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For Mom, 
who also always wanted to be nearby, 
and also wanted to race onto the field, 
but thankfully never did.







Prologue




MAY 12, 1987 


Steve Young walked into the San Francisco 49ers locker room unprepared: he forgot to bring a pair of cleats. So with his new team’s three-day mini-camp in Redwood City about to begin, he tracked down the 49ers equipment manager, Bronco Hinek.

“Tampa Bay didn’t send his shoes in time, and he apparently thought a pair would be provided by the team,” Hinek said. “When I told him they wouldn’t, I suggested he borrow a pair of Joe’s. Steve was a little embarrassed, but they both wear the same size.”

Young reluctantly laced up Joe Montana’s cleats, took the practice field, and spent an hour displaying his talents for Bill Walsh and the rest of the 49ers coaching staff. When the workout was over, Walsh and Young walked back into the locker room, where they ran into the cleats’ rightful owner.

“Hi, Joe,” Walsh shouted. “I’d like you to meet Steve Young. Steve, Joe Montana.”

“This was definitely not the way I envisioned meeting Joe Montana,” Young later recalled. “Frankly, I didn’t know how he’d react. Maybe he would think I was walking right in and trying to take over. I mean, the guy is a legend.”

The two men shook hands then chatted for a few minutes—all the while Young subtly retreating toward a nearby wall: the back of the shoes he was wearing bore Montana’s number 16 written in red ink.
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Soon the conversation came to an end, prompting another handshake and a parting of the ways. But not before Montana had one final comment for his presumed understudy.

“Steve, when you’re finished, just throw the shoes back in my locker.”

Those size-eleven cleats wouldn’t be the last thing Steve Young took that Joe Montana wanted back.
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Crystal Joe

It was like this guy is touched by God, he’s designed to play for the 49ers. He’s gonna be indestructible.

—Carmen Policy on Joe Montana’s return from major back surgery in 1986

 



 



“It’s funny,” Joe Montana wrote in August 1986, “I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about life after football; maybe it’s because I turned thirty in June.” But even before that milestone—and well after it—the San Francisco 49ers star quarterback was repeatedly reminded that he would not play football forever.

On June 1, 1986, ten days before his thirtieth birthday, Montana underwent what the press called a “secret” surgery on his throwing shoulder: nobody outside of the San Francisco 49ers organization knew about the arthroscopic procedure until two weeks after it was performed.

That spring, the two-time Super Bowl Most Valuable Player (MVP) had admitted to reporters that the injury—which had also been accompanied by bruised ribs, courtesy of the New York Giants during a playoff loss in December—was so painful that weeks passed before he was able to pull a shirt over his head.

Still, for the 49ers and their fans, there was little to be concerned about regarding the injury.

“He had persistent pain in the shoulder when he was throwing,” the team’s orthopedic surgeon Dr. Michael Dillingham said. “We scoped his shoulder and cleaned out a small piece of cartilage. His rotator cuff and tendons were OK. . . . He has good range of motion and reasonable strength. If he keeps going like this, he’ll do well. I’m optimistic.”

Apart from the promising diagnosis and Dillingham’s assurance that Montana could resume throwing in three or four weeks, Montana’s reputation as one of the game’s most durable passers left little doubt who would be under center for the 49ers. After all, since taking over as the club’s starter in 1980, Montana had missed only two games.

For his part, the minor surgery hardly left Montana bedridden or in a dispirited state: twelve days after the procedure Montana and teammates Dwight Clark, Ronnie Lott, and Riki Ellison went to a studio in Sausalito to sing backup vocals for Huey Lewis and the News’ recording of “I Know What I Like.”

And by late July, Montana was effortlessly humming forty-yard passes downfield to receivers during the team’s training camp at Sierra Community College in Rocklin, California.

“It felt good; it felt real good,” Montana said. “I threw a little harder than I expected to.”

But it didn’t take long for a backache to crop up, forcing him to walk delicately and miss several practices. Once the preseason schedule neared, he returned to his familiar position behind center Fred Quillan, and even took over the holding duties on extra points and field goals. Bill Walsh, the 49ers head coach, justified the move by saying, “People like John Brodie did it their entire careers and never were hurt.”

But soon enough Walsh rethought the decision.

Three days after San Francisco thumped the Los Angeles Raiders 32–0 in their preseason opener, 49ers guard Guy McIntyre accidently stepped on Montana’s ankle during a drill and he was carted off the field so X-rays could be taken. Walsh said he was expected to miss only a few days of practice.

“It’s nothing serious,” Montana explained.

In fact, that week Montana was far more angered with the “detailing” vandals had done to his $70,000 Mercedes-Benz 500 SEC in the parking lot at Sierra College. As if to add insult to injury, someone poured gray paint all over the hood, bashed in the windshield, and dented the body in several places.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he told reporters. “I don’t even want to think about it. I don’t want to see it.”

Eventually Montana’s ankle became a much greater concern than his abused sports car. In addition to that week’s game against the Rams, he missed the team’s final two preseason contests and was fitted for a cast.

“I’m not worried about Joe’s ankle,” said team physician Michael Dillingham. “But we’d like it to heal faster, so we are going to immobilize it until Wednesday or Thursday.”

