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Since NFL playoffs are underway and garnering a great deal of national attention, I 
thought I’d take a break this week from all things educational and tell a story.  It is a story that 
many people do not know, but is part of Edinboro history.  

This is a story of the Pittsburgh Steelers, Edinboro and the world’s largest terrible towel.  
In the fall of 1979, I was a senior at Edinboro State College.  I participated in Marching 

Band that year and served as President of the organization.  My wife, Judy, was secretary.  (We 
were only dating at the time.)  Our Band Director, Tim Cordell, had made arrangements that year 
for the band to play at the first Steeler’s playoff game on December 30.

To prepare for our appearance and get ideas, Dr. Cordell attended a Steeler game early in 
the fall with the Steeler’s entertainment director.  As they stood and watched that day’s half-time 
show, Tim asked the entertainment director if it would be exciting to have everyone in the band 
pull out a terrible towel and start waving it during the show.  “Nah,” he said, “t’s been done.”  
What hadn’t been done, though, was for a band to pull open a giant towel.

So, when Dr. Cordell returned to Edinboro, he told me we had to find a way to make the 
world’s largest terrible towel.  Being young and naive, I said, “Sure! No problem!”  I should 
probably explain that although I grew up in a steel town east of Pittsburgh where everyone was a 
Steeler’s fan, I myself was not invested as a fan.  This project did not have the passion for me it 
would for some.  It was just a project for the band.

The first step was to call Myron Cope, famed sports-caster who coined the term “terrible 
towel” and held the rights to that name.  He was quick to agree to let us attempt to make the 
towel.

The next step was to find financing for the project.  At that time, Gimbel’s Department 
store in Pittsburgh had rights to sell terrible towels.  I called someone there and explained the 
project.   All I remember is the end of that conversation when the person asked, “What will you 
do if we don’t fund this?’’I quickly answered, “I will ask Kaufmann’s to fund it.”  Kaufmann’s 
was another large Pittsburgh department store.  (This was my first foray into coercion, a skill that 
would serve me well in the future.)  Gimbel's called the next day and agreed to fund the project. 
(Total costed landed at $1384.43)

Permission and funding turned out to be the easy part.  Next we faced the question of 
fabric and color.  We somehow determined that the towel should stretch approximately from 30 
to 30 yard line, measuring 93 feet long and 54 feet wide.  That’s a lot of fabric!  Having a theater 
background, I first turned to theater muslin, a material used to create scenery.  I met with the 
college theater director and we realized it would take many strips sewn together and then dyed 
the required Steeler gold.  I called around everywhere I could think of in Erie but no one had vats 
large enough to dye that much fabric.  (Plus, they probably thought I was some crazy college kid 
pulling a prank and I’m not sure they took me seriously.  Who would?) 

I was somehow led to Al’s Awning Shop in Erie and spoke with the owner.  As I 
explained what we wanted to do he indicated it would probably be possible.  When I called him 
again, I remember him saying, “You really are serious, aren’t you?”  Once convinced I was 
serious, he was able to find the perfect fabric in the perfect color at a mill in Akron, OH.  His 
people then sewed it together.  I remember a story on the Erie news with film footage from the 
sewing process.  All you could see wall to wall was gold fabric with heads and sewing machines 
popping up here and there.

The next part was the trickiest – getting the words and letters in the exact style, color and 
placement on the towel.  Utilizing the awesome graphics department at the university, two 
graphic students created the stencils we would use.  By that time, the semester had ended and 
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myself, Judy and two other band members stayed on campus as others left for Christmas so we 
could do the lettering,

We got permission to use the Old Student Union, now called the Diebold Center for 
Performing Arts for the lettering process.  There was way more fabric than floor so getting the 
exact portion of the towel for lettering laid out on the floor was tricky; but, we did it, let it dry , 
stored it in the police station for safe keeping and got home just in time for Christmas.   So now, 
those of you who are avid Steeler fans can go to performances at the Diebold Center and know 
you are on hallowed ground.

We assembled a “Terrible Towel Team,” a group of highly trained and skilled individuals 
who handled and opened the towel.  (Actually, the team was a whole bunch of friends and  
family.)  On December 30 at half time, the band played the polka, “Roll Out the Barrel” and the 
big screen read “Roll out the Towel.”   The thing I remember most from that day is the deafening 
roar of the crowd as it opened and not being able to hear any of the band.  I worried we might not 
be playing together then quickly realized, it probably didn’t matter!

The Steelers beat the Miami Dolphins that week and the terrible towel team was invited 
back the next week for the playoff game against the Houston Oilers. We once again unveiled the 
the monstrosity but this time,  we had to leave the towel behind as we did not own it.  The 
Steelers went to the Super Bowl that year in California and took the towel, but alas, did not take 
us.

Gimbels eventually auctioned the towel and gave the proceeds to the Autism Society as 
Myron Cope was the father of an autistic child and that was his favorite charity.  We heard that 
the towel was purchased by Weight Watchers but we never saw it again.

So now you know the story of Edinboro and the World’s Largest Terrible Towel.


