds on a six-foot-three frame. I was able to keep some weight on but remained thinner than I wanted to be.

I began on the freshman team, which was no surprise to me. Our team had been among the best in the country the year before, so it wasn’t as if I were going to walk in as a freshman and take an upperclassman’s position. However, after a short time on the freshman team, that’s exactly what happened. The varsity had been hit by a number of injuries on defense, and suddenly it was my turn to be on that roster. As a starter at inside linebacker.

I knew I could play major-college football. I just didn’t think it would happen a month and a half into my freshman year. Less than a year earlier, I was going sideline to sideline in the Black Hills Conference, playing mostly at “fields” rather than in stadiums. We had devoted fans in high school, but the crowds weren’t in the thousands. But here I was at Carter Stadium, with nearly fifty thousand people watching, clad in State’s red-and-white colors, with their cheers and the Power Sound of the South, State’s talented marching band, with us at all times.

One of our early games that season was against Indiana. It was one of the places where I’d been told I wasn’t good enough for major-college football. At home, we beat them, 27–0. I was motivated by people who said I couldn’t do something. I always remembered. Beating Indiana like that was like winning a bowl game. I wish I could tell you that all of our games were that easy. About a month after the Indiana shutout, we took on South Carolina. Our defensive alignment was a 3-4, meaning that there were three linemen and four linebackers in our front seven. I was one of the inside linebackers, and my job was to go through a guard named Steve Courson to get to the South Carolina quarterback.

Or maybe I should say my ambition was to bypass Courson on the way to the quarterback. At six-one and whatever his listed weight was (260? 270?), Courson was the strongest player I’d ever played against. I remember early in the game when he broke the huddle and put his left arm down in his stance. You’ve got to be kidding me, I thought. That arm was bigger than one of my legs! I continued to attack him, but I wasn’t sure if he felt any of my hits.

I was sore for nearly a week after playing against him (we won that game, too), but I learned a couple of things from the experience. Our league, the Atlantic Coast Conference, had dozens of players who were on their way to the NFL, so it was wise to expect the strongest, the fastest, the smartest… every week. I also realized that my mind was one of my best assets.

At my size, it wasn’t realistic to think that all of my success would come by overpowering an opponent. Did that happen sometimes? Sure. But I also impressed my coaches by quickly picking up the schemes they wanted the defense to play. Within that 3-4 defense, I had the ability to play multiple positions. I loved studying football, so I found a lot of joy in diagnosing plays by figuring out a team’s patterns, remembering what plays were run out of certain formations, while paying attention to a lineman’s body position to know if a pass or a run was next.

I don’t know if that came from my love of math and analytics instilled by my dad or if it was instincts. Maybe both. Maybe it was just a will to win, because I went into every game exploring every way we could win it. I didn’t care how we did it and who got the credit for it. All I wanted was the victory.

My parents made the drive from Crafton to Raleigh for every home game. They’d make the trip with my younger brother, Doug, and, sometimes, my girlfriend, Donna (a high school senior). My parents would watch the game, then take us all out to dinner. My parents would stay overnight in a nearby hotel and had just one rule for whoever made the trip with them: Don’t be late. No matter if he had everyone with him or not, Dad was leaving for home at 5:00 a.m. Sunday. He drove a gas-guzzling Chevy Biscayne, and he timed out his gas stops for the trip as well. His mission was to get settled in the living room and in front of the TV so he’d be ready for the Steelers’ game. He was serious about it. If you weren’t ready to go by five, he’d either leave you or wear you out verbally so you’d wish that he had. I got left behind during my freshman year, too, but in two very different ways.

Our team won seven games and earned a trip to the Peach Bowl, where we lost to West Virginia. I’d gotten more playing time than I’d expected and done it from various linebacker spots. I enjoyed our scheme and playing for Coach Holtz. But three weeks after the ’75 Super Bowl, which the Steelers won again (this time defeating Roger Staubach and the Dallas Cowboys), more pro football news soon followed: The New York Jets had hired a new head coach—Lou Holtz. He sent a letter to all his NC State players’ parents—I still have it—and promised to remain a part of his players’ lives, even though he was going to New York. Coach Holtz, at thirty-nine, was considered one of the younger coaches in college football. He was replaced by one of his former assistants, Bo Rein, who looked like one of us. At thirty, he became the youngest head coach in the country.