The ankle improved, San Francisco waived third-string quarterback Mike Moroski, and Montana was deemed ready to go for the season opener, despite missing nearly four full weeks of practice and having some pain in his foot when he pivoted off the ankle.

“[It] is getting better slowly,” Montana said the first week of September. “It’s one of those things you’ve got to practice with. It will take a long time to heal this way, but it’s the only way I can do it.”

The 49ers opened the 1986 regular season on the road against the Buccaneers and a familiar face: Steve DeBerg—Bill Walsh’s starting quarterback in San Francisco during 1979 and 1980 and therefore Joe Montana’s competition during his first two seasons in the National Football League (NFL).

“We were roommates, we just really got along extremely well, and we became good friends immediately,” DeBerg recalled years later. “The thing that we enjoyed the most was competing with each other and just competing in general. It became really a great relationship. It’s not always true when people compete against each other that they have a real good friendship: me personally, I’d rather compete against my best friend than anybody and have fun doing it. And that was the kind of relationship Joe and I had.”

Late in the 1980 season, Montana permanently wrested away the starter’s job from DeBerg, and the 49ers traded away the California native. By 1984 DeBerg wound up in Tampa Bay as the starting quarterback. But the following year, the Buccaneers signed Steve Young, a superstar in the crumbling United States Football League (USFL). Instantly, the franchise’s players, coaches, owner, and fans saw Young as the savior and DeBerg as expendable.

“I could almost feel what [DeBerg] was going through,” Joe Montana wrote in the summer of 1986. “When the Bucs decided to sign Steve Young, the high-priced quarterback from the Los Angeles Express of the USFL, I knew what he must have been thinking. He had to be dying inside.”

Despite Young’s superior athletic gifts (and his million-dollar-per-season contract), DeBerg beat out the talented, yet unpolished passer during the preseason and earned the starter’s job for Tampa Bay’s Week 1 showdown against San Francisco. But DeBerg threw a franchise-record seven interceptions that day and late in the first half, the fans at Tampa Stadium began to cheer, “We Want Steve Young! We Want Steve Young!”

While Young watched the entire game from the sidelines—and reportedly gestured to the crowd to halt the chant—Montana dispelled any concern relating to his injured shoulder, back, and ankle. He led the 49ers offense to a pair of first-quarter touchdown drives, taking a 14–0 lead into halftime. With  the San Francisco defense hounding DeBerg—they also recorded three sacks to go along with the seven interceptions—and Montana completing thirty-two of forty-six attempts for 356 yards, the 49ers looked every bit the Super Bowl contender.

“I was very pleased with the outcome, although I think the game was tougher than the score indicates,” Walsh said about his club’s 31–7 win. “It was good to prove our ability to get into the end zone. It was an excellent effort, up to our highest expectations.”

Nevertheless the 49ers didn’t leave Tampa completely unscathed. Despite stellar passing statistics and his fiftieth career victory as a starting quarterback, Joe Montana had a tough return to the playing field. In addition to suffering a slightly sprained knee, Montana was reportedly bothered by headaches, which were likely caused by the Florida heat and humidity. Neither seemed to slow him down, though: only once before had Montana ever completed thirty-two or more passes in a single game.

At some point during the win over the Bucs, Montana rolled to his left and released a pass to the right, awkwardly twisting his lower back in the process. He showed no signs of pain and the twenty-four-point lead—not the yet-to-be-realized injury—was the only reason why backup Jeff Kemp entered the game in the fourth quarter.

“There was a little disbelief initially, because Joe reported on Monday (after the Tampa Bay game) without complaining of his back to me,” Walsh told reporters later that week.

But Montana sat out the Tuesday practice, as the 49ers prepared for the Los Angeles Rams, and the next day Walsh announced that Kemp would start against their National Football Conference (NFC) West rival.

“Montana’s injury doesn’t merely raise serious questions about the outcome of the Rams game,” San Francisco Chronicle columnist Lowell Cohn wrote. “It throws Joe’s entire future into doubt. As football players go, he is a slight man, not built for bone-crushing contact. The beating he has taken over the years may have caught up with him.

“That would be a shame,” he continued, “because Montana may be the best quarterback who ever lived, certainly one of the most pleasurable to watch. The 49ers have to face the fact that his body is growing fragile, that he is, in fact, becoming Crystal Joe.”

At Anaheim Stadium, San Francisco’s defense held the Rams great running back Eric Dickerson in check (nineteen carries, seventy-eight yards) and replacement Jeff Kemp completed nineteen of twenty-four attempts, including a sixty-six-yard third-quarter touchdown pass to wide receiver Jerry Rice. Midway through the fourth quarter the game was tied at 13. But the Rams drove ninety-two yards over eleven plays in the final six minutes to set up a  game-winning eighteen-yard field goal by Mike Lansford, and with that the 49ers were 1–1.

From his Redwood City home, Montana watched the game while lying on his back to ease the pain of spasms that had not dissipated following time spent in a portable traction unit and injections of anti-inflammatory medicines.

“I should be there, huh?” he told a 49ers official on the phone during halftime.

Not long after hanging up the phone, Montana checked into St. Mary’s Hospital: a CT scan late in the week proved surgery was necessary.

