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INTRODUCTION



Football is, perhaps, the ultimate team sport. With sixty minutes on the clock, eleven warriors take the field to face eleven warriors. Everyone on the field has a role to play, and everyone has a job to do. Every action is choreographed, and every play carefully planned. If any of the eleven players fails, the team might fail.


Even so, while there are twenty-one other players on the field at any given moment, there is one who stands out. That player’s job alone sets him apart from every other player on the field—and that player is the quarterback. The quarterback could be considered the most important player on the football field. In fact, quarterbacks are often called field generals or game managers. In professional sports, few players face as much pressure as the quarterback of an NFL team.


What sets the position apart is not simply the pressure, the media attention, or the fans’ expectations, of which there are certainly plenty. It is not the fact that the quarterback is the only one who has to know where every other player on the field is at all times, or the countless hours of study that it takes to prepare for a single game. It is not the intelligence the position requires, nor is it the focus. It isn’t the leadership on and off the field. It isn’t the ability to make quick decisions, or read defenses, or recover from a misstep. It isn’t that a quarterback has to have the strength to throw a ball the length of a football field or be accurate enough to knock the wings off a fly in midair. It isn’t just one of these qualities—to play quarterback, an athlete must have them all. Quarterbacks need to have a set of physical tools, as well as a unique education and strong understanding of the game. This is what makes the position so hard to scout, and why so few prospects become successful quarterbacks.


The prototypical NFL quarterback is somewhere between six feet two inches and six feet five inches tall and weighs 220 to 235 pounds. The popular opinion has always been that a quarterback shorter than six feet one inch can’t see over his offensive line, which typically stands in front of him and consists of large players whose jobs are to block the other team from tackling the quarterback, the running back, the tight end, and the wide receiver.


Despite the common school of thought that quarterbacks must be tall in order to see the whole field, some quarterbacks have proved they can use passing lanes to see their receivers. They have shown that throwing the ball over the offensive line is more about a quarterback’s release point and how high the ball is when it is thrown. Still, a stigma often stands around the height of quarterbacks. Most general managers and coaches will not take a chance on a “short” quarterback—and when someone does take a chance on him, that player must prove himself at every turn.


From the time he got the chance to start in high school, however, one quarterback in particular has challenged the idea of how tall or big a quarterback should be. Standing at only six feet tall, Drew Brees has climbed to the top of the NFL, where he remains one of the most talented, successful, and popular quarterbacks to this day.
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CHAPTER ONE



1950–1977


TEXAS PEDIGREE


Vince Lombardi, the famous former coach, once said, “Football is a great deal like life in that it teaches that work, sacrifice, perseverance, competitive drive, selflessness, and respect for authority is the price that each and every one of us must pay to achieve any goal that is worthwhile.” Nowhere is this truer than in the great state of Texas. In most Texan towns, Friday nights are reserved for football. Stores close early, the downtown streets empty, and there is a glow in the sky on the distant horizon—the glow of Friday night lights.


The legendary high school football coach Ray Akins knew what it was like to stand in the glow of those Friday night lights. After serving in the marines during World War II and fighting in Okinawa, Japan, Akins returned to Texas and coached for the better part of four decades, including an amazing run at Gregory-Portland Independent School District from 1965 until he retired in 1988. He won around three hundred games during his twenty-three-year career at Gregory-Portland, and even led a team quarterbacked by his son all the way to the 1971 State Finals, where they unfortunately lost the championship game by just one point. Ray Akins was inducted into the Texas Sports Hall of Fame in 1992. But that’s not his only claim to fame: he also happens to be Drew Brees’s maternal grandfather.


Following the success of the 1971 Gregory-Portland team, colleges heavily recruited Ray’s son, Marty. During a recruiting visit to South Bend, Indiana, Marty fell in love with the University of Notre Dame. He was strongly considering becoming a Fighting Irish before the realities of his father’s job became clear to him. Ray would not be able to attend any of Marty’s games if he went to school out of state. There was too much to do to prepare for those high school football games in Texas. Ray, however, made it clear that he would support his son in whatever decision he made.


“I’ll never forget my dad saying, ‘I’m a high school football coach, and you know how Friday nights are and how we spend Saturday mornings planning for the next game,’” Marty Akins said. “He said, ‘I’ll never get to see you play one college football game if you go to Notre Dame. But if that’s where you want to go, that’s great.’”


He would, of course, watch every one of Marty’s games on television, but he would not be able to make the trip from the southern coast of Texas to northern Indiana and back in one day, and still get all his work done. For Marty, that was a game changer. He wanted his mother and father to have the chance to come to his games and watch him play, so Marty took a visit with the University of Texas at Austin.


