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The Athletic

Hayden Fry and the lasting impact of
college football’s most prolific coaching
tree

By Scott Dochterman ) q 53 D

IOWA CITY, Towa — There was no template for Hayden Fry to follow when

he built his football staff in carly 1979.

The coach planned to take as many of his North Texas State assistants

northbound as possible. That included offensive coordinator Bill Snyder,
defensive coordinator Bill Brashier, running backs coach Carl Jackson plus
others like Howard Cissel, Bob Lee and Clovis Hale. Fry also interviewed Bob

Commings’ former staffers and kept Bernie Wyatt as a recruiting coordinator.

When it was graduate assistant Dan McCarney’s turn, the 25-year-old son of
the Towa City police chicf and a former Towa player expected a short

conversation,

“I just thought it was a ‘How you doing? Good to scc you, don't let the door hit
you in the rear end ont of here,” McCarney said. “About 20 minutes into it,

about jumped off the couch I was on. We were in Bump Elliott’s office. That’s

coach Fry just said, Dan, what do you think about being my tight ends coac

where coach Fry was doing the interviews, and I was shocked to get the

()})I):)rluuil

A few months later, Cissel and Lee had left. Wyatt shifted to defensive ends
coach but remained as lowa’s most prolific East Coast recruiter. McCarney
switched to defensive line, which reopencd the tight ends spot. Fry had his eyc
on Mason City (lowa) High School coach Barry Alvarez, who took his squad
to the 1978 Class 4A state title.

Alvarcz played linebacker at Nebraska and worked as a graduate assistant under

Bob Devaney when he first met Fry at a clinic. When Alvarez coached high

school football in Itrxingf(m. N(‘lv., he took his staff to North 'l‘rxa.\ State to

UbSCX\'C FX’\ Mld Sx\)‘dcr (C:K‘hillg 11]( Pilb iilg g.unc.

“In Mason City, we had some success,” Alvarez said. “When Hayden came 1o

Towa, I had an opportunity to join his staff.
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Two years later, Alvarcz picked up 25-year-old Pittsburgh graduatc assistant
Kirk Ferentz at the airport and drove him to lowa City to interview for the
vacant offensive line job. Ferentz pr:\'icusl}' had applicd for ajob at

Appalachian State and didn't even receive a call. Fry then hired Ferentz.

All three received their first full-time college opportunity under Fry. All three

became the winningest coaches in three different programs’ histories.

“Kirk Ferentz and 1 hadn't earned or probably didn't deserve to be Big Ten

offensive and defensive line coaches based on experience,” McCarncy said, “But

(Fry) AW things in us we didn't see in ourselves and gave us incredible

opportunities.

“You never wanted to let him down. You never wanted to disappoint him. You
always wanted to make him proud. And from the first day he offered me a job
until the day he died, I always wanted him to be proud of me as a coach and a

i "
recruiter and a person.

Fry, 90, died 'l\lns(la)' after a 21-year battle with cancer. His hall-of-fame
coaching legacy included integration, marketing prowess, inspiration for the

television show “Coach,” the lowa football resurrection and punching through

the Big Ten's power structure. His longest-lasting impact on college football
itself is his coachlng tree. Alvarez won three Rose Bowls at Wisconsin and
joined Fry as a member of the College Football Hall of Fame. Ferentz
S\IL'.L'.CC(IC(I I“l—“' at Iwa ill 1999 “]][I }\:l!i 161 carccr VII('I(}rir.s :I[l(l ﬁ\v'c [(JI)‘]O
inishes. MeCarney guided lowa State’s program for 12 seasons and his 56 wins
are the most in Cyclones” history. He also direeted [5U to its only nine-win

eampaign in 2000,

s State in 1989

and PEI’I)RPB snrpasscd Ili.S IOW& conrcmporarlcs in 'ACCOI'I'IPHSthlCﬂt. BC{OI’:

Snyder, the meticulous offensive architect, left Towa for K

retiring last season, Snyder compiled a 215-117-1 record in 27 seasons. In the
other 97 years of Kansas State football, the Wildcats have 307 wins. Snyder,

like Alvarez and Fry, is a member of the College Football Hall of Fame.