Early Monday on September 17, a team of orthopedic surgeons led by Dr. Arthur A. White cut into Montana with two specific purposes: to remove a large, central portion of the disk that cushioned the lower vertebrae (L5) of the spine; and to split the L5 and S1 vertebrae “in order to create a larger opening in the canal that carries the nerve fibers of the spinal cord.” According to the team’s physicians, Montana was born with abnormally small openings for the nerves, a condition called stenosis.

So many local fans flooded the hospital with calls of sympathy and questions about where to send flowers, cards, and letters that a special hotline was established with instructions and daily updates on Montana’s condition.

He may have only just turned thirty, had been a resident of the city for less than eight years, and was born more than twenty-five hundred miles away, but Montana had become the city’s greatest sports idol. That legacy surfaced after guiding the championship-starved, oft-hapless 49ers—San Francisco’s only truly “original” team1—to victories in Super Bowl XVI and Super Bowl XIX. By the mid-1980s, San Francisco sports fans professed an unprecedented, undying, and unconditional love for Joe Montana.

“Because of the 49ers’ history and origination the man who would lead them to a championship was destined to be a new hero and [Montana] was,” recalled Art Spander, who covered San Francisco sports for more than five decades.

“I can safely say that after that 1984 season when Joe won his second Super Bowl (and beat Dan Marino in the game), he was the most popular sports figure in San Francisco sports history,” San Jose Mercury News sports columnist Mark Purdy added in 2012. “After winning just one Super Bowl, he was a real fan favorite and kind of a cult figure, almost, but the second Super Bowl put   him over the top. I think people have a view of the Bay Area as a quirky place that doesn’t treat sports the same way as the rest of the country. That’s correct, and I think it’s in a good way—fewer people make athletes into idols or plan their lives around sports.

“However, when Walsh and Montana combined to put those Super Bowl teams on the field and did it in such a unique way, I think the Bay Area elevated them both as Northern California pop culture icons almost along the lines of the Grateful Dead or Francis Ford Coppola or Clint Eastwood because Bill and Joe seemed to exemplify what Bay Area residents think about themselves—that they are smarter and cooler and more creative than people in other parts of the country. Joe was all of that. And you could definitely argue that if in 1986 you had put Joe at a table signing autographs alongside tables with Jerry Garcia and Coppola and Eastwood and only had Bay Area citizens in the room, the longest line would be at Joe’s table.”

If there had ever been such a line, Bill Walsh wouldn’t have to wait in it. He also didn’t have to call the special hotline established at St. Mary’s Hospital for news on his quarterback’s condition. Upon the team’s return from Anaheim, Walsh visited Montana.

“He’s still sleepy and somewhat sedated,” Walsh said. “He’s in excellent spirits and asking for pizza already. . . . Hospital pizza, I don’t think, would be that attractive.” (Local fans actually began sending or ordering pizzas to the hospital after Walsh mentioned Montana’s appetite.)

Collectively, the team of surgeons said that the two-hour procedure went well, announcing via a statement, “Everything looks great for a successful recovery.”

But not everyone was quite that optimistic. One Bay Area doctor, provided with the details of the operation, told the San Jose Mercury News, “That sounds good for Joe. That sounds like a classic herniated disk, and there is an 89 or 90 percent chance that he will make a good recovery. But if I were Joe Montana, I wouldn’t play football again. For you or I to get along with that is no big deal. It would be successful surgery, and we would be very content for the rest of our lives. But if we were going to carry sacks of concrete or get tackled by 250-pound monsters, I’m not sure the back would hold up.”

Even one of the team’s physicians, Dr. Robert Gamburd, told reporters, “We’ll have to wait and see about whether he’ll ever play again.”

“I thought he was finished,” Montana’s mother, Theresa, later said. “I was in his hospital room the day after the operation. They wheeled him in, sat him up, or at least tried to. I could see the pain in his eyes. I wanted to cry, but not in front of him. Ronnie Lott was in the room, Dwight Clark, Wendell Tyler. They couldn’t hold the tears back. A day later I asked him, ‘What do you want  to do?’ He said, ‘I want to play football again.’ The next day he was up doing exercises, the day after that he was working with weights, small stuff mostly, but at least he was doing something.”

Their franchise quarterback declared out for the entire season, and perhaps forever, the 49ers considered acquiring another quarterback.

Walsh—who, looking ahead to the next season, insisted that Montana would “start and play . . . I think he’ll return to greatness”—inquired with the Oilers about Jim Everett, their unsigned, third-overall draft pick whose salary demands were far more than Houston wanted to spend. Coincidently, the Oilers’ asking price for Everett was also far more than the 49ers wanted to spend.

Bob Gagliano, a former backup for the Chiefs and starter for the Denver Gold of the USFL, was brought in for a tryout, as was Ed Luther, a journeyman recently cut by Atlanta.

But one name soon garnered more attention than all the others.

“As the 49ers go quarterback shopping, they should think of Steve Young,” San Francisco Chronicle columnist Glenn Dickey wrote the day after Montana’s surgery.

“Young has the mobility that 49er coach Bill Walsh prizes in a quarterback—he even was used as a running back at times by the Los Angeles Express—and he’s an accurate passer who led the nation in passing as a collegian. Young would fit even better than Jim Everett into Walsh’s ball-control passing scheme. He is, in fact, much like Joe Montana when Montana first came to the 49ers.”

Dickey—who also pointed out that 49ers offensive coordinator Mike Holmgren was Young’s coach in college—wasn’t the only one intrigued by Young. Walsh even called Buccaneers head coach Leeman Bennett about the raw quarterback.

