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History of Ohio State Football: A Legacy of Tradition and Triumph

history of ohio state football is a story rich with tradition, passion, and remarkable achievements
that have made the Buckeyes one of the most storied programs in college football. From its humble
beginnings in the late 19th century to becoming a powerhouse in the Big Ten Conference and national
stages, Ohio State football has captured the hearts of fans and shaped the sport's history in profound
ways. Let’s dive into the origins, pivotal moments, legendary figures, and cultural significance that
define this iconic program.

The Early Years: Foundations of a Football Powerhouse

The history of Ohio State football officially began in 1890 when the university fielded its first team. In
those early days, the sport was still developing in the United States, and Ohio State’s program was no
exception to the challenges typical of fledgling teams. With modest resources and a relatively small
following, the Buckeyes played their first game against Ohio Wesleyan University, marking the start of
what would become a century-spanning tradition.

Initial Challenges and Growth

Throughout the 1890s and early 1900s, Ohio State football struggled to find consistent success. The
team often faced stronger, more established programs and worked hard to build a competitive
identity. However, the dedication of early coaches and players laid the groundwork for what was to
come. The introduction of the Big Ten Conference (originally the Western Conference) in 1896,
although Ohio State joined later in 1912, provided a structured competitive environment that helped
elevate the program.

The Rise to Prominence: Joining the Big Ten and Early
Success

Ohio State’s admission into the Big Ten Conference in 1912 marked a turning point in their football
history. This affiliation exposed the Buckeyes to tougher competition and greater visibility, setting the
stage for their rise as a national contender.

Coaching Legends and Breakthrough Seasons

One of the most influential figures in the early history of Ohio State football was coach John Wilce,
who led the team from 1913 to 1928. Under Wilce’s guidance, the Buckeyes won their first Big Ten
championship in 1916 and began crafting a winning culture. Wilce was also known for emphasizing
the importance of academics alongside athletics, a philosophy that continues to resonate within the



program.

Following Wilce, the arrival of coaches like Francis Schmidt and Paul Brown further elevated Ohio
State’s status. Schmidt’s offensive innovations in the 1930s made the Buckeyes a formidable force,
while Brown, who coached from 1941 to 1943, brought discipline and strategic mastery that set new
standards for the team.

The Woody Hayes Era: Defining Ohio State Football

No discussion about the history of Ohio State football is complete without highlighting the legendary
Woody Hayes, who coached the Buckeyes from 1951 to 1978. Hayes’ tenure is often regarded as the
golden era of Ohio State football, characterized by intense rivalries, national championships, and a
deeply ingrained winning mentality.

Building a Dynasty

Woody Hayes emphasized a power-running game, tough defense, and relentless effort — traits that
became synonymous with Ohio State football. Under his leadership, the Buckeyes won five national
championships (1954, 1957, 1961, 1968, and 1970) and 13 Big Ten titles. Hayes was also pivotal in
the development of rivalries, most notably with the University of Michigan, a contest that remains one
of college football’s fiercest and most celebrated.

Legacy Beyond the Field

Hayes was known for his fiery coaching style and passionate commitment to the game, often making
headlines for his emotional outbursts. Yet, his influence extended beyond wins and losses. He
mentored countless players who went on to succeed in professional football and life, embedding a
culture of discipline and loyalty that endures at Ohio State.

Modern Era: Continuing the Tradition of Excellence

After Hayes’ departure in 1978, Ohio State football experienced periods of transition but consistently
remained a top program. The late 20th and early 21st centuries saw the Buckeyes adapt to the
evolving landscape of college football while maintaining their core identity.

Coaching Transitions and Adaptations

The coaching carousel included notable names such as Earle Bruce, John Cooper, and Jim Tressel,
each bringing unique strengths to the program. Tressel, in particular, rejuvenated Ohio State in the
2000s, leading the Buckeyes to a national championship in 2002 and multiple Big Ten titles. His focus
on strong defense, special teams, and recruiting helped the team regain national prominence.



The Urban Meyer Revolution

In 2012, Urban Meyer took over as head coach and immediately made a significant impact. Meyer's
innovative offensive schemes and emphasis on speed and versatility transformed Ohio State’s playing
style. The pinnacle of his tenure came with the 2014 national championship, where the Buckeyes
dominated the College Football Playoff, cementing their place among the elite programs in the
country.