In 1978, onc scason before Fry arrived, the Hawkeyes completed only 90 passes

for 1,083 yards, four touchdowns and 17 interceptions. In 1985, Chuck Long
became the first quarterback in NCAA history to throw for more than 10,000
carcer passing yards and was the Heisman Trophy runner-up. Fry opened up

the offense and Snyder fashioned the pas ing game into a winner.

“We're all different. We all eame from different backgrounds, at least the staff
that I joined in '81,” Ferentz said. “T thought a lot about the nine years I was
gone, why that happened? What made that whole period so possible? You look
at the résumé of every guy on that staff, the 81 staff, none of us had résumés,

really. [ MCAn, we werc |(M—l1c(|lgrcr guys. And for some reason, he took a
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“I never hired an assistant coach in my life unless I was completely convineed he
was motivated to become a head coach,” Frj' said on one of his final trips to
Iowa Ciry. “I knew he'd study the game, be ethical, see thar his players

gr;!(lu:\lrd. Do all the things that a head coach should do.”

In 1981, lowa carncd its first winning scason in 19 years, claimed a share of the

Big Ten title and picked up a trip to the Rose Bowl. Bob Stoops was one of
lowa's safeties that year. In 1982, Stoops was named a team eaptrain and first-

team All-Big Ten.

“T think as much as anything, what I'll always remember about him is the

toughness and the swagger he brought to a program that had none,” Stoops
said. “The white pants. The sunglasses in the interviews. And more than that,
just talking to us and building us up when we had no confidence or swagger. He
brought it. He cxuded it so much that we followed it. It started to take cffect to

all of us early on.

“We went through 17, 18, 19 years of losing seasons, to his third year, we're in

the Rose Bowl. I mean, that's as remarkable a turnaround as there’s ever been.”

Stoops became an Jowa graduatc assistant in 1983, later joined Snyder’s staff

and eventually became the Oklahoma head coach in 1999, He retired before the
2017 season with 190-48 record, one national title and 10 Big 12

championships. Stoops is a lock for the College Football Hall of Fame.

lowa's 1983 stafl remains the gnld standard (11'L'c3ﬂ(']ling units. Brashier, \’,\-{_\'H"
and Jackson were career assistants but considered indispensable. Wyatt and
Jackson were tremendous recruiters in New Jersey and Texas, respectively.
Brashier’s technically sound 5-2 defense stifled opponents. In 1978, one year

before Brashier's arrival, lowa allowed 186.7 ru.t:]ling _\':lrds per game. In 1981,

that number fell to 86.9.

“I've always said Bill Brashicr was the best coach on the staff, regardless of who
went on and had some success as head coaches,” Snyder said. “Everybody

admired and appreciated him, profited by Bill Brashicr’s presence.”

Tight ends coach Don Patterson, who later replaced Snyder as offensive
coordinator, won 63 games at Western Illinois, just one shy of the school
record. Except for four seasons in the mid-1990s, wide receivers coach Del
Miller was a career assistant and was Snyder’s first hire ar Kansas Stare.
Counting Fry, cight different coaches on Iowa’s 1983 stafl’ combined to win

1,061 games leading programs.

With that many elite-level coaches, it takes a skilled manager to juggle opinions

and cgos. That was Fry.
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“There was never any doubt who was in charge, and there was never any doubt
who the head coach was,” McCarney said. “There was no seeret to that, and
there were no power struggles to see who might have some power in that

P 2 g p

program and on that coaching staff. There was one head coach and that was

H aydcn Fr_v. "

“There was great unity in that room any time we were going there together,”
Ferentz said. “And he was at the head of the table. There was no qucstiuu about

who was in chargc and who was setting the bar and setting cxpccrarions."

Fry was secure enough in his abilities to encourage feedback from his staff.
While the staff fell in line behind the coach, healthy disagreements were

:ncoumgr.d.

