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  Introduction

  Whenever former athletes, coaches or sports media members gather in an informal setting, the conversation usually involves stories of the great plays and players, unusual characters and funny moments. They share anecdotes of the day one player did this, the time another player said that. Often the characters and events surrounding a game are more interesting than the game itself.

  The stories evolve as years pass, but the substance remains. One of the challenges of writing a book like this one is deciding which and whose version of a particular story to use. Occasionally two or more people remember the same event differently. This book attempts to keep all stories as accurate as possible. In instances where memory must serve, the tales are simply as accurate as the memories of those involved.

  The bulk of items in this book come from BYU’s golden football era, from the late 1970s through the early 1990s. It is neither a chronological compilation nor a comprehensive effort. It is merely a recounting of legendary stories surrounding BYU football—an “oral history” of the players, coaches and plays that made up the program.

  Tales from the BYU Cougars Sideline is what you might hear if you went to dinner with Chuck Cutler, Danny Plater, Robbie Bosco, Max Hall, Val Hale, or LaVell Edwards.

  It’s tales from the sidelines, but also the locker rooms, press boxes, airlines and team hotels.

  At best, it’s a mostly humorous insight into the inner workings of a major college football program. At very least, you can amaze your friends with your knowledge of BYU minutiae.

  Brad Rock

  March 2013


  Chapter 1

  LaVell Edwards

  BYU football, for all intents and purposes, was built by LaVell Edwards. He was BYU football. Yet as prominent as he became, not everyone knew him.

  For a time he was retained by a housing development in the St. George, Utah area to act as a spokesman/representative. The company used Edwards in its ads, and he occasionally made appearances at the model homes to help convince buyers this was the place to live.

  The developer called Edwards to say a retired couple was about to buy a house, but he wanted to impress them by having Edwards present. The coach said he would be there on the appointed day.

  When the couple arrived at the model home, Edwards spoke amiably with them. The developer made it a point to let the couple know he and the coach were friends—nothing like bringing out high-powered people to close a deal.

  As the couple walked out, the wife turned to her husband and said, “Think of it! We’re going to be living just down the street from Frank Layden!”

  * * * * *

  Not everyone cared who LaVell was, either.

  Long ago, Edwards and a friend named Cy Kimball were in San Francisco, where they hailed a cab. As the car moved toward its destination, the driver began making small talk, asking where they were from.

  Kimball told him they were from Utah. “Do you know who this guy is?” he said, pointing to Edwards.
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  LaVell Edwards struck a familiar pose on the sidelines for 29 years. (Photo by Mark Philbrick, BYU Photo)

  “No.”

  “It’s LaVell Edwards.”

  No response.

  “You’ve never heard of him?”

  “Nope.”

  “He’s coach of the BYU football team,” said Kimball emphatically.

  The cab driver thought for a moment, then in unimpressed cabbie fashion, replied, “Yeah, well, he’s not very big in San Francisco.”

  * * * * *

  Occasionally he wasn’t even very big in Utah County.

  Edwards regularly attended the LDS temple, even during his busy years as a coach. One day he showed up to attend a session at the Timpanogos Temple in Utah County. A woman at the reception desk saw Edwards and said, “You look really familiar.”

  “Oh?” said Edwards.

  “Yes. I think I know you. Did you go to Ogden High School?”

  No,” said Edwards.

  “Did you work at the Depot in Ogden?”

  “No.”

  “How do I know you?” she continued. “I know I know you from somewhere. You’re real familiar. What do you do for a living?”

  “Well,” said Edwards, somewhat embarrassed, “I’ve coached a football game or two at BYU in my time.”

  Then she knew. “Oh, my goodness! My niece’s husband just got a job with you! I’m so sorry!”

  * * * * *

  Edwards wasn’t one to endure extreme temperatures if he didn’t have to. Some years it was a running joke among players to see how quickly he would call off practice if rain, sleet or snow loomed.

  Jim McMahon was among the most avid at monitoring how quickly they would finish. On a cold day, he would say in the huddle, “He’s gonna call practice in two more plays.”

  Maybe it would be three plays. Perhaps one. But sure enough, not long after, practice would end.

  Which probably explains why he liked playing in the San Diego Holiday Bowl so much.

  * * * * *

  Edwards developed a close relationship with Grant Teaff, the respected coach of the Baylor Bears. Teaff sent Edwards a pair of Dallas Cowboy-colored, gray-and-blue cowboy boots as a gift one year.

  Edwards wore his boots into a staff meeting, telling everyone where he got them. He always sat in the same chair, tipping it back so he could rest his feet on the table. But now he had new boots to show off.