Ohio State Football Culture and Fanbase

The history of Ohio State football is not just about wins and statistics; it’s deeply intertwined with the
culture of the university and the state. Ohio State football games, especially at the iconic Ohio
Stadium (known as "The Horseshoe"), are a communal experience that unites students, alumni, and
fans statewide.

Traditions That Define the Buckeyes

Several traditions have become central to Ohio State football’s identity, such as the marching band’s
famous Script Ohio, the "Buckeye Battle Cry," and the passionate rivalry games against Michigan and
other Big Ten foes. These customs create an atmosphere that is electric and unique to Ohio State,
fostering a lifelong bond between the team and its supporters.

Impact on the Community and Beyond

Beyond the field, Ohio State football has contributed to local economies, charitable causes, and the
broader narrative of college athletics. The program’s ability to produce NFL talent consistently also
highlights its role as a launching pad for athletes’ professional careers, further enhancing its
reputation.

Key Players Who Shaped Ohio State Football History

Throughout its long history, Ohio State has been home to numerous legendary players whose talents
and leadership helped define different eras of Buckeye football.

Archie Griffin: The only two-time Heisman Trophy winner, Griffin’s skill and consistency in the
1970s made him an Ohio State icon.

Chris Spielman: A fierce linebacker known for his intensity and leadership during the 1980s.

Ezekiel Elliott: A modern star whose dominance at running back helped fuel Ohio State’s
success in the mid-2010s.



Dwayne Haskins: A prolific quarterback who set numerous passing records and energized the
offense in the late 2010s.

These players, among many others, illustrate the caliber of talent that Ohio State has attracted and
developed over more than a century.

Looking Ahead: The Future of Ohio State Football

As the history of Ohio State football continues to unfold, the program shows no signs of slowing down.
With cutting-edge facilities, a dedicated coaching staff, and a passionate fanbase, the Buckeyes are
well-positioned to remain at the forefront of college football.

Recruiting remains a critical focus, as Ohio State consistently attracts some of the nation’s top high
school talent. Coupled with a commitment to academic excellence and community engagement, the
future promises to uphold the tradition of excellence that has defined Ohio State football for
generations.

Exploring the history of Ohio State football reveals a dynamic narrative of perseverance, innovation,
and community spirit. It’s a testament to how a college football program can transcend sports to
become a symbol of pride and identity for an entire state and beyond.

Frequently Asked Questions

When was the Ohio State football program established?
The Ohio State football program was established in 1890.

Who was the first head coach of Ohio State football?
The first head coach of Ohio State football was Alexander S. Lilley, who coached the team in 1890.

How many national championships has Ohio State football
won?
Ohio State football has won eight recognized national championships, with titles in years including
1942, 1954, 1957, 1961, 1968, 1970, 2002, and 2014.

Who is the winningest head coach in Ohio State football
history?
Woody Hayes is the winningest head coach in Ohio State football history, coaching from 1951 to 1978
with 238 wins.



What is significant about the 2002 Ohio State football season?
In 2002, Ohio State won the BCS National Championship under coach Jim Tressel, defeating the
University of Miami in the Fiesta Bowl.

Which Ohio State player won the Heisman Trophy in 2014?
Running back Ezekiel Elliott won the Big Ten Player of the Year award in 2014, but the Ohio State
player who won the Heisman Trophy in 2014 was not from Ohio State; the 2014 Heisman winner was
Marcus Mariota from Oregon. However, Ohio State players like Archie Griffin won the Heisman in 1974
and 1975.

What is the significance of the Ohio State-Michigan football
rivalry?
The Ohio State-Michigan rivalry, known as 'The Game,' is one of the most storied and intense rivalries
in college football history, often determining the Big Ten champion and having national championship
implications.

When did Ohio State join the Big Ten Conference?
Ohio State joined the Big Ten Conference in 1912.

Who succeeded Woody Hayes as head coach of Ohio State
football?
Earle Bruce succeeded Woody Hayes as head coach of Ohio State football in 1979.

What is the Ohio State football team's mascot and nickname?
The Ohio State football team's nickname is the Buckeyes, and their mascot is Brutus Buckeye.

Additional Resources
History of Ohio State Football: A Legacy of Excellence and Tradition

history of ohio state football traces the evolution of one of college football’s most storied
programs. From its humble beginnings in the late 19th century to its rise as a perennial powerhouse
in the NCAA, Ohio State University’s football team has been a defining force in the sport. This article
delves into the significant milestones, influential coaches, and cultural impact that have shaped the
Buckeyes into a symbol of athletic excellence and competitive spirit.