When I got back to Crafton in the spring, I arrived with a different look. I’d cut my hair. Actually, I cut some of my hair. When Donna first saw the Mohawk, her face told me what I needed to know. She was not a fan. Maybe the relationship couldn’t have survived another year of long distance with any style, but the Mohawk apparently helped her take the mystery out of it: I suddenly became her ex-boyfriend.

Some of the music I listened to at the time provided the perfect soundtrack for where I was in my life. One of my favorites was Earth, Wind & Fire’s album That’s the Way of the World. The title speaks for itself. As I progressed as a football player, I realized that people might judge who I was solely based on the sport I played and how I looked when I played it.

By my junior year, I had a reputation on campus as “the crazy football player.” That was only half true. I played the game with a crazed look. I’d grown into one of our best players and leaders. I was a team captain, and everyone on my team—and the other side—understood what I was willing to do for a win. Compared to the future pros I played against, I wasn’t fast. My 40-yard dash time was nearly 4.9 seconds, a tick slower than most pro teams wanted at my position. I was muscular with low body fat, so I looked more like a lean basketball player than a football player. But I used my mind, and mouth, on the field. I knew I could get inside a player’s head and make him uncomfortable. I felt that I was always in better condition than my opponents. I had more energy. I needed to win more than they did, or I thought I did. So, I’d be intense out there. I’m gonna be here all day. I’m not backing down. Be ready. My opponents weren’t sure what I was going to do, but I did. I played with intensity, never doing anything to cost our team field position or games, but always on the edge.

Sometimes, on a night out, a few of my teammates and I would shoot pool for money. We were pretty good at it. We didn’t get into fights, but from afar people would look at us and conclude that we were just looking for a confrontation.

I understood why people who didn’t know me thought I was unhinged. If you just watched our games to figure out who I was, the logical conclusion was I was nuts. But I didn’t live at the stadium or the pool hall. My enthusiasm for math led me to first major in accounting. It didn’t hurt that by testing out of some intro math courses I’d earned four credits. I switched to education, though, and was excited to be on that track, too.



One of the classes I most looked forward to was psychology. Yes, it was part of my degree requirements, but that’s not why the course kept my interest. A player from the women’s basketball team was a classmate, and I found myself paying attention to her even when we weren’t in class. I used to see her in the College Inn cafeteria, and I’d look, maybe even smile, but I didn’t say anything.

Part of the reason I didn’t talk to her was because I didn’t know what to say. And I wasn’t confident I’d call her by the right name. She and her identical-twin sister were stars of State’s team. They were both blonde, with feathered Farrah Fawcett hair. They were both just under six feet tall. They’d begun their college careers at Peace, which was in Raleigh, before transferring to State. They were the Young twins from Bunn, North Carolina. They were Kaye and Faye. But what if I approached Faye and called her Kaye? Or the opposite?

One night after a home football game, I went out with a couple of my teammates. We went to a popular bar called the Square. One of the twins was there. I told one of my teammates, Tom Prongay, how I felt about this striking young woman, and before I knew it, Tom was off to approach her and tell her the news.

“Do you see that guy over there?” Tom said. “His name is Bill Cowher and he’s got a crush on you.”

“Well,” she said, “if he feels that way, I think he should come over and tell me himself.”

Now I had no choice. I introduced myself, and we talked for the rest of the night. I walked her back to her apartment and told her that I’d call the next day. But in the morning, I panicked.

Which name did she say? Kaye or Faye?

When I called, one of her roommates picked up.

“Is Aye there?” I said on purpose. I knew I’d get close enough with a rhyme.

“Who?”

“Is Aye there? You know, the twin basketball player. This is Bill Cowher.”

“Oh… Kaye, it’s for you.”