  In the middle of the discussion, the chair flipped out from under him. Down went the coach.

  “All you could see were those new boots sticking up above the table,” said Garth Hall, a former BYU assistant coach.

  Edwards jumped up, righted the chair, patted his stomach and hitched his pants in the old familiar gestures.

  Nobody even laughed.

  “Everyone was in so much shock, so surprised, that we decided we better not say anything. But I was busting a gut trying not to laugh,” said Hall.

  * * * * *

  BYU’s coaching staff was noted through the Edwards years as being cohesive and stable. In fact, much of the Cougars’ success has been credited to his ability to keep most of his staff intact.

  That, however, doesn’t mean it was a Sunday school.

  There were egos. There were personality conflicts. There were flat-out bad feelings, at times.

  Not to mention times when they didn’t accomplish much.

  During one coaching staff meeting, Edwards’s secretary cracked open the door and told him he had a phone call and that he would likely want to take it in his office.

  Time passed after Edwards left the coaches’ meeting. Fifteen minutes turned into 30.

  Still no LaVell.

  Meanwhile, the assistants coaches, who hadn’t been getting along, sat in the room for 45 minutes, waiting for his return.

  Nobody spoke the entire 45 minutes.

  Finally, when they felt they had waited long enough, they left.

  Edwards never did return. He forgot about the meeting entirely.

  * * * * *

  It was no secret that Jim McMahon didn’t like school. He didn’t much care for BYU, either.

  But that doesn’t mean he got off the hook all the time. Ann Edwards Cannon, LaVell’s daughter, remembers the opposite.

  One night when she was still in college, she walked over to the coach’s office to see her father. In those days, Edwards had a small space in the Smith Fieldhouse.

  When she arrived, she noted McMahon in the corner of the office, sitting at a card table with a stack of books beside him.

  When she inquired about the star quarterback, Edwards said, “He’s not going anywhere until his studies are done.”

  Even superstar quarterbacks, it seemed, had to answer to the coach.

  * * * * *

  Kids get used to their father being the focus of attention when he’s a well-known football coach like Edwards. But that doesn’t mean they always like it, even as adults.

  Several years ago, Ann and her family were with the LaVell and wife Patti at Christmas time. They had decided to all go to Temple Square in Salt Lake City to enjoy the annual lighting ceremony.

  It was designed as a family outing, and Ann and husband Ken’s children were expecting to spend the evening with their grandparents.

  But shortly after arriving, a couple from out of state recognized Edwards. As the saying goes, that was all she wrote. The couple flanked him on both sides and peppered him with questions, effectively cutting him off from the rest of the family for the entire ceremony.

  Oddly enough, the BYU fans didn’t seem the least bit aware they were monopolizing Edwards’ time.

  When you’re LaVell Edwards, everyone thinks they’re family.

  * * * * *

  There were advantages to being in the Edwards clan, though. He had a lot of friends and contacts.

  One of his special talents was getting connected with the right people. That usually meant a deal here, a freebie there. Everyone, it seemed, was happy to comp LaVell. Conversely, Edwards was always generous with others.

  “He had a talent for getting hooked up,” said Ann. “We always got to go to the drive-ins for free, he always knew the cousin of an uncle, even before he was the head coach. He was always getting a deal at a sporting good store, Sizzler…People would just say ‘Go ahead, it’s on us.’ I just got really used to my dad being able to work deals.”

  She laughs at how accustomed they became to being comped.

  “Dad was always generous back, but I just didn’t know how to buy tickets, do a lot of things like that, because Dad was just the master at getting deals done.”

  * * * * *

  Despite being well known—some might even say famous—the coach wasn’t above laughing at himself. Some of his best lines were of the self-deprecating sort.

  For instance, when he had emergency surgery in 1997 for a carotid artery blockage, he cracked, “My wife tells me that’s why I had them run the ball so much in the Utah game. I wasn’t getting enough circulation to my brain.”

  That was the year the Cougars passed the ball only 16 times in a 20-14 loss to the Utes.

  Near the start of the 2000 season, his swan song, Edwards appeared at a press gathering at Cougar Stadium (now LaVell Edwards Stadium), to discuss the upcoming schedule. As he talked, a writer in the audience noticed a mortifying development: Edwards’s fly was open.

  After the press conference had ended, the writer—a longtime acquaintance—drew Edwards aside and said, “Coach, I just wanted to let you know that while you were up there in front of the media, your fly was unzipped.”

  The coach turned away and zipped up.