Origins and Early Development

The history of Ohio State football began in 1890 when the university fielded its first football team. The



early years were characterized by modest success and gradual growth. Unlike some of the eastern
football powerhouses, Ohio State initially struggled to make a national impact, competing primarily
against regional rivals. The team’s formative years laid the groundwork for a competitive program
that would eventually rise to prominence.

In these early decades, the sport itself was evolving, with changes in rules and playing style
influencing how the Buckeyes approached the game. Ohio State’s commitment to developing a strong
football culture became evident as the university invested in coaching talent and athletic facilities.

Rise to Prominence: The Coaching Era of Paul Brown
and Woody Hayes

Paul Brown’s Foundational Impact

A pivotal figure in the history of Ohio State football is Paul Brown, who coached the Buckeyes from
1941 to 1943 before serving in World War II. Brown’s innovative strategies and emphasis on discipline
transformed Ohio State’s approach to the game. Though his tenure was brief, his influence extended
beyond the field, contributing to the professionalization of coaching and team management.

Woody Hayes: The Architect of Modern Ohio State Football

Arguably the most iconic coach in the history of Ohio State football is Woody Hayes, who led the
Buckeyes from 1951 to 1978. Hayes’ tenure was marked by a fierce commitment to a power-running
offense and a defense-first mentality. Under his leadership, Ohio State secured five national
championships and 13 Big Ten titles, solidifying its status as a dominant force in college football.

Hayes’ legacy is complex, blending remarkable success with controversy. His passionate coaching
style sometimes led to clashes with players and officials, culminating in his dismissal after an incident
in the 1978 Gator Bowl. Nevertheless, his impact on the program’s culture and winning tradition
remains undeniable.

Ohio State Football in the Modern Era

The Evolving Landscape: From John Cooper to Urban Meyer

Following Hayes’ departure, Ohio State experienced a period of fluctuating success. John Cooper,
head coach from 1988 to 2000, achieved a solid record but struggled against key rivals, particularly
Michigan. The team’s inability to consistently secure conference championships or national playoff
berths during this period highlighted the challenges of sustaining elite performance.



The arrival of Urban Meyer in 2012 marked a resurgence for Ohio State football. Meyer introduced a
dynamic offensive system and emphasized recruiting top-tier talent nationwide. His leadership
culminated in a national championship in 2014, the Buckeyes’ first in over three decades, reaffirming
the program’s place among college football’s elite.

Ryan Day and the Future of Ohio State Football

Since Urban Meyer’s retirement, Ryan Day has taken the helm, continuing the program’s tradition of
competitiveness. Day’s approach blends strategic innovation with a focus on player development,
ensuring Ohio State remains a contender within the Big Ten and on the national stage. His tenure
reflects the ongoing evolution of the program, adapting to the changing dynamics of college football,
including the College Football Playoff system and transfer portal.

Traditions and Rivalries That Define Ohio State
Football

Ohio State football is not just about wins and championships; it is steeped in traditions that resonate
deeply with players and fans alike. The “Script Ohio” formation performed by the marching band, the
iconic scarlet and gray uniforms, and the passionate fan base at Ohio Stadium—known as “The
Horseshoe”—all contribute to the program’s unique identity.

The intense rivalry with the University of Michigan, often dubbed “The Game,” is one of the most
storied rivalries in sports. This annual matchup carries significant implications for conference
standings and national rankings, fueling fierce competition and fan engagement.

Key Rivalries

Michigan: The most famous and heated rivalry, dating back over a century.

Penn State: A relatively newer rivalry but crucial within the Big Ten context.

Notre Dame: A historic intersectional rivalry with national significance.

Ohio State Football: Impact and Legacy

The history of Ohio State football is not only a chronicle of athletic achievements but also an
illustration of the program’s role in shaping college football culture. Ohio State has produced
numerous NFL players, Heisman Trophy winners, and coaching legends, contributing substantially to
the sport’s professional and collegiate levels.



Moreover, the program has been a model for integrating athletics with academic and community
values, emphasizing the student-athlete experience. The Buckeyes’ ability to maintain competitive
excellence while fostering educational opportunities reflects a balance that many programs strive to
achieve.

As college football continues to evolve with advancements in training, technology, and governance,
Ohio State football’s history serves as a testament to adaptability and resilience. Its rich tradition,
marked by strategic innovation and passionate support, ensures that the Buckeyes will remain a
central figure in the sport’s narrative for years to come.
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