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The Athletic

‘He’s the King: Remembering the
unmistakable charisma and enduring
legacy of Hayden Fry

By Scott Dochterman 2 q D

IOWA CITY, Iowa — An icon. An innovator. A motivator. A legend.

College Football Hall of Fame coach Hayden Fry was all of these. Now, after

losing a fina! battle with cancer at age 90, he belongs to the ages.

No single person wiclded more influcnce at the University of Towa or was morc

important to its history than Fry. From inventing the logo that still represents

the Hawkeves to breaking the Michigan-Ohio State 13-year Rose Bow!
stranglehold to building one of the sport’s greatest coaching trees to shattering
the Southwest Conference racial barrier at SMU, Fry's influence on ('oll(‘gr

football ranks among the most impactful in the sport’s history.

“Hayden Fry is a college football icon and an Jowa legend,” Towa coach Kirk
Ferentz said in a statement, “His Hall of Fame carcer is well known, but

personally, he will always be the man who took a chance on me at the start of

my coaching carcer. I was proud to coach with him and honored to succeed him
when he retired. He's been a grear mentor and a true friend. I am forever

gratcful to him.”

stland, Texas

Fry was born in E and grew up in Odessa. His Imlnc;})m:,

(‘Ollu(lllill L'liChC‘b were f(\'lll('d ill ns (iil_\‘S as a \N’CE[ TC.\RS _\‘Olll]l. IIih common
P])l".iSC .‘iffﬂlk‘h \V]]CI'C it ifChCi“ b(CRlY_C ]]i.i tr;dcnnrk H;\ydcnism l"C\V, if'any,

coaches had a better psychological read on a team or a situation. Fry was folksy

and funny but could be tough and stem. His military background as a captain
in the Marines demanded \“:\\lpl'mc. He finished his 37 year coaching carcer
with a 232-178-10 coaching record. He was inducted into the College Football

Hall of Fame in 2003.

With unmistakable charisma, Fry developed friendships as a youngster with
Roy Orbison and President George H.W. Bush and later with John Wayne and
Lee Iacocea, the Ford Motor Co. and Chrysler Corp. CEO. Fry once said that
Tacocca was so impressed with SMU’s hard-fought loss to Michigan that he

named Ford’s musele vehicle “the Mustang.”
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“I remember as a kid watching the Hayden Fry Show in Texas at SMU,” said
longtime Towa assistant Don Patterson, who was Fry’s offensive coordinator
from 1989-98. “Anybody who knows anything about Texas football understands
he’s a living legend in Texas. To this day he is. He can’t go anywhere in Texas

without beir 1g not tced.”

After leaving SMU, Fry spent six years at North Texas and posted 10-1 and 9-2
records in his final two years, respectively, His Mean Green squad, however,
was not invited to a bowl game cither year and it frustrated him. In late 1978,
he met with Towa athletics dircctor Bump Elliott to discuss the vacant
Hawkeyes job. That meeting changed the course of Iowa and the Big Ten

forever.
Picking lowa

The Hawkeyes had become a college football wasteland. Towa hadn’t posted a
winning scason since 1961, and from 1970-78, the Hawkeyes were 25-71-2.
Yet with a strong fan base continuing to fill Kinnick Stadium, Elliott tapped the

confident, loquaclous Texan to reverse the gcncrational decline.
Fry held a news conference on Dec. 10, 1978, and vowed to change the culture.

“We will be l‘.ol()rf-lll, Irmgh, and we will have f_‘KC;tillg rnolbﬂﬂ," Fry said that
dﬂ}" as r:purlcd I{\-’ lh: Ccda.r Rapids GHZC{T.C. “I‘VC always IJCCII a pnssiug
CDﬂCh. WC thl’DW thC footbaﬂ to opcnup thc dCfCI'ISC 80 WC can do what we

want to do — run the football.

“We may run the Statue of Liberty play out of the end zone; that’s my style of

foatball. We are exciting, but we do this in order to win.”

In the Hawkeyes’ home opener, the Hawkeyes faithful gave Fry and his team a
standing ovation as they shifted into multiple formations. Towa blew a 26-3

lead in a 30-26 loss to Indiana, which was coached by Lee Corso. The

following week, Iowa traveled to Oklahoma and competed against the mighty
Sooners and Heisman Trophy-winning running back Billy Sims, but still lost
21-6.

In what initix")r scemed like a moral viL:tnry, [“ry, a l]sym:}lul()gv umjnr at Baylor,

saw it differently.