  “You know,” he chuckled, “the really funny thing about that is this isn’t the first time I’ve done that.”

  * * * * *

  The open-fly incident may actually have been symptomatic of a long-held contention that Edwards could be forgetful. Assistant coaches say he sometimes would leave the meeting room to answer the phone and never come back. He had forgotten they were in the middle of a discussion.

  Media members would get return calls from Edwards, only to pick up the phone and hear him say, “Uh…um…this is LaVell. I forgot who I was calling.”

  If he was interrupted by a secretary or colleague during a phone call, he inevitably came back on the line to say, “Now what were we talking about?”

  In 2000, BYU held a reunion banquet to commemorate the 1980 Holiday Bowl victory. Former wide receiver Dan Plater’s job was to introduce Edwards. The longtime coach showed up in his tuxedo. As Plater, Edwards’s wife Patti, and Edwards stood in the portal at the Marriott Center, waiting for their introduction, the coach exclaimed: “Look, I’ve forgotten my cummerbund.”

  Patti was horrified. The big night, black tie affair—and the coach forgot his cummerbund.

  Plater tried to hold back the laughter.

  But in typical Edwards style, he pulled it off. He met the crowd holding his jacket closed.

  That’s the thing about Edwards. He forgot a lot of things.

  But he never forgot about being LaVell.

  And the fans loved him for it.

  * * * * *

  Edwards’s forgetfulness was one of his most endearing qualities—even to those he forgot.

  While still the head coach at BYU, Edwards was a popular public speaker. Many of his engagements were LDS Church “fireside” programs designed to inspire youth.

  Too bad they didn’t inspire him to get out a road map.

  In the late 1990s, he was scheduled to speak to a fireside group in Twin Falls, Idaho. BYU associate athletic director Mike King, whose brother was an LDS Church leader in that area, had arranged the engagement.

  King’s brother called on a Monday morning and said: “Where was LaVell last week? He never made it up here.”

  King said he didn’t know. LaVell was supposed to have been there, on schedule.

  Later that day when he saw Edwards, he asked what happened.

  “I thought it was in Idaho Falls,” said Edwards. “I always get Idaho Falls and Twin Falls all screwed up.”

  Edwards went on to explain that he had driven to Idaho Falls, pulled off the freeway, and looked everywhere he could imagine for the correct address. Finally, he was forced to turn around and drive home.

  To his credit, Edwards rescheduled the appearance.

  And that time he drove 263 miles in the right direction.

  * * * * *

  [image: Image]

  When he coached his first game, against Kansas State, all Edwards wanted to do was be as successful as the marching band. (Photo by Mark Philbrick, BYU Photo)

  That wasn’t the only time Edwards ended up in the wrong place at the right time.

  On another occasion, a neighbor of Edwards’s passed away, so the longtime coach decided to pay his respects.

  Edwards didn’t know the neighbor well, but he drove to the mortuary and stood respectfully in line. When he got to the front of the line, the deceased’s wife expressed how grateful and surprised she was that Edwards had come to her husband’s viewing. After all, he had been such a big BYU fan.

  Edwards, though, was slightly confused.

  He didn’t recognize the wife.

  Didn’t recognize the deceased, either.

  As he walked out of the funeral home, Edwards realized there had been two funeral viewings at the same mortuary. One line had gone to the left, the other to the right. Edwards had joined the wrong line and paid his respects to a total stranger.

  The good news was that it was a BYU fan nonetheless.

  The family was duly impressed that the coach of the BYU football team would think enough of a longtime fan to attend his viewing.

  * * * * *

  In 1993, the Cougars played their first-ever game against Notre Dame.

  Just before leaving the locker room on game days, Edwards had a tradition of leading the team in a chant. He would call out, for example, “One, two, three: Beat the Rams!” or whatever team they were playing that day.

  That year they had been tromped 68-14 by UCLA the previous week. It must have still been on his mind, because when the team gathered in the locker room before taking the field, he shouted,

  “OK, guys, One! Two! Three! Beat the Bruins!”

  There was an uncomfortable pause.

  Then the players called out a rather fragmented, “Beat the Irish!”
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  Edwards knew Lou Holtz, and he knew the Irish…eventually. (Photo by Mark Philbrick, BYU Photo)

  Wrong team.

  Right attitude.

  * * * * *

  Edwards never changed, no matter how good or bad his teams were.

  The Cougars were on their way to a disappointing 6-5 season in 1997. It was only the second time in two decades they didn’t reach a bowl game.

  Looking for ways to improve, Edwards one day announced they needed to weed out distractions. One of the steps was to discontinue allowing fans to spend too much time with the players on the day before games. Between fans, parents and relatives, the players seemed to be losing focus.