“I do not believe he is available,” Walsh said, “although we have great regard for him.”

Walsh was right: Young wasn’t available. The following Sunday in Detroit, with Steve DeBerg nursing a sore elbow, Young started for Tampa Bay and helped the Bucs snap a horrific nineteen-game road losing streak.

St. Mary’s released Montana on Monday, September 22, the day after the Jeff Kemp-led 49ers toppled the New Orleans Saints 26–17 in their home opener. One of his surgeons, Dr. Arthur White, acknowledged that Montana was experiencing some numbness in his foot—a condition that was possibly permanent—but might return to the field far sooner than expected.

“The absolute soonest would be two months, and that would be a phenomenal effort,” said White. “I believe there’s less danger now that he has more room in his spine to take those hits.”

The rehab process began right away: less than a week after the surgery, Montana worked out on a Nautilus machine and began walking long distances.

Not surprisingly, without Montana, the 49ers endured a roller-coaster stretch.

They steamrolled the Miami Dolphins, intercepting Dan Marino four times in a 31–16 win, then defeated the winless Indianapolis Colts 35–14, as Jerry Rice grabbed three second-half touchdown passes from Kemp, who threw for 274 yards. He had won his third straight start.

“I definitely had fear for my job,” Montana later admitted.

But they also squandered a ten-point fourth-quarter lead at home, losing to the Vikings in overtime, then began a brutal stretch of four road games in the span of five weeks. Against the 5–1 Atlanta Falcons, the offense struggled. Following a Roger Craig touchdown on the opening possession, the 49ers produced just three field goal attempts (only one of which kicker Ray Wersching made), and the game ended in a 10–10 tie.

The news got only worse when they returned to California. During the game against Atlanta, Kemp injured his hip and would miss the next two weeks. Halfway through the 1986 season, the 49ers had already lost two starting quarterbacks due to injury. Mike Moroski, who had been cut by the team in the preseason and re-signed after Montana’s back injury, took over for Kemp.

A pair of fourth-quarter interceptions returned for touchdowns, first by Ronnie Lott, then another by Tory Nixon, allowed the 49ers to escape Milwaukee County Stadium with a 31–17 win over the 1–6 Packers, but another sub-par effort from the offense one week later in New Orleans dropped them to 5–3–1. With a little more than one month remaining in the regular season, San Francisco trailed the Rams by two games in the race for the NFC West crown.

Still, all was not bleak by the Bay.

Joe Montana’s recovery from back surgery was well ahead of schedule. Although he suffered a near-disastrous fall in the family’s Foster City condominium—hearing one-year-old Alexandra fall out of her crib, the first-time father rushed from another room to his daughter, unsuccessfully trying to hurdle a childproof gate blocking a staircase—Montana rehabbed with a vengeance.

“This is like anything else that people love to do,” he said. “It’s the same as a person who breaks his foot skiing. As soon as he can, he is back on the slopes because he loves to ski. It’s the same for me. I love the game. Everybody’s a little nervous. I’m a little nervous. But I don’t want to baby myself to the point where I sit out. That’s just not me.”

Within weeks of the surgery he was jogging, swimming, weight-training, and running agility drills. After one month, he resumed throwing and  returned to team practices. Midway through the first full week of November, Walsh named Montana the starter for the 49ers home game against the St. Louis Cardinals.

“We had to make sure we were properly and appropriately covered in every facet of his return, from the standpoint of the evaluations of all the doctors working with the 49ers, and obviously, with his surgeons,” Walsh said. “The assessment of everyone was in 100 percent agreement on this matter.”

The physical state of the back wasn’t the only issue Montana, Walsh, and the team’s front office dealt with. Throughout the recovery, Montana struggled to cope with his absence from the game, the possibility that he might never heal, and—should he return to the field—concern over both his productivity and safety.

“I thought something could happen in the surgery,” Montana admitted during a press conference. “I mean, they were talking about my spinal column. It was scary to me. Afterward, the morphine messed up my mind. At times, the walls were blurry, I saw double, I slurred my words. I said to Jennifer (his wife), ‘Will I come back? I don’t know if I can come back. Will I ever be healthy?’ She said, ‘There’s nothing to worry about.’ She was stronger than I was.

“You start thinking crazy. I just wanted to walk normal, be able to play with my kids, live a normal life. I had talks with Jennifer and my parents about never playing again, but after I stopped the medication those talks subsided.”

Still, at one point during the process, Montana even met with his accountant to discuss his finances should he never play again: “It was crushing. It was killing me,” he admitted. “I went through states of depression.”

But the moment he entered the game, Montana’s depression, fears, and doubts were all distant memories. As had been the case for years, Joe Montana the Person contrasted with Joe Montana the Quarterback.

“He was different on the field,” 49ers owner Eddie DeBartolo Jr., said. “Off the field he was very outgoing, court jester, always playing tricks in the locker room. At team dinners he’d [inhale] helium balloons and joke around. That was just his way. . . . But once he strapped on his helmet, he was a different person. There was no fooling around: he was the boss, he was the general. And what he said went.”

“When he stepped on the field,” teammate Steve Bono later remembered, “at that point in his career because he was so popular, he was more comfortable on the field than he was walking down the street. Because he knew his element when he was on the field. He was protected.”