While Marty had played for Gregory-Portland, his father was harder on him than on any other player. They studied the game and watched tapes of games all the time. They talked defensive schemes and ways to break them down offensively. He was a true student of football. After Marty’s visit, University of Texas head coach Darrell Royal knew he had found his quarterback of the future. Marty was big, tough, and knew the game well enough to adjust to Coach Royal’s wishbone offense, which is when the quarterback must either pitch the ball to the running back or run the ball, rather than throwing it.


“I ran the ball in high school, but mostly I threw the ball,” Marty remembered. “Coming to Texas and running the wishbone was something new for me.” This adjustment required a quarterback who wasn’t afraid to take a hit and was humble enough to play within the system.


Coach Royal wanted Marty Akins to be his quarterback at Texas, and once Marty decided he wanted to play close to home, he knew he was going to be a Longhorn at the University of Texas at Austin. It didn’t hurt that Coach Royal brought former president Lyndon B. Johnson to the recruiting meeting with the Akins family.


“Here I was, a high school kid, sitting down with President Johnson,” Marty recalled. “He was bigger than life. He seemed like a giant of a person to me.”


Marty was sold! He committed to play for the Texas Longhorns.


Marty Akins arrived in Austin as a freshman in the fall of 1972 and spent his first season as the backup quarterback. He learned everything he could from Coach Royal and starter Alan Lowry while the Longhorns went 10–1, ending the season as the third ranked team in the Associated Press poll.


It didn’t take long for Marty to win the starting spot, and by the spring practices of his first year, he was QB-One. During his second season, he piloted Texas to a sixth consecutive Southwest Conference title with an 8–3 overall record and 7–0 in the Southwest Conference. Unfortunately for Marty, his first season as a starter ended with a bad 19–3 loss to twelfth-ranked Nebraska in the 1974 Cotton Bowl Classic.


He was in his final season, in 1975, when he really proved his tough spirit. In the second-to-last game of the year, the Longhorns hosted Texas Christian University in a fateful game that would change the Longhorns’ season. The Texas Christian University Horned Frogs had yet to win a game that season and were considered the heavy underdogs. In other words, TCU was a team that Texas should have easily beaten. However, the landscape of that game changed for the Longhorns when Marty tore the anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) in his knee. It was a horrible injury that forced him out of the game—and could have permanently ended his career. Texas managed a win against the Horned Frogs, but Marty’s injury had left the Longhorns with a big hole.


The last game of the regular season was against the Longhorns’ rival Texas A&M on November 28, 1975. A win would clinch the Southwest Conference Championship, but a loss would mean they would have to share the title. After the injury in the TCU game, most fans expected Marty Akins to be out for the rest of the season. A tear to that particular ligament was a season-ending knee injury to any other player—but Marty wasn’t like any other player.


“You’ve got to be a tough person because you are going to get hit on every play and, through the season, you are going to receive injuries to your elbows, wrists, your knees, your shoulders,” Marty said. “I played with all kinds of injuries those four years at Texas.”


Marty strapped on a knee brace and limped out onto the field to face Texas A&M’s Aggies. But after the first play, he knew his leg just wasn’t right and that it would be a mistake to go on with an injured knee. The coach took him off the field, but Marty argued to come back once again later in the game. His leg didn’t work for more than a few plays, however, and by the second quarter, his night was over.


The University of Texas would lose that game 20–10. The loss meant that they had to share the Southwest Conference championship with Arkansas and Texas A&M. It was a bitter disappointment. Still, their overall year was successful enough that they earned an invitation to the Astro-Bluebonnet Bowl against Colorado. Marty spent a lot of time rehabilitating his leg, and after a rocky start to their Bowl game, Marty and the Longhorns would go on to own the second half and win 38–21. It was a great way for Marty to finish his season—and his college career!


Marty Akins would end his time at Texas with four school records, including most rushing yards by a quarterback (2,020), most rushing touchdowns by a quarterback (26), and most quarterback starts (34), while winning the Southwest Conference championship in 1973 and 1975 for a career record of 25–9. In 1975, he was an All-American selection.


After the season, Akins was drafted by the St. Louis Cardinals in the eleventh round of the 1976 NFL draft. He would then be traded to the New Orleans Saints in 1977, before hanging up his cleats for good that year and becoming a lawyer. He was inducted into the Texas Sports Hall of Fame in 1987. Ray and Marty Akins are the only father and son to have been inducted into the Texas Sports Hall of Fame. But soon enough there would be a new family member stepping onto the Texas football field—Ray’s grandson and Marty’s nephew: Drew Brees.
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CHAPTER TWO



1979–1992


THE SEEDS OF DISCIPLINE


With the connection to Ray and Marty, Drew Brees was born into an athletic family. But Drew’s grandfather and uncle weren’t the only athletes in the family. Drew’s father, Eugene Wilson “Chip” Brees II, played basketball at Texas A&M. His mother, Mina Akins, the daughter of Ray and sister to Marty, was All-State in basketball and volleyball. Most important, Drew was born into a family of intelligent hard workers who valued character and discipline above all else.