  Edwards had someone put up signs in the locker rooms and around the meeting rooms stating the new rules. That was on a Wednesday. On Friday, in Dallas for a game with SMU, King noticed at the team meal that there were some fans in attendance—the same sort they had outlawed earlier in the week.

  “What happened?” King said to Edwards. “Who were those people?”

  It turned out Edwards had invited them.

  Said Edwards sheepishly, “Well, Mike, that was a heck of a rule on Wednesday, but it wasn’t worth a damn on Friday.”

  * * * * *

  You’re never too old to be a kid, especially if you’re a football coach.

  Edwards had a playful side, and it was never more apparent than the year he decided to celebrate the end of two-a-days with the team.

  It was near the end of his career. Edwards had long before begun watching practice from a golf cart, to reduce strain on his back and legs. But it was a team tradition to celebrate the end of fall practices by stretching out a large strip of plastic sheeting onto the field, watering it with a hose, and letting players take a running slide.

  That year they decided to enlist Edwards. After considerable cajoling by the players, he finally consented. Backing up, he ran, dived, and slid.

  Maybe bounced is a better word.

  When he got up, he looked as though he had played in the final scrimmage. He had slammed his face on the ground, chipped a tooth and split his lip.

  “He starts running, full bore, and it’s hilarious. Instead of crouching and pushing off, he jumps into the air like he’s going into a swimming pool. He lands midsection first, and absolutely racks himself up. Then he hits his face. It was horrible. He stands up crouched over, trying to catch his air, and walks off sort of bow-legged, trying to figure out what happened with his teeth,” said former player Hans Olsen. “We’re all quiet, but we decide the next year we weren’t going to have him slide.”

  You could say he was slip-sliding away toward retirement.

  * * * * *

  Sometimes you just never know when—or if—it’s a good time to laugh.

  But Edwards was always there to set the tone.

  Rex Lee was a much beloved and respected president of BYU from 1989-96. A former U.S. solicitor general, he was also a big sports fan, who made a practice of attending major football functions. One of those was the annual invitation to a bowl game. Officials from the Holiday Bowl met with school and team representatives to issue an invitation. Someone gave Lee a bowl hat to wear for publicity pictures.

  A slender man with a small head, Lee put on the cap.

  It was too high, too wide and the brim was way too flat.

  It fit him like a traffic cone.

  Though players and staff were stifling laughs, not wanting to hurt Lee’s feelings, the ceremony proceeded. Edwards was called upon to make a few remarks. When he got to the podium he took one look at Lee and said what everyone else in the room had been thinking: “Nice hat.”

  There was dead silence for an instant. Then the room burst into loud laughter.

  With his timing and humor, Edwards could even get away with teasing the president.

  * * * * *

  Edwards was known as a hands-off coach. He delegated responsibility to his assistants and let them do their work. He was also fairly low-key with the players, letting the assistants do most of the shouting.

  But when he did have something to say, it was worthwhile.

  One year, wide receiver Chuck Cutler, who went on to become a team captain and record-setting receiver, went out for a quick hitch pass in a game. After catching the ball, he turned and began juking the opponent. Fake left, fake right, stutter-step—everything in his arsenal.

  The defense plowed over him anyway.

  Cutler reached up and tried to stiff-arm one of the tacklers, but his hand got caught in the facemask.

  Soon he was on the sidelines with a dislocated finger. The training staff was quickly in action, twisting the finger, trying to snap it back. Cutler looked up to see Edwards, watching the proceedings.

  The coach said nothing about the injury. But he did say something about Cutler’s moves.

  “Hey, Cutler,” he said. “Next time, just make one move and run up field.”

  * * * * *

  Great coach. Slightly scary driver.

  Edwards could talk and chew gum at the same time, no problem. He could drive and chew gum, too.

  What he seemed to have a problem with was driving and talking. He would drive one-handed, rest his arm on the back of the seat and look directly at the passenger as he spoke.

  Sometimes that gave rise to suspicions he wasn’t exactly paying attention to whatever was ahead.

  Dick Felt, a former BYU assistant, recalled riding home from Salt Lake with Edwards one afternoon. The freeway had some work being done on the shoulder. Whirring along at just above the speed limit, Edwards, who was driving, was talking to Felt.

  Directly to Felt, as a matter of fact.

  Suddenly one of the tires slipped off into the shoulder as they passed Point of the Mountain at the border of Salt Lake and Utah counties.

