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Sanjay Lal while coaching with the Dallas Cowboys.

By Jon Kingdon

There are many ways to make it
to the National Football League
as a coach. The straight line is
to be born here, learn the game
here, play through high school
and college and look for any op-
portunity you can find to get
your foot in the door and take it
from there.

For Sanjay Lal, a 1987 grad-
uate of Miramonte High School,
from the start of his life, playing
football and eventually becom-
ing a coach in the NFL, a
straight line it wasn’t: “I was
born in London and my father
(Vern) was working for Elec-
tronic Data Systems (EDS) which
was a company owned by Ross
Perot. He worked in the world
division so our family would
have to move to countries like
Kuwait, Iran, and Mexico. As
me and my sister and brother
got older, he decided that we
needed to get to the United
States and settle down and we
ended in Plano, Texas which
was the headquarters for EDS.
It was there where I was intro-
duced to football as a seventh
grader and ever since then I
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have been in love with the
game.”

Having lived in so many
different countries has provided
Lal with a perspective, seeing
people more as individuals than
as members of a particular
group: “I would say that it made
me have a clearer outlook that
people are just people. You
cannot label a race or a religion
as they are this way, or they act
that way because it is simply not
true. In Kuwait, the majority of
the population is Muslim, and
they were very nice and gra-
cious people so to take the crazy
section of any religion, it’s not
right to portray the religion that
way. It gave me a broader view
of things. When it was pointed
out to me that I am the only In-
dian coach in the NFL, I have
never thought about that, so 'm
wired a little differently that
way.”

As a rule, Lal would attend
the American schools in the
various countries his family was
living in, which he found to be
“a nurturing, friendly and wel-
coming type of environment.” It
was a far greater adjustment to
attend a public high school in
Plano, Texas as the new Kkid, Lal
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said: “It was all the typical stuff
with the bullying. Ilearned that
you either get stronger or you
let it crumble you. I got
stronger, but it was a cultural
shock.”

His sport growing up over-
seas was primarily soccer,
“which I never liked.” It was
when he got to Texas that he
quickly discovered a love of
football: “My family did not
even know what football was
until I started playing it. We
would play all the time. I
started reading about all the
players and just loved it. That I
could catch really helped me
with my teammates.”

After making one final
move to Orinda and Miramonte
High School, Lal, then a sopho-
more, had another cultural ad-
justment: “I came to love Texas.
Although the football cultures
were far different from Plano to
Miramonte, I really enjoyed
playing at Miramonte because
we passed the ball a 1ot more,
which was fun since I got to
catch a lot more balls.”

What also made it more of
a positive experience was his
coach, Floyd Burnsed, now the
head coach at Acalanes: “Floyd
was a player’s coach. I can only
say good things about him.
When he talked, we listened. He
was a very fair coach and he
wanted the best for our team
and was willing to do anything
for us.”

Besides the football pro-
gram, the classes at Miramonte
laid a foundation for Lal: “The
academics were excellent and
the teachers were some of the
best I ever had though at the
time, I probably didn’t appreci-
ate them because they really
made us work and it set me up
really well for the academics at
college.”

As a wide receiver, one
thing Lal did not lack for was
confidence. After graduating
from Miramonte, he chose to
walk-on at UCLA where Troy
Aikman was the team’s quarter-
back: “I always saw myself play-
ing major college football,” Lal
said. “I just knew that I could
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catch, and I loved the game and
I felt everything else would
come.” After two years at UCLA,
which included a victory in the
1989 Cotton Bowl, Lal trans-
ferred to the University of
Washington and was on the
team that won the national
championship in 1990, graduat-
ing with a business degree.

Lal had tryouts with some
NFL teams and even played in
NFL Europe but injuries led him
down a different path: “I was
working at a promotions job for
Budweiser which was a night-
time job and began coaching the
wide receivers and passing
game at Miramonte for six
years, five of which we won the
NCS.”

Lal worked with a number
of top players such as Peter
French who went on to play at
San Jose State but it was one
play by Phil Wagner, who is now
a doctor, that ultimately led him
to become a full-time coach: “I
taught Phil how to run the post
corner pattern and he ran it
perfectly in the next game, scor-
ing a touchdown. He then ran
over to me and gave me a hug
and said, ‘That’s all you, Coach.’
I had never felt anything like
that and I got chills.”

After a short period at Los
Medanos and Saint Mary’s
(which dropped the program
soon after he was hired), it was
Jeff Tedford, the head coach at
UC Berkeley that gave Lal his
first exposure to Division I foot-
ball: “Jeff offered me a volunteer
position which got my foot in
the door and I was then hired as
an analyst for two years,” Lal
said. “Lane Kiffin, the Raiders
head coach, was looking for a
quality control coach and Jeff
recommended me for that posi-
tion and I worked there from
2007-2011. I owe everything to
Jeff because without him, none
of these other events would
have happened. I'm forever in
his debt.”