In his return to the team, fifty-five days removed from major back surgery, the 49ers already held a 13–3 advantage when Montana lofted a deep post  pass over the middle of the field to Rice who hauled in the forty-five-yard touchdown. The Candlestick crowd and 49ers sideline did not, however, immediately burst into celebration: Cardinals defensive lineman Al “Bubba” Baker blasted Montana just as he threw the pass, but the quarterback promptly stood up and was seen smiling.

“A lot of times, when I’d get hit, I’d be asked by one of our guys or their guys, ‘You, OK?’ And I’d say, ‘Yeah.’ One other time somebody told me, ‘I took it easy on you that time,’” Montana said. “You can’t worry about it. If you play, you’re going to get hit. You can’t worry about a guy from this direction or that direction because, if you do, you’re going to forget about what you’re supposed to be doing back there.”

“The phrase I used,” Mark Purdy recalled years later, “was it was like being at the circus where the guy’s on the high-wire, and everybody doesn’t want him to fall, but the fact that they know he can fall makes it like you’re holding your breath the whole time. Every time a guy got near Joe—because nobody really knew what was going to happen—it was a big deal.”

Two Candlestick Park spectators in particular—Montana’s wife and his surgeon—were most worried, especially after the quarterback endured a sack and two roughing-the-passer penalties. Jennifer Montana admitted that she had cringed when her husband took hits from St. Louis defenders on three consecutive plays, as did Dr. White, who during a conference call that week said Montana was “crazy” for returning to football.

“I told Joe from the first day I met him that I don’t recommend that people I do surgery on go back to anything that is way out of control—that they should stay in control of their spines the rest of their lives.”

Montana and Rice hooked up on a third forty-plus-yard touchdown, late in the third quarter, giving the 49ers a commanding twenty-point lead, but more so than his passing Montana’s presence bolstered the spirits of his 49er teammates, who had only one victory in the previous month.

“It was just the fact that we had him,” guard Randy Cross said after the 43–17 blowout. “Armies work hard for Lancelot, but they work even harder for King Arthur.”

The 49ers would need a heroic effort over the next few weeks.

In a matchup with Joe Gibb’s NFC East–leading Washington Redskins, the 49ers offense racked up huge chunks of yards—Montana set career highs with sixty attempts and 441 yards passing—but interceptions killed three drives, and they managed just two field goals in an ugly 14–6 loss on Monday Night Football.

A 20–0 victory over the Falcons pulled San Francisco within one game of passing the Rams for first place in the West, but then the New York Giants came to Candlestick. The Giants had suffocated the 49ers offense in the playoffs the previous December and had won ten of their last eleven games.

None of that seemed to matter by halftime as the 49ers took a 17–0 advantage. But the Giants defense shut out Montana and the 49ers in the second half, and scored three touchdowns in the third quarter, winning 21–17.

Much of the blame for the second half collapse fell at Montana’s feet. One reporter noted that—post surgery—he was less inclined to scramble and make plays with his legs, opting instead to attempt throws prematurely: “The new Joe Montana is not quite the same as the previous version. He scrambles if necessary, but more carefully.” Another accused him of rushing “his throws as if he was afraid of what would happen if Leonard Marshall or George Martin got a good hit on him.”

Even Walsh admitted, “He hasn’t had the scintillating days he’s had in the past. He’s OK physically, but not playingwise.”

With three games left on the schedule, the 49ers had to win each one just for a shot at reaching the postseason. First up: the offensively challenged New York Jets, a club that had scored just three points in each of their previous two games. Again, neither Montana nor the offense was “scintillating,” but they outgained the Jets by more than two hundred yards for a 24–10 win, then flew across the country and narrowly defeated the defending American Football Conference (AFC) champion, New England Patriots, 29–24.

A second straight win, coupled with the Rams heartbreaking overtime loss to the Miami Dolphins set up a winner-take-all showdown in the Week 17 season finale.2


“Most successful athletes do like to play this type of game,” Montana said that week. “This is what you’re here for. If it wasn’t for the thrill of the game, and not knowing what’s going to happen, then it would just be too easy. The people would lose interest, as the players would. This is what it’s all about, this type of pressure.”

A string of passes from Montana to Rice—including a forty-four-yard touchdown pass that Rice hauled in by leaping over Rams defenders Nolan Cromwell and Johnnie Johnson—yielded a 10–0 first-quarter lead.

“I think the return of Joe Montana and his ability to make the big plays is the key for them,” Cromwell said.

Los Angeles and quarterback Jim Everett—in September, the Rams gave up mulitiple players and high draft picks to acquire the rookie from Houston—cut into the deficit early in the third quarter with a touchdown run by Eric Dickerson. But San Francisco answered with a fourteen-play, ninety-two-yard touchdown drive that drained more than eight minutes off the clock.

In the second half the two clubs traded touchdown passes, but the 49ers defense picked off Everett three times, and the Rams late fourth-quarter touchdown didn’t matter. The 49ers won the game 24–14 and claimed the NFC West for the fourth time in six years. When the fourth-quarter clock hit triple zeroes, Montana exuberantly spiked the ball.

“I’ve never done that before,” said Montana, who completed twenty-three of thirty-six attempts for 238 yards and even scrambled for a critical seventeen-yard gain. “It was just the winning.”