  “Remember,” said Felt, “LaVell’s going 70 miles an hour, he’s got his right hand on the back of the seat, his left hand on the steering wheel, and we wandered over.”

  When the front tire hit the soft shoulder, the car skidded sideways. Traveling at a relatively high speed, Edwards calmly whipped the steering wheel to his left and piloted the car back under control.

  Then he went back to talking as though nothing had happened.

  “As I was saying…”

  * * * * *

  Then there were the low-speed driving problems.

  Edwards had a habit of going each morning, after the coaching staff meeting, to a convenience store near the edge of campus for a soft drink. Often other football staffers would meet him at the same store.

  One day, in the late 1990s, Chad Bunn, the team’s video coordinator, and several other football people were at the store. In walked Edwards.

  “I have a problem,” began Edwards.

  Bunn and others asked how they could help. Edwards led the small group outside the store and pointed to his car. It was high-centered on a concrete parking slab. When he had pulled in to park, he had come in too hard.

  “We had to go out there and lift the front of his car over the slab,” said Chad Bunn, now BYU’s director of video operations.

  * * * * *

  Edwards was a classic, no doubt about it. So was his pinball game.

  So, it could be argued, was his driving.

  In the late 1990s, Edwards asked a couple of his players, Hans Olsen and Justin Ena, to help him move a pinball machine. It was a machine he loved—an old relic that had seen its way through his children’s growing-up years; now his grandchildren loved playing with it.

  The machine was in need of repair, so Edwards arranged to have Olsen and Ena load the machine into a pickup truck and go with him to a repair shop in Orem. On the appointed day, the players arrived.

  “Coach,” said Olsen, “do you think we should tighten this down?”

  “Naw. Don’t worry about it,” Edwards said.

  As Edwards drove the pickup truck west along 800 North in Orem, he had to make a left-hand turn into the parking area of the repair shop. An oncoming car was approaching in the opposite direction. Hoping to avoid waiting, Edwards gunned the accelerator, and the pickup jerked forward as he turned. Out went the pinball machine, soaring through the air and landing on the ground, scattering pieces all over Utah County.

  “I’m laughing so hard, and I turn and look at LaVell and he’s giving me that face,” said Olsen. “So I stop laughing.”

  Edwards walked to the mangled machine lying in the street. Unperturbed, he said, “Well, we’re by the shop anyway. If we were going to break it, this was the place.”

  The two players jumped out of the vehicle, picked up the machine and carried it into the repair shop. When the repairman looked at the twisted mess, he said, “LaVell, when you explained to me what needed to be fixed, this isn’t what I pictured. This might need a few more repairs.”

  * * * * *

  Edwards was a great coach. But was he in control of the weather?

  Eddie Green thought so.

  Green was a player for the Cougars in the late 1980s and early ’90s. He was also a person whom Edwards convinced he could control the elements.

  The team would be out practicing in the rain, and Edwards would come to the practice field. Sure enough, a few minutes later the rain would stop.

  “Coach controls the weather,” Green would say.

  Some days Edwards would change practice times, telling the players it was going to be snowing or raining at the normal time, so he would move practice up or back.

  Sure enough, they always got their practice in.

  “Eddie,” Edwards would say, “I predict it is going to stop raining today about 3 o’clock and we’ll be able to practice after that.”

  Sure enough, right around 3 p.m., the rain would stop and practice would proceed.

  Fact is, Edwards had a friend who worked at the weather station on campus. Each day, the coach would call his friend and ask for the forecast at practice time.

  The coach never did tell Eddie Green.

  He’d just as soon have him believe Coach E was also in charge of the skies.

  * * * * *

  Many assume Edwards had a grand plan when he became BYU’s head coach in 1972. Not so.

  He just wanted to be respectable.

  One of his former assistant coaches, Mel Olsen, said he heard Edwards say that when he took over the football team, “his dream was to reach the talent level and performance level of the marching band.”
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  Even the stoic Edwards became emotional when LDS Church President Gordon B. Hinckley announced that the stadium would be named after him. (Photo by Mark Philbrick, BYU Photo)

  * * * * *

  As ageless as Edwards was, time took its toll. Not necessarily on his coaching ability as much as on his physical capabilities.

  As he neared the end of his career, Edwards was often seen bent over on the sidelines during games, legs spread, hands on his knees, looking at the ground. Most fans assumed it was the coach thinking about plays. He was usually thinking about his aching back, and leaning over helped alleviate the pain.

  So the next time you’re watching a video of some of BYU’s great games, and you see the longtime coach hunched over, go ahead and imagine the great mind poring over possible scenarios.
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