Chip and Mina welcomed their first-born son, Andrew Christopher Brees, to the world on January 15, 1979. Drew took to sports early in his life. As boys, Drew and his brother, Reid, who was two years younger, would spend their summers on their grandfather Ray’s ranch. While Ray Akins ran the Gregory-Portland football team in the sweltering Texas heat, Drew and Reid acted as ball boys and would fetch water for the players.


“During two-a-days, we’d go out there, and my grandpa would serve this green electrolyte water—it was kind of funky—and we’d be over there, me and my brother, filling them up and giving them to the guys and tossing the ball on the side and just thought that was the greatest thing ever, being a part of that and watching Grandpa coach and going to his games,” Drew said.


It was during these summers that Ray Akins’s never-give-up values rubbed off on Drew and planted the seeds for the player he would become in high school, college, and the pros. Drew has said of his grandfather that “some of my best memories as a kid are with him and my grandmother.” Whether it was hunting, fishing, or just helping with the chores on the ranch, Ray Akins never missed an opportunity to teach, coach, and encourage his grandsons.


Growing up in Austin, Texas, Drew’s favorite sport was baseball, but he liked all sports. “My brother and I were just sports junkies. Every free second we had was out in the yard playing tennis or running around,” he recalled.


The boys were in elementary school when their parents decided to get a divorce. It was undoubtedly a hard transition for Drew—and sports helped make it that much easier.
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CHAPTER THREE



1993–1995


FROM “B” TEAM QUARTERBACK TO STARTER


When Drew first arrived on the Westlake High School campus as a skinny young man, not many would have thought he would end his time there with a legendary Texas high school football season and a mantel full of trophies.


After attending the private St. Andrew’s Episcopal School for middle school, Drew had changed to a public school for high school. None of the Westlake coaches knew how he could play, putting him at a disadvantage when it came to the football team. Drew had also not played tackle ball yet, since St. Andrew’s only participated in the flag leagues. He was practically an unknown entity to the high school coaches, and they already had the varsity team quarterback’s younger brother as their “A” team quarterback, so Drew was relegated to the freshman “B” team.


Drew knew he was buried on the depth chart and was worried he’d never get his chance to play. Even though he led the freshman “B” team to an undefeated season, the next year he would be the second quarterback on the junior varsity squad, behind another student named Jonny Rodgers. Drew was also very good at baseball, so he considered focusing on the other sport and quitting football. He preferred to be on the field rather than sitting on the bench—even if it meant switching from the football field to the baseball diamond.


“I said, ‘Mom, I don’t think I’m ever going to get a chance to play football, because Jonny’s the stud and I’ll never beat him out,’” Drew said.


Mina Brees convinced Drew to give it more time, and Drew stayed on the team. During the final preseason scrimmage against the Killeen High School Kangaroos, the summer before his sophomore year, Jonny Rodgers tore a ligament in his knee and couldn’t play for the rest of the season. No one was happy that Jonny was injured, but there was still the upcoming football season to think of. Drew was forced into action during the first regular season junior varsity game. He went nine for ten for 315 yards and four touchdowns in that first game as a starter. Drew went on to lead the JV team to an undefeated season.


Drew was playing so well that Jonny knew it would be best for the team if he found a new position and Drew remained the quarterback. Jonny would move to safety and lead the defensive unit while Drew ran the offense. Before his junior year, Drew was named the starter for the varsity team.


With Drew at the helm, the Westlake Chaparrals started winning—and they just kept on winning. After another undefeated season for Drew, his varsity team was playoff bound. The Chaparrals squeaked by San Antonio Madison High School 26–23 before tying San Antonio Marshall 15–15 with a last-second field goal in the first two rounds of the playoffs. Westlake advanced through to the next playoff round on a tiebreaker.


In the third round of the playoffs, Westlake faced Alice High School, a 9–4 team that had lost to Westlake the previous year in the regional semifinals. The game looked like it could spell the end of the Chaparrals’ season when Westlake committed three turnovers, including a rare interception of a throw from Brees. All seemed truly lost when Drew went down with a devastating knee injury in the second quarter, and Westlake went into the locker rooms with a ten-point deficit at halftime. Fortunately, Westlake still had star running back Ryan Nunez, and he carried the team. Nunez racked up 205 yards and three touchdowns in the second half to lead Westlake past Alice 42–20. Drew returned to the sideline on crutches to support his team, having torn his right ACL, an important knee ligament. However, with a year still left in high school, Drew’s injury was bad enough to put his football career in serious jeopardy.
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