Got it. Kaye.

It was a name I’d never forget.

I asked Kaye what her plans were for the day, and she said she was going to the library. What a coincidence, I told her. I was headed there, too. I was already doing what I could to be where she was. As we talked more, I understood the odds she’d overcome and the opportunities she was working hard to create for herself.

She’d grown up in Bunn, a small farming town about thirty-five minutes from Raleigh. The population was just a few hundred people, surrounded by tobacco fields.

Kaye and Faye were the babies of the family, barefooted towheads running around in rural North Carolina. Their parents, Claude and Irene Young, were good people. They worked hard to provide a simple life for their five children, but the twins always held a curiosity about a life bigger than the one they knew.

Before she graduated from high school, Kaye’s boyfriend at the time asked her to marry him. Her father encouraged her to do it; her mother said she shouldn’t. The twins were talented basketball players, and Title IX meant young girls could also dream about the same scholarship opportunities as boys did. That’s what led Kaye and Faye to Peace and then State, where they led one of the Top 10 teams in the country.

Kaye was one year ahead of me in school, so we knew that our on-campus time together was limited. Who knew where she’d be after graduation? We spent a lot of time together when we could. I went to her games and she went to mine. She even watched the intramural basketball games I’d play. I met her parents in Bunn. She met my parents when they came to Raleigh, and they expected her to join us for dinner when they were in town.

We were clearly made for each other, but not everyone understood it. People would see me in those games. Maybe they didn’t understand why I got so excited when our team held South Carolina to just a field goal the entire afternoon in a 7–3 win. Or why I was so emotional in a home loss to a school, Penn State, that made me grind my teeth as soon as I saw their helmets. Not good enough, huh? I’ll show you I belong. There was also this: I wasn’t the only one who wanted to date Kaye. Some were jealous she’d chosen to spend so much time with me.

“He’s not crazy,” she’d tell her friends. “You don’t know him.”

Kaye was smart and understood me on many levels. As an athlete herself, she could relate to my competitiveness. As a student, she’d look at my papers and make suggestions that would straighten them out and provide clarity. In the spring of 1978, after my junior year, we were headed to jobs in different parts of the country.

She and Faye had been drafted by the New York Stars, of the newly formed Women’s Basketball League. The team played their home games at Madison Square Garden, usually before Knicks games. I knew how hard Kaye worked and how good she was, but it still was incredible to say, “My girlfriend is a professional athlete.” I was so happy for her when she bought her first car, a Mazda RX-7, for $7,000.

I had some work to do, too, before my final season of college football. I was always drawn to jobs where I could get my hands dirty. As a kid, that meant the newspaper and all of its leaking newsprint. As I got older, I worked in a nursery, digging and planting. I worked at UPS, loading and unloading trucks. I worked in a steel mill, and I worked as a boilermaker. I could do these jobs for a month to six weeks, make enough money to take care of college expenses, and still have time to work out.

All of that was fine for college, but, like Kaye, I needed to have a plan for the pros. I had one more year to show scouts what I could do, but in my opinion I’d proven I could thrive as a Division I athlete. In the fall of ’78, NFL scouts viewed one of our players as a first-round talent, our sensational star running back, Ted Brown. As someone who practiced against him, I knew he was as good as the scouting reports said. And as someone who practiced against him, I knew I could play in the league if the players were at his caliber.

Our team that year was the best one of my college career. We won five of our first six, and it was the first time that we were equally balanced on offense and defense. I was happy to come away with victories against all the teams in the “the Triangle”—North Carolina, Duke, and Wake Forest. We also beat West Virginia, the school that beat us in my first-ever bowl game. A trend I didn’t like was that every time we played a ranked team, we lost. Our games against Maryland and Clemson weren’t close. While we held our own against the second-ranked team in the country, Penn State, it was still a 9-point loss in Happy Valley. In more ways than one, that loss was a little too close to home.