Montana’s atypical display of emotion could be understood. Ever since returning from the surgery, some skeptics questioned how effective he was considering an apparently reduced mobility.

“I’m probably a little more cautious now,” Montana said when asked about the differences between his play before the back surgery and after. “I don’t feel that way, but everyone (the media) tells me. I hope this [performance] quiets the critics.”

It did . . . for about two weeks.

Winning the NFC West earned San Francisco a much needed bye during the wild-card round, then set up a second consecutive postseason trip to the Meadowlands for a showdown with the Giants.

“The game will be a test of technique and tactics (the 49ers) against a powerful, awesome football team (the Giants),” Walsh told reporters a few days before kickoff. “That makes it interesting for the serious fan. Our defense is smaller, quicker, maybe not faster. It’s the same with our offense. The game will be all tactics, but Joe (Montana) is a master of that.”

The master started the week under the weather. On the Monday before the divisional playoff with New York, Walsh sent his flu-stricken starting quarterback home from practice, but Montana was back in action by midweek. Still, Montana continued to feel sick as he watched film of the Giants defense. The unit, coordinated by thirty-year-old Bill Belichick, had the NFL’s Most Valuable Player Lawrence Taylor, three additional Pro Bowlers, allowed less than fifteen points-per-game, and recorded fifty-nine sacks that season.

But more than any of those figures, one statistic defined the 1986 Giants defense. In consecutive November games, not only did they knock the opposing team’s starting quarterback—Philadelphia’s Ron Jaworski (torn hand tendon) and Dallas’s Danny White (broken wrist)—out of the game, they  sidelined each one for the remainder of the season. The following week, they bashed the Vikings Tommy Kramer’s hand and the Pro Bowler missed the next two games with a sprained thumb.

“We don’t try to hurt or maim anyone,” the Giants future Hall of Fame linebacker Harry Carson told reporters prior to the playoff game with San Francisco. “We’ve just got a solid defense.”

With several early self-inflicted wounds by the 49ers, Carson, Taylor, and the Giants played more than just solid defense during a thirty-degree day in East Rutherford, New Jersey.

On the game’s opening possession, Montana drove San Francisco to midfield, then hit Rice over the middle on a slant pattern. Having broken past cornerback Elvis Patterson and safety Herb Welch, Rice inexplicably dropped the football at the Giants 27-yard line, then compounded the mistake by trying to scoop it up, rather than simply falling on the football. New York’s Kenny Hill recovered the fumble, ending the 49ers chance of taking an early lead.

“If I had put that one in,” Rice said, “the crowd would have been quieted down, and we would have been able to get into our offense.”

The Giants drove eighty yards for the game’s first touchdown. San Francisco netted a field goal that narrowed the score to 7–3, but the offense never found its rhythm.

Hit by linebacker Carl Banks, Montana was unable to make a clean pass attempt to Rice in the second quarter, and Herb Welch grabbed the interception. Joe Morris rumbled forty-five yards on the next play for a Giants touchdown.

“When you hit people like we did, good things happen,” Lawrence Taylor said afterward.

The 49ers next drive resulted in a three-and-out (along with two false start penalties), and soon New York capitalized again: quarterback Phil Simms’s touchdown pass to Bobby Johnson gave the Giants a 21–3 advantage.

Two plays later, Taylor and the Giants defense delivered the knockout blow, literally and figuratively. With less than one minute remaining in the half, Montana dropped back to pass inside his own 10-yard line. Giants defensive tackle Jim Burt breached the middle of the 49ers offensive line and clobbered Montana just as the quarterback released a pass intended for Jerry Rice.

“He saw me coming. I came up square and hit him at full speed. My helmet came up under his chin, but I didn’t fall on him,” Burt said afterward. “After I hit him, I turned to see where the pass went because the crowd roared.”

Lawrence Taylor hauled in the wobbly throw at the 34-yard line and raced down the sideline for essentially a game-clinching touchdown. Meanwhile, Montana lay on his side, unable to pick himself off the ground. Teammates,  49ers officials, and even Burt walked over to the fallen star. Immediately, the fear centered around Montana’s back.

If Montana had a “career threatening” injury in September without even being touched, Burt’s hit stirred up visions of the worst-case scenarios. But the medical staff realized Montana was suffering from a head injury, and his back was not the issue: Burt’s hit launched Montana several feet and he fell on the hard, cold AstroTurf of Giants Stadium. Eventually Montana—who reportedly blacked out for a moment—stood up and was helped to the locker room, where he twice asked a security guard to call his wife to relay that he was all right.

“He was pretty groggy,” said Dwight Clark, who talked to his friend at halftime. “He didn’t know what happened to the ball. He didn’t know they had scored. I think he was fine, but he was disoriented.”

With Jeff Kemp taking Montana’s place, the 49ers re-took the field in the third quarter but continued to be manhandled by the Giants defense and they were unable to cut into the fast-growing deficit.

“We were just devastated,” Walsh admitted after the 49–3 drubbing. “We just self-destructed, and they destroyed us at the same time in the second period.”