“T just told my football team that's what's wrong with our ball club,” Fry said, as
reported by the Cedar Rapids Gazette, “We get our asses kicked and we get
complimented. If | see one guy with a smile on his face, I'm gonna bust him

r'lg]ll in the mouth.”

lowa finished 5-6 in his first year and 4-7 in 1980. Still, the vibe had changed

S'I.I’O\\I'ld th PI'OS’I’“ITI CI]tCI’iI’Ig hlS thil’d SCASON.

.I ll'l.llllk. pCO]JlC SCI'IS'CL!. [11“[ Ilaydcu was di.[fCICIII, llliﬂ l.hc program I'lC bIUUghl
was d}.{&l’cﬂt thﬂﬂ Whﬂt thq«' hﬂd sCcn I)CI-DIC,” Sﬂld A.IVBI’E‘Z, lh:ﬂ thc Im

linebackers coach. “We were very competitive.”

Fry wanted to change the image of Iowa football as much as the on-ficld
product. He gained permission from the Pittsburgh Steelers to pattern the
Hawkeyes' black-and-gold uniforms in a similar fashion. He opted for a
different logo on the helmet, so he solicited ideas from fans and partnered with
an advertising firm. After a weekend of sketches, Bill Colbert of Three Arts
Advertising in Cedar Rapids, Towa, designed the TigerHawk.

nlFl'l)ﬂl Wlltrt I come fmm‘ il'S Cﬂ]]:d sclliug (I'IC SiZZ].C iJCfUIC II‘IC sIcak," FT)F

said.

The players were instructed to enter and leave the playing field in a “Swarm”
formation, which signifies both the team aspect and also was designed to

PIC\'CI“' cnergy burnour.
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Fry also had the Kinnick Stadium visiting locker room walls painted pink
3, B p I
because he considered it a passive color, For 40 years, different teams have

P ¥
papered every inch of the locker room to try to alter its effects on their players.
When Jowa faced a tough opponent, Fry was loosc with his players and
quarreled with media over trivial matters to deflect attention. When the

Hawkeyes played an inferior opponent, Fry drilled his players like a taskmaster.

“He was a wonderful head coach,” said Phil Haddy, a member of lowa's sports
information department from 1971-2011. “He was a wonderful administrator.
At the same time, a huckster. He could sell tickets. He was good. Whenever he
went to a press conference, I'd goup and visit with him first, He'd always be
sour. ‘It’s not in my contract. I don't have to do these things.” When he'd walk
into the room, every week, ‘How y'all doing?’ He'd be smiling. He'd be 110

percent professional.

“He was a dying breed. He did everything. He sold tickets. He coached. He got
everybody interested in things. He did it all. Today, the coaches want to coach.
Hayden would go to I-Clubs and he'd get there carly and he'd stay late and

ShODk cvery hand. Ha}'d:n Was a onc Of‘ a killd. HC.S ril: k_‘lﬂg.'

During the farming erisis in 1983, Fry had a sticker with the initials “ANF
America Needs Farmers” placed on Iowa’s helmets. He also sang and danced

“The Hokey Pokey” in the locker room after victories and wore white pants and

sunglasses on the sidelines.

“I'm not surc there’s another person alive who could come in and accomplish
what he did in terms of turning things around, changing attitudes,” Ferentz said
in a previous interview, “The impact he had, not just on the program, but the
entire state was just unbelievable.”

Magical year

In 1981, I"r‘v i;nn]l:,' had a team that could match his

mrkcling. With a defense

lha[ still sits amuug the best in school history, the I}.-.lwkc\-‘cs stopped No. 6

“Gee whiz, how about that!” Fry said afterward. “We got two of the top 10.

How sweet it is!”

With a 9-7 upsct over defending Big Ten champion and No. 5-ranked

h'l'l('l)igan and a 33-7 win agamst Purdue to stop a )U-g‘m c |()sing streak to the

Boilermakers, Fry finally pushed Towa to its elusive winning season.

hw‘d'di{ }1000," Fl'_\' _yc].lcd Wilcll IIC met \\'ilh [CPO[[CIS, I.)T‘\VCI'I'[J\' cotton Pi(.'kiilg

years, and we l‘mall\' did it. We had a gr:ar opportuniw to fold our tent for the

Entering the regular-season finale, lowa needed Ohio State to beat Michigan
hi

word of Ohio State’s victory reached Kinnick Stadium. The Hawkeyes erushed

and then topple M n State to reach the Rose Bowl. By the third quarter,
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“Coach Fry probably docsnt get cnough credit for just the impact he had on

this entire conference, let alone our program,” Ferentz said.
Legacy

Fry’s coaching tree is what defines him outside of Towa. His first offensive
coordinator was Snyder, the architect of the sport’s greatest turnaround at
Kansas State. Alvarez, who achieved similar success at Wisconsin, coached the

linebackers until 1986, Both are in the College Football Hall of Fame.