We finished our regular season with eight wins, which earned us a trip to the Tangerine Bowl in Orlando. This was going to be my last college game, and my teammates knew me well enough to know how I’d approach it. But they didn’t know everything. They didn’t know that I could go even deeper—and more crazed—than normal to prepare for this game, and they didn’t know why I could do it.

I didn’t want to hold back anything, so I respectfully asked all the coaches to leave the room so I could speak candidly to the team. When I saw the last coach walk out, I stood in front of my brothers and spoke from the heart.

We were playing the University of Pittsburgh, who were ranked. And it was a bus ride away from where I grew up. I could feel my voice rising as I made this story personal, as I wanted them to feel that Pitt had disrespected me and them. I told my teammates that I’d gone to watch Pitt games as a kid, how I’d supported them, and they didn’t even think enough of me to look my way down the street when I was trying to play college football. I scanned the room and could see that almost everyone hung on each word—raw and profane—I spoke. I wanted them to put themselves in my shoes and feel the rage that I did.

I was emotional. My eyes narrowed and my teeth clenched. “We are not going to lose to that team. I don’t want to be in that city, my city, knowing that I lost my last college game to that team.”

Most of the guys were roaring and pushing me to keep going. I could see Tim Gillespie, one of our guards, in the back of the room with his hands over his ears. Tim was a devout Christian, and I sensed that he didn’t like some of the colorful language I used. In the flow of the speech I said, “Gillespie, focus on the theme of the message and not the words I’m using.”

After it was over, he came up to me and said, “Great talk, Cowher. But, man, if you had used the f-word one more time…”

He smiled.

We beat Pitt 30–17 and finished the year ranked eighteenth in the country. I learned a lot about playing college football in my four years at State. Before my last game, I learned that getting yourself ready to play is not all that’s required of a leader. At times you’ve got to personalize a message, get the whole group to believe it, and push everyone toward an untapped level of excellence.

I’d have to do that if I wanted to keep playing after college. No one had made it easy for me before I came to North Carolina State, and I didn’t expect it to be easy on the way out.






3 Dream Chaser


A month after that final college game against Pitt, another Pittsburgh story bolstered my confidence. The Steelers had no idea how much they inspired me and how their historic victories gave me strength. But that’s what happened in January 1979, when the team from my city once again proved to be the NFL’s best.

This Super Bowl win, another victory over the Dallas Cowboys, was their third Lombardi Trophy in five years. No team had won three Super Bowls before, and no team played quite like the black-and-gold. Their greatness pushed me to think I was obligated to be great at something. They belonged to the city in many ways, big and small, and one that stood out after that third Super Bowl was this: They were a team capable of delivering whatever the situation called for.

That was Pittsburgh.

That was me.

For the Steelers, it meant they wanted to overwhelm opponents with a ferocious running game. That’s what they wanted to do. But it’s not all that they could do. When the Cowboys appeared to be ready for the Steelers’ running game in the Super Bowl, Pittsburgh quarterback Terry Bradshaw threw for 318 yards and 4 touchdowns. Bradshaw had been a pro for nine years, and he’d never had a game like that—in the regular season or playoffs—in his career. Now that’s a champion, I thought. Doing more and going further than anyone expects.

For me, it meant it was time to watch pro players in a different way. I loved football to my core, so I’d always be a fan of the game. But now it was time to be a fan and a professional. I’d enjoyed playing college football and doing it as a captain on a nationally ranked team. My getting a scholarship to a school such as NC State was my parents’ dream. We weren’t rich; every camp they sent us to was a financial sacrifice. It was a relief, and a blessing, for them to know that my pursuit of football and a degree wouldn’t come at a huge cost.

The NFL draft was scheduled a few days before my twenty-second birthday, and I was eager to learn my new city. I wasn’t picky. I was ready to play for any team, located anywhere. I was realistic, too. Pro scouts visited Raleigh to see Ted Brown. Anyone who followed college football at the time could understand why. Ted finished his Wolfpack career as the most productive runner in the history of our conference. If you include his numbers from our three bowl appearances, he rushed for over 5,000 yards in 49 games. He was on his way to being someone’s first-round pick.
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