Montana didn’t see the final thirty minutes of one of the most lopsided games in NFL playoff history. He spent the second half in the 49ers locker room with team doctor James Klint, before Dr. Peter Tsairis, chief neurosurgeon at Manhattan’s Hospital for Special Surgery, was paged over the public address system. Late in the fourth quarter an ambulance pulled up to the entrance of the visitor’s locker room and Montana—on a stretcher with a white towel over his head and sunglasses on his face—was gently placed inside and taken to Cornell Medical Center where he received a CT scan.

“He has a concussion, and his condition is normal,” said Dr. Tsairis, who admitted that Montana had trouble staying awake. “He’s still got a headache. He’s coherent but a little groggy, which is normal for this kind of head injury. So we decided to keep him overnight. The plan now is that he’ll leave tomorrow afternoon and fly home.”

The next morning, Montana was released and with Dwight Clark—who did not leave with the team—flew home aboard owner Eddie DeBartolo Jr.’s private jet.

“He feels fine except for a slight headache,” Clark told reporters. “He remembers a lot of the game, but we didn’t talk too much football on the way home.”

Walsh was talking football once he returned to California.

“This game reminds us we have to look at all positions,” Walsh told reporters a day after the loss. “I think we need to add to the team to improve.  . . . It was a very sobering experience. It might affect our evaluations of certain players.”

In Walsh’s mind, that even included Montana.

“Joe’s situation does concern us, naturally. No question about that,” Walsh told reporters a day after the loss to the Giants. “He is going to do a lot of work in the off-season. . . . He is going to have to come to camp bigger and heavier.”

That simple statement allowed the imaginations of sportswriters and fans to run wild.

The clear-cut best player in college football that fall had been quarterback Vinny Testaverde. At 6-foot-4 and 230 pounds, the Heisman Trophy winner from the University of Miami (FL) fit Walsh’s description perfectly.

“With Montana, who battled back from back surgery earlier this season, looking increasingly vulnerable,” the Chicago Tribune reported in early January, “49ers’coach Bill Walsh is thinking ahead to grooming a replacement, perhaps even Heisman Trophy winner Vinny Testaverde. Through trades, the 49ers have stockpiled two picks in each of the first two rounds of the upcoming college draft, and Walsh is considering trading all of them for the first or second pick.”

Walsh and the 49ers front office had already displayed a willingness and ability to pull off draft-day wonders before: in April 1985, they dealt a first-, second-, and third-round choice to New England to acquire the fifteenth overall selection, which they used on Jerry Rice.

Tampa Bay held the first overall pick, and their recently hired new head coach, Ray Perkins, was cryptic when asked about zeroing in on Testaverde.

“I saw no minuses with Vinny,” said Perkins, who personally scouted Testaverde at the Senior Bowl. “He is everything they said he would be. But I have not seen our quarterback yet. A lot of people have said a lot of good things about him.”

Perkins was talking about a twenty-five-year-old named Steve Young.

Over the next few months, Perkins and the Tampa Bay front office grew increasingly desperate for a bona fide star. In 1986, they held the top pick in the draft and squandered it by selecting Bo Jackson, who refused to sign and chose to play pro baseball instead. This year, Tampa Bay signed Testaverde to an enormous contract four weeks before the draft.

Losing out on Testaverde didn’t end Walsh’s interest in evaluating the quarterback position, nor did it entirely slow down the rumor mill. But as the sting of the crushing loss to the Giants faded, the “concern” over Montana seemed to diminish.

Less than three weeks after suffering the concussion, Montana returned to New York City to co-host Saturday Night Live with Chicago Bears superstar Walter Payton. Montana participated in a double-entendre-laden conversation with Dana Carvey’s “Church Lady,” and even managed not to break character  as “Stu” during the bizarre, but hilarious “Honest Man” sketch beside Phil Hartman and Jan Hooks. Montana’s comedy tour continued a month later at San Francisco’s Moscone Center, where he appeared as the guest of honor at a “Super Roast,” benefitting the City of Hope Hospital.

But it wasn’t the quarterback’s newly public taste for humor that encouraged Walsh and the 49ers front office. That spring, Montana improved his leg strength significantly and returned to his playing weight of 195 pounds, up from the 180 pounds he weighed following the back surgery. According to the Boston Globe’s Will McDonough, “Word out of the Niners office is that he is bigger and stronger than ever.”

By mid-March, at the NFL owners’ meeting in Maui, the 49ers brass delighted in telling reporters about the “new Joe [Montana],” as owner Eddie DeBartolo Jr. called him.

“We’re assuming he’ll be playing great football,” Walsh announced. “I think Joe can be on top of his game for another five to eight years.”
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The Comeback Kid


During the mid-1980s, a reporter noticed a small scar above the right side of Joe Montana’s mouth. The inquisitive journalist asked San Francisco’s star quarterback about the origin of the blemish and was surprised to discover that it did not result from a defensive end’s sack or a linebacker’s vicious tackle.

“I was bitten by a dog, I really was,” Montana said. “It was when I was about eight years old. He was my aunt’s dog. He wanted to quit playing, and I didn’t.”

Even as a small child Joe Montana was fearless, persistent, and indestructible.

Born on June 11, 1956, in New Eagle, Pennsylvania, Joseph Clifford Montana Jr. cherished his parents, Joseph Sr. and Theresa. Years later, when his fame and popularity rivaled any athlete’s in the world, Montana shared his favorite childhood memory with Sports Illustrated’s Paul Zimmerman: “Playing ball in the backyard with his dad,” Zimmerman wrote, “then coming into the kitchen, where his mother would have a steaming pot of ravioli on the stove.”