Joining them in the hall of fame onc day will be Stoops, who was 190-48 in 18
seasons at Oklahoma with 10 Big 12 titles and a national championship in
2000, Ferentz coached Towas offensive line and has 161 wins at Towa.
Defensive line coach Dan MeCarney has the most victories in Towa State

history.

“Coach Fry would say, ‘If I had one particular skill, it was probably my ability to
judge who to hire,” said Patterson, who is one victory shy of becoming Western
Illinois’ all-time wins leader. “He always famously said, ‘T won't hire coaches
who don't have an interest in being head coaches.” That wasn't always true.
(Defensive coordinator) Bill Brashicr had opportunitics to be a head coach and

p'dSSCd f]ltll’l up to STﬂ_\' at IOWﬂ. I lhlll'lk it g:n:rall}-‘ was Tfllc.‘,

In 2018, Mark Stoops guided Kentucky to a 10-win season for only the third

time in school history. Biclema took Wisconsin to three consceutive Big Ten

titles from 2010 through 2012,

“The day he retired, he came inte my office and he sat and he said some really

cool !}\ingﬁ,“ Bicler aid. “He wrote me a letter that [ carry in my EJ]'.umrr to
this day and said “You're a good coach, you're going to be a head coach someday,
make sure you're prepared when you get there.” I was crying my cycs out because

the biggest mentor in my life was retiring.”

Fry’s legacy within Jowa encompasses all of his accomplishments. The football
complex around Kinnick Stadium is named for Fry. In Coralville, First Avenue
was renamed Hayden Fry Way. In 2009, FryFest debuted, which celebrates
c\'nr‘\'[]ﬁng associated with lowa athletics. In 2016, Fr_\"s bronze likeness was
unveiled with a 6-foot statue. Fry, then 87, made his final public appearance
and smiled, waved and spoke before a crowd of about 800, In typical Fry

fashion, Fry offered up a quip before the statue was unveiled.

“The main thing is, be sure you put me high enough on the foundation that the

dogﬁ can't urinate on my H]l()rﬁ‘.‘ Fry said to ]Huglls.
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There never will be another Hayden Fry. Not in lowa. Not in college football.

Not anywhere.

(Top photo: Spor

¢ News via Getty Images)
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‘ Scott Dochterman - Dec 102013 m
(#inJeffray M. Thanks so much, Jeffray. | really appraciata it.

o John M. - Dec 18, 2019

Great article. As a CFB fan in Georgia | obviously knew the name and respect he garnered but this showed me
how he got his start. Condolences to lowa fans and his friends and family.

e &

@ ErikH. ooz om

Dutstanding tribute, | had never even heard about lowa — always confused it with [dsho — until that first
Hawkeye Rose Bowl. Hayden Fry literally put lowa on the map for me.

(=R -

@ scott Dochterman oc 12 20 [[STIEE
@Erik H. Thanks so much.

o Jake V. Doc s 2018

Great tribute Scott, thank you! He could walk on water, but | think he rather walk through a corm or bean field
instead. Glad he's cancer free now. Writing this with a tear. Go Hawks s

=X (=]

@ scott Dochterman oo 20 (T

@ Jake V. | remamber him taaring up saying Tl Always Ba A Hawk® at his retirement press conference in
998, It was emotional He brought a sense of pride and joy that never will

=Y

@ Gerald P. 0ec 13 700

Was a young man gaining sports consciousness when Hayden Fry was at SMU and then North Texas. Both
schools were in my neck of the woods and | got to see and read a lot about Coach Fry. He was a hell of a man
and his principles were unwavering. The work he did at lowa is legendary and perhaps his greatest accom-
plishment is the coaching tree he fathered. Rest in Peace to a GREAT man.