“There's got to be loyalty,” McCarney said. “It was really competitive within our
foatball staff and our football team. Coach Fry never wanted, I call them head
bobbers, where they just bob their heads. He said theres nothing wrong with
knocking a scab off now and then and having disagreements. But when we
walked out of there, we were all on the same page. If you weren't, if T wasn't,
whoever it was, we're gonna get that right or don't let the door hit you on the

aAs5 01 l'hC way out Df !161’:.“

From 1981-1991, Towa had more Big Ten and overall victories than every

league competitor but Michigan. The Hawkeyes went to 10 bowls — including

three trips to Pasadena — over that 11-year period and were 4-5-1.

The staft changed dramatically by the end of the decade. Alvarez was the first
o lcavc, first for Notre Dau\c, then Wisconsin. McCam:y and Wyull later
joined Alvarez in Madison. Stoops became a full-time assistant at Kent State
before landing at K-State with Snyder and Miller. Ferentz left in 1990 to
become head coach at Maine. Their departures led to other assistants receiving
opportunities. Mark Stoops (Kcntucky), Mike Stoops (Arizona) Bret Bielema
(Wisconsin, Arkansas), Jay Norvell (Nevada), Long (San Diego State) and Bob
Diaco (Connecticut) played for Fry. Bo Pelini and Jim Leavitt were graduate

assistants who became head coaches, as did assistant John Austin.

For all the staffers, leaving was difficult, especially for McCarney. With Alvarez
at Wisconsin, they built a model designed to beat lowa. In 1994, McCarney
then took over at lowa State and tried to turn an instate competition into a
rivalry. By 1998 in Fry’s final season, the Cyclones upset the Hawkeyes, 27-9,

to end Towa's 15-year winning streak.

“T remember like it was yesterday,” McCarney said. “We shook hands. He gave
me a hug and he said, Your kids played their butts off, Mac. You've got a hell of

a team ill'ldI 10\-’C )"OLI.‘ And thﬁt was him.”

Stoops, MeCarney, and about 60 former assistants and players joined Fry in
Dallas this spring to celebrate the coach’s 90th blrthday. Thc’y swapp:d tales tall
and small — “Thhere’s a story for every oceasion, and most of them are true,”
MecCarney said. While Fry's body was failing, his mind remained sharp and his

recall of names and events was spot on.
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»f Dan MeCarney)

“I think Dan N]((‘;\mr}' said it the best,” Stnops said. “He texted me a while
ago, rig_l'r when it ]\;\9prnrd. when he heard Coach 1\;\;“-({ He goes, ‘Look at
our lives. Dan McCarney. Barry Alvarez. Bill Snyder. Bill Brashier. All of us.
S() III'("],\' l)rl)])l(‘. l\l)‘l)r()ll\rra. ].”I Ill'liﬁ'i]lg SO t”'«"l:.' l)r[)}‘]r ['-].(- ‘I(?f?\']l‘: comec
to Towa, all our lives are changed. He impacted so many people in such a
positive way. And that’s just us coaches, let alone all the players. I speak for so
many that he just made such a positive impact on so many lives, and in such a

big way. He just had that swagger way back when. He exuded it to all of us.”

For all of those who knew him, some of whom were closer than others, but

nonc had to deal with Fry’s shadow like Ferentz. Their personalities could not
be more different, from Fry's larger-than-life persona to Ferentz's understated
dry humor. They handled the Iowa program in different fashions but their

results were simil

r. Their mutual respect was evident every time the two

mentioned one another in casual conversation or in an intervicw.

Ferentz delayed a flight to San Diego on Wednesday to speak publicly about his

former boss. He broke down multiple times when discussing Fry’s impact on

him. Towa will honor Fry in some way next week at the Holiday Bowl.

“We all have mentors,” Ferentz said. “It starts at home usually with your parcents

and then with people like Joc Moore and Hayden.”

In the sill-new All-American Room at the Towa football facility, Fereniz then

likene

looked to the east toward Kinnick Stadium where a banner of Fry's

covers a portion of the brick fagade.

“It took me 25 years, butI got a window,” Ferentz said. “He’s looking at me and

Rita (Foley) every day.”
Contributing: Jason Kersey

{Top photo: Iowa Athietics)

Scott Dochterman isa staff writer for The Athletic covering the lowa Hawkeyes. He previously
covered lowa athletics for the Cedsr Rapids Garette and Land of 10. Scott also worked as an

adjunct professor teaching sports purnaksm at the Universty of lowa.
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