Traditional Catholic Italians, the Montanas raised their only child in the blue collar Western Pennsylvania town of Monongahela. Both parents, however, worked in an office, the same office, rather than a steel mill or factory; a few years after the birth of his son, Joe Sr. left his job as a telephone equipment installer to manage the local Civic Finance Company. Theresa was his secretary.

The family was by no means wealthy, but Joe Sr. and Theresa did their best to make their boy think otherwise: “Working is for adults; a kid should be a kid,” Joe Sr. told him. And in the Montana household, being a kid meant playing sports.

While in junior high school, Joe Jr. (called Joey by his parents) took a summer job as a caddy at the nearby country club. One day, his loop ran long, and he didn’t show for warmups before his 6 p.m. Little League game.

“When Joey wasn’t there at 5:45, Joe went after him,” Theresa recalled years later. “He picked up Joey’s baseball uniform at home, drove out to the country club, took him off the golf course, had him change clothes in the car, and got him to the ballpark in time for the first pitch. That night, Joey’s father had a few words for him. He told him, ‘We’ll have no more of this, son. If you need money, I’ll give it to you. If I can’t afford it, you’ll go without. You came close to letting your team down tonight—your team, their parents, your parents, your coach, and most of all, yourself.’”

Although Joseph Sr. hadn’t participated in organized sports during his career at Monongahela High, he did play while in the navy. And from the very start, he introduced his boy to athletics.

“I weighed 130 pounds soaking wet in high school, but I did play sandlot baseball,” Joseph Sr. once said. “[Joe Jr.] was brainwashed as a child. He constantly had a ball in his hand, be it a football, basketball, or baseball. Like all parents, I wanted to see him make good.”

In Monongahela, Joseph Sr. even organized a neighborhood youth basketball team. He rented the gymnasium, arranged for local adults to teach fundamentals and run the drills, and drove the kids all over Western Pennsylvania and as far as Niagara Falls for tournaments.

Montana was exceptionally skilled at all sports, but the game he truly loved was basketball.

“It was just one of those sports to me—when you’re playing, practice is more fun than football practice. It was just a game, every minute you were in it,” he said in 2011.

His competitiveness—which became one of Montana’s most enduring legacies—developed instantaneously. As much as he enjoyed playing sports, he enjoyed winning far more . . . and hated losing with a passion.

“He was a real competitor, [an] act-shy type of guy,” remembered Michael Brantley, Montana’s teammate at Waverly Elementary School, Finleyville Junior High, and Ringgold High, and his favorite target on both the football field and basketball court. “He didn’t like losing at nothing, even when we’d be playing pickup games in the morning before school. He always wanted to win. Even when we played dodgeball. He hated to lose at that.”

Although hoops were Montana’s passion, and he excelled as a baseball pitcher—he threw three perfect games in Little League—football was his most natural gift. When he was eight years old (one year too young for the team) his father listed Joe Jr. as nine so he could play quarterback for the Monongahela Little Wildcats.

“I told Joe’s dad when he was a very young kid, [Joe] was going to be an All-American,” Wildcats coach Carl Crawley said decades later. “I lied. He was not an All-American, he was an All-Pro. I saw that when he was a young kid.”

Aware of the special talent in front of him, Crawley, a former college defensive lineman and later an NCAA official, pushed the boy, encouraging him to play and practice hard, not run out of bounds, and fight for extra yardage.

“I’ve only missed one game in Joe’s career,” Theresa said. “That was when he was playing on a midget team, which had a game in Clairton. If I went, I would have had to drive alone since my husband was one of the coaches and he was going with the team bus. So I stayed home. When my husband returned from the game that night, Joe’s helmet had a hole as big as an orange. I said then I’d never miss another game because if something happened to Joe I’d want to be nearby. And I never have.”

In 1971 Montana earned a spot on Ringgold High’s varsity football team as a sophomore. At the time, Ringgold’s was a mediocre and disorganized program: the year before, the Rams didn’t win a single game. But that season, under new head coach Chuck Abramski, Ringgold showed considerable improvement, posting a 4–6 record.

The next summer Montana was expected to compete for the varsity’s starting quarterback position, but he did not participate in the team’s rigorous summer weightlifting program, and his absence caused Abramski—who pejoratively called the teenager “Joe Banana”—to question his commitment.

“For me, competing in sports was a 365-day-a-year thing,” Montana later said. “I was playing American Legion baseball, summer basketball. It was hard for Coach Abramski to accept that.”

Although one of the primary goals of the summer training program was to build team camaraderie and prove the players’ dedication, Abramski also wanted the quarterback there to strengthen a scrawny, 6-foot, 165-pound frame.

“He was a frail young man, but as frail as he was . . . I’ve never seen a guy with a vertical leap ever that that kid had,” said Chuck Smith, a teammate and Ringgold lineman. “The thing that I remember most about Joe was how he threw the football. He just had an accuracy.”

In training camp the junior battled with senior Paul Timko for the starting job. Despite Montana’s superior throwing ability, Timko—6-feet-2 and  220 pounds, and a member of the summer weightlifting group—had the upper hand in the quarterback competition.

“Abramski wasn’t stupid,” said Timko. “He said