e &

© Richard 8. nec w20

Friday. November 20, 1981: Rolling Stones concert; UNI-Dome, Cedar Falls, |A

day, Ny ber 21, 1981: | Michi State; Kinnick Stadium, lowa City, 1A
| traded two extra Stones tickots for two lowa football tickets. 50-yard line, 1th row.
Fre-concert party: concert; post-concert party; 2 hours of sheep: drive to lowa City for my first game at
Kinnick Stadium: crazy atmosphere: vendors selling roses; Ohio State beats Michigan: crowd goes nuts;
Hawkeye win puts them in Rose Bowl; Hawks lead 16-7 at half; dominate second hall, win 36-7; tens of thou-
sands rush the fisld; thought | would be crushed; party all night in lowa City; get back to Cedar Falls at
10:00am Sunday. Concart was fine; my first game at Kinnick puts them in the Rose Bowl, PRICELESS! Thanks
Haydan!

e &z

@ RobFonecw a0
@Richard 5. That sounds like the best 48 hours anyone could possibly have. S0 awesome.
(=N

o Richard 5. Decw, 2018

@Rob F. It was. After that, in lowa, Hayden was bigger than Mick and the Stones. What Hayden did back
then no ane in their right mind would de. Take over a program after 17 straight losing seasons! Someone
would have to have some big stones to do that.

[lin] &

@ (Hidden] e 10,200
[Comment removed for violating Code of Conduct]
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@ scott Dochterman oo 1= 0w (NG

@5cott 5. Thanks sa much, Scott. | have a nephaw namad Hayden. Ha truly was an icon. He would ba
Geerge Washinglon's face on a Ul Mount Rushmore.

(=B} 12N
@ [Hiddan] ooz 20
[Comment removed for violating Code of Conduct]
[lis R BN
e Amit 8. - Doc 18, 2019
My heart is so heavy today... thank you for putting it into words, what Coach Fry was all about... RIP Coach?
[lis N

@ scort Dochterman cec e 2o [ENEEE

@Amit 5. His impact was immeasurable. Everyone who knew him or saw what he did feels the came way
today. It's like losing a grandparent.

=} -9
o Jagok W, Decs,
You hit this one out of the park Scott!l
iBs &
@ scott Dechterman oic o 2o (LR
@Jaceb W. Thanks Jacob!
[lis] @

© James G pec e o

| grew up in Dallas in tha 60's and wall remamber tha izsues with LaViaz. Jerry was also one playar cradited
with the first endzone celebrations.

s G

@ scott Dochterman oo o0 (IR

@James G. | did net know about that about Jerry, | was reoting for an lowa-SMU game in the Cotton Bowl
this year with Haydan baing akla to attend. Both teams ware about ona gama away from making it hap-
pen, but it weuld have been a neat mement.

[l =N

° James G. -Dec 18 207

@5cott Dochterman I'd better correct my dumb mistake. | was thinking of Elmo Wright (1965 Houston
Cougars) for the sarly end zone spike and dance. The bowl match-up would have been great,

[li= TN
° Jeffrey K, © 08
Great article. If my memory serves me correctly, Hayden Fox from TV show Coach was named for Hayden
Frye

flis] =N

@ Mersdith H. 0oc 10 00m

A great tribute to an amazing coach!

O Zach A, -Decrnzon
Wenderful tibute. | had ne idea he had such an enermeus impact in the SWC and Texas,

[lie ISR -N

© Jerad Ho noc iz o

Amazing week of article Scott. Between this article and the Deuce Hogan profile my subscription has been
worth it
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Christopher W.

ly marited a pacagranh in your &tory, but Fry meant a huge dea well. That 10-1

I the only instance of double-digit wins in our history. He always had a keen eye for marka

al

waoll, and commissioned the sagle loge (google: "Flying worm') wh

o do 6 still used today oo

mary athletics mark

He also appreciated that the battles and tribulatiens he fought at SMU over bringing on
ready in-hand in Denton, & UNT was the first school in Texas to integrate on the football field with Abner

Haynes and Leon King in 1056, Ultimate

Jarry Lavias were al-

, you're correct that his frustrations aver no bowl invitas with those

stellar records warranted his seeking elsewhere, ultimately in lowa City. He had a part foresight that

UNT's political sphesa of influence was goirg to significantly hampar its athlatic ambitions — something that is

only nowin t 51 1en years being course corrected.

s @A
© Gwen M
Hewas the king, no doubt

i) @ L

© TimF

A truo logend. Great job
H Qn .
@ scott Dochterman
@1 Thanks'
[l N
© SteveB.

Bump Ellott k

dumpster fire o

@ to hire & haad co)

» cha

h and picking Hayden F

towa football and changing the culture s

that they returned to being a winning program

nothing short of amazing 1o me. Who knows whese lowa f

thall is today if another person is hired. T

for the great article Scott, a well written tribute to an lowa legend
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