
The Unforgettable Journey of
Woody Hayes: From Legendary
Coach to Cultural Icon
The name Woody Hayes evokes memories of an era when college football

transcended the boundaries of a mere sporting contest. It is synonymous with

passion, discipline, and an unyielding love for the game. This article takes an in-

depth look at the life and times of Woody Hayes, the man who forever etched his

name in the annals of American football history.

Rise to Coaching Stardom

William Hayes, popularly known as Woody Hayes, was born in 1913 in Clifton,

Ohio. His early life was marked by an insatiable appetite for learning and a deep

love for football. As a student at Denison University, Hayes established himself as

a formidable center on the football team.

After graduating in 1935, Hayes embarked on a coaching career, starting as an

assistant at Mingo Junction High School. His success at the high school level led

to an opportunity to coach at both Miami University and Ohio State University.
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The Ohio State Legacy

Woody Hayes became a household name during his tenure as the head coach of

the Ohio State Buckeyes from 1951 to 1978. Under his leadership, the Buckeyes

won five national championships and countless conference titles. Hayes' coaching

style, characterized by his unwavering dedication to a punishing running game

and an indomitable defense, resonated with players and fans alike.

However, Hayes' legacy at Ohio State extends beyond wins and championships.

His unwavering commitment to discipline and integrity endeared him to his

players, and his colorful personality made him a beloved figure in Columbus and

beyond.

The Ten Year War with Michigan

One aspect of Woody Hayes' coaching career that has become legendary is his

rivalry with the University of Michigan's head coach, Bo Schembechler. From

1969 to 1978, Hayes and Schembechler faced off in an era dubbed "The Ten

Year War." These intense battles on the field became the stuff of college football

folklore and elevated the Ohio State-Michigan rivalry to new heights.

Hayes' passionate disdain for the Wolverines and his desire to defeat them at all

costs fueled his determination to build a successful program. The games between

Ohio State and Michigan during this period were epic showdowns that still

resonate with fans to this day.
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Controversial Legacy

Despite his many achievements, Hayes' coaching career was not without its share

of controversies. The most notorious incident occurred during the 1978 Gator

Bowl when Hayes punched a player from the opposing team after an interception.

This incident led to his dismissal as head coach, tarnishing an otherwise

illustrious career.

However, while the incident marred his legacy, it should not overshadow his

contributions to the sport. Hayes' impact on the world of football is immeasurable,

and his dedication to his players' welfare and success is remembered fondly by

those who played under him.

The Cultural Icon

Woody Hayes' fame extended beyond the football field. His gruff demeanor, fiery

temper, and intense focus on success made him a cultural icon in the world of

sports. Comedians imitated his gestures, and writers penned countless stories

about his coaching prowess, his patriotic speeches, and his larger-than-life

personality.

Even after retiring from coaching, Hayes remained an influential figure and a

beloved ambassador for Ohio State University. He continued to motivate and

inspire generations of Buckeyes through his speeches and public appearances.

His impact on the community and his contributions to the sport of football will

forever be remembered.

Woody Hayes' life and times are a testament to the power of dedication,

discipline, and unwavering passion. He shaped the future of college football

through his coaching prowess, leaving an indelible mark on the sport. While

controversies may have tainted his legacy, there is no denying the impact he had



as a coach, mentor, and cultural icon. The story of Woody Hayes serves as a

constant reminder that the pursuit of greatness often comes with triumphs and

tribulations.
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Woody Hayes is one of the greatest football coaches in history—and one of the

most fascinating. More than a brilliant coach, he was a complicated, contradictory

man. The former history teacher would tout the ideals of democracy yet run his

football empire as an absolute monarchy. But he had a surprisingly altruistic side,

hidden from the public,. and Hayes visited local hospitals, donated his time,

money, and advice, and insisted that his players graduate. More than just a

standard biography, A Fire to Win explores the psychological motivations of one of

the most complex of coaches.

First and foremost, Woody Hayes was a coach—and his achievements are

stunning. While at Ohio State, he won five national titles, and thirteen Big Ten

Conference championships, made eight Rose Bowl appearances, and earned two
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national Coach of the Year awards. His killer instincts, honed in the navy, where

he commanded a destroyer escort in the Pacific during World War II, helped him

lead his teams to a 30-9 winning average. Moreover, Hayes's lifetime coaching

record, 238-72-10, puts him in the first rank of college coaching immortals. No

other coach has won more games in a shorter period.

John Lombardo uses his extensive sports writing experience to craft an accurate

portrait of one of the most complex and fascinating figures in football. Countless

interviews of former players, assistant coaches, administrators, faculty,

associates, and friends shape the image of Hayes and his career, which spanned

the mid-1940s to the late 1970s during a tremendous period of change in

American society. A Fire to Win is an honest and revealing biography of Hayes, a

man who ranks in the pantheon of football coaches.
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