It was then on to the New
York Jets (2012-2014), the Buffalo
Bills (2015-2016), the Indianapo-
lis Colts (2017), the Dallas Cow-
boys (2018-2019) and now with

the Seattle Seahawks (2020).

Lal and his family could
write their own travelogue, a
project they will pass on as it’s
Lal’s hope that Seattle will be
their last move for a while: “I
met my wife in Seattle and her
parents still live here. My wife
and daughters have been trav-
eling with me to the various
cities because we did not want
to do the split family thing.
(Seattle head coach) Pete Carroll
always stayed in contact with
me and this is a program that is
not going anywhere, at least un-
til Pete chooses to retire so it
should give us a chance for
stability.”

Having worked with so
many teams, Lal has been ex-
posed to many of the top
coaches in college and the NFL
and has taken something from
just about all of them.

Even though he worked
with so many great football
minds, it was watching ‘Dancing
With The Stars’ that provided
the foundation for his coaching
philosophy, Lal said: “I'm a firm
believer in muscle memory and
in watching Dancing With the
Stars and seeing how they
would practice for four hours a
day on their footwork, hitting
the mark at the right time, I said
to myself, that’s just like football.
It's choreography for my re-
ceivers. We practice it so many
times they don’t have to count
their steps. Great scheme plays
don’t work if the routes don’t
look right. Playing a game on
Sunday is like a Broadway show.
We're all on the grand stage.
That’s what our games are. The
whole world is watching.”

With only a 16 game sea-
son, the NFL does not have the
luxury to reduce the number of
games played during the season
the way baseball, basketball and
hockey have done without tak-
ing an even greater financial hit,
forfeiting the TV revenue that
has become even more essential
due do the coronavirus signifi-
cantly reducing the number of
fans that will be allowed in the
stadiums.
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ROOM FOR RENT - $1050 w/
private bath. Nice home near
Miramonte HS. Call Dorothy
(925) 324-3168 and v msg

In home hair care services
Colors, cuts, sets, blow dries
Call Renee 925-393-8732

Renee's
Jenior Jenwvices

Concept Builders

Remodeling, Home Repair &
New Construction

White with grey markings.
DSH. About 8 Ibs. Found in the
Wilder neighborhood (Tomcat
Way) on August 20/21. Has all
claws, white nose, no collar.
Vet scanned for microchip; has
none. Will foster until claimed.
347-453-3156.

Totalintegrityinsurance.com
20+yr Lamorinda resident.

My independent insurance
brokerage is here to serve you.
Over 100 top carriers = great pricing
and coverage for Biz Gen Liability,
W Comp, Homes, Auto, Life. Call
Henry at (925) 247-4356 0£90108

Real Estate

NEED TO SELL YOUR HOUSE?
We'll buy “AS IS” condition, all
CASH offer, NO closing costs,
NO realtor commissions!
Call now: 925-800-7510
info@discoverpropertysolutions.com
www.discoverpropertysolutions.com

| House Cleaning |

www.totalclean.biz

Serving Lamorinda since 1985.
Insured and bonded 376-1004.

Music Lessons

Fun Piano Lessons

Learn your favorite song! | teach
Certificate of Merit. BM & MM in
Piano. Lessons in your home.
925-984-8322. lynnf253@gmail.com

Custom Quality Fencing

STEEEKEN'S

T REDWOOD FENCING

1 ¢ | 925-938-9836

* Good Neighbor Fence

» Deer Fencing

» Picket/Split Rail

* RV Gates

« Trellis and Arbors

» Retaining Walls

* Insurance/Storm Repairs

licensed, bonded & insured. CA#667491

Tile Setting

Baths, Showers, Floors, Walls,
Counters
Cliff 510-697-1125

Need a few hours of help?
Someone to shop or to go
shopping with? Need a ride to a
Dr. Appointment? A little light
housekeeping?

Or a little companionship

Call Renee: 925-393-8732

* Quetzal Handyman

NO JOBTOO SMALL
Electrical, plumbing,
b | concrete, drlveways & more..
Please call Carlos Toledo
510-689-7490

Rusty Nails Handyman Service

Repair - Restore « Revamp
Call Rusty- (925) 890-1581

Bonded & Insured. License no. 842563
(925) 283-8122, Cell: (925) 768-4983

WE HOP TO IT!

(925) 377-6600
LeapFrogPlumbing.com

Rototilling

=+ Ken's Rototilling
ﬁ_ « 4 W/D Tractors
. « Hillside Weed Cutting
» Mowing - Discing - Rototilling
Free estimates! 925-938-9836
licensed, bonded & insured. CA#667491

www.kensrototilling.com






