
history of notre dame football coaches
The history of Notre Dame football coaches is rich and storied, reflecting the evolution of college
football itself. The University of Notre Dame, located in South Bend, Indiana, has long been a
powerhouse in the world of college football, and its coaching staff has played a pivotal role in
shaping the program's legacy. From its humble beginnings to its rise as a national powerhouse, the
journey of Notre Dame football is marked by remarkable leaders who have left lasting imprints on
the game and the university.

Early Years and Foundational Coaches (1887-1930)

The origins of Notre Dame football can be traced back to 1887, when the university fielded its first
team. However, it was in the early 20th century that the program began to establish itself as a
contender in college football.

J.A. McGowan (1887)

- McGowan was the first coach of Notre Dame football.
- He led the team in its inaugural game against the University of Chicago.
- The team did not achieve much success under his leadership.

Knute Rockne (1918-1930)

- Perhaps the most iconic figure in Notre Dame football history, Rockne took over in 1918.
- Under his guidance, the team amassed a record of 105 wins, 12 losses, and 5 ties.
- Rockne is credited with popularizing the forward pass and developing the "Notre Dame Box"
offense.
- He led the Fighting Irish to three national championships (1919, 1920, 1924).
- Rockne’s legacy transcends wins and losses; he became a cultural icon, often associated with the
spirit of college football.

The Golden Age of Notre Dame Football (1930-1970)

The period from the 1930s to the 1970s is often referred to as the Golden Age of Notre Dame
football, characterized by sustained success, national prominence, and legendary coaches.

Elmer Layden (1934-1940)

- Layden was one of Rockne’s original "Four Horsemen" and took over as head coach after Rockne's



tragic death in a plane crash.
- His tenure saw the Irish win the national championship in 1943.
- Layden emphasized a strong defense and disciplined play, setting a standard for future coaches.

Frank Leahy (1941-1953)

- Leahy succeeded Layden and became one of the most successful coaches in Notre Dame history.
- He led the team to four national championships (1943, 1946, 1947, 1949).
- Leahy's coaching style was characterized by a powerful running game and a solid defense.
- He produced multiple All-Americans and had a remarkable winning percentage of .836.

Harry Stuhldreher (1934-1940) and Dan Devine (1975-1980)

- Stuhldreher, another of the original Four Horsemen, coached the team to moderate success but did
not capture a national championship.
- Dan Devine took over after a brief hiatus in success and led the Irish to a national title in 1977,
solidifying his place in Notre Dame lore.

The Modern Era: Challenges and Triumphs (1970-2000)

As college football evolved, so did the challenges faced by Notre Dame coaches. The landscape of
the sport changed dramatically with the advent of television and increased competition.

Arkie Stovall (1974-1975)

- Stovall, who was known for his innovative strategies, struggled to maintain the high standards set
by his predecessors.
- His tenure was marked by inconsistency, and he was replaced after only two seasons.

Lou Holtz (1986-1996)

- Holtz revitalized the Notre Dame program and led them to a national championship in 1988.
- He was known for his motivational skills and ability to develop players.
- Under Holtz, the Irish became known for their tough, disciplined play and excellent game planning.
- His coaching philosophy emphasized the importance of education, character, and teamwork.

Bob Davie (1997-2001)

- Davie took over after Holtz but faced challenges in maintaining the program’s success.



- His tenure was marked by ups and downs, and he ultimately struggled to return the team to
national prominence.
- Despite some successes, he was let go after the 2001 season.

The New Millennium: A Search for Consistency (2000-
Present)

The 21st century brought both challenges and opportunities for Notre Dame football. The program
sought to regain its status as a national powerhouse amid increased competition and changing
dynamics within college football.

Ty Willingham (2002-2004)

- Willingham started strong with a 10-3 record in his first season, but success was fleeting.
- The program struggled to compete at the highest levels, and Willingham was dismissed after the
2004 season.

Charlie Weis (2005-2009)

- Weis, a former NFL offensive coordinator, brought excitement and a new offensive style to the
program.
- He led the team to a Fiesta Bowl appearance in his second season but failed to sustain success.
- Weis was let go after a disappointing 2009 season.

Brian Kelly (2010-2021)

- Kelly revitalized the program, leading Notre Dame to its first appearance in the College Football
Playoff in 2012.
- Under his leadership, the Fighting Irish consistently competed for conference titles and maintained
a top-tier recruiting class.
- He emphasized a strong defensive strategy and high-powered offense, adapting to the evolving
landscape of college football.

Marcus Freeman (2022-Present)

- Freeman, a former defensive coordinator, took over as head coach in 2022.
- He is the first African American head coach in Notre Dame football history, symbolizing a
significant shift in the program’s culture.
- Freeman aims to build on the foundation established by previous coaches and return Notre Dame
to national prominence.



Conclusion

The history of Notre Dame football coaches is a tapestry woven with the contributions of numerous
influential figures. From the legendary Knute Rockne to the innovative Brian Kelly and the promising
Marcus Freeman, each coach has left an indelible mark on the program. As one of the most storied
programs in college football history, Notre Dame continues to evolve, reflect on its past, and strive
for excellence on and off the field. The legacy of these coaches not only shapes the identity of the
Fighting Irish but also contributes to the broader narrative of college athletics in America. The
journey of Notre Dame football is ongoing, and its coaches will always play a central role in its
success.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was the first head coach of Notre Dame football, and in
what year did he start?
The first head coach of Notre Dame football was Jesse Harper, who started in 1913.

Which Notre Dame coach is known for leading the team to its
first national championship?
Newt Rockne is known for leading Notre Dame to its first national championship in 1924.

What significant achievements did Lou Holtz accomplish
during his tenure as head coach?
Lou Holtz led Notre Dame to a national championship in 1988 and is credited with revitalizing the
program during the 1980s.

How many national championships did Ara Parseghian win as
head coach at Notre Dame?
Ara Parseghian won two national championships as head coach at Notre Dame, in 1966 and 1973.

What impact did Brian Kelly have on the Notre Dame football
program?
Brian Kelly significantly improved the program's competitiveness, leading the team to multiple bowl
games and a national championship game appearance in the 2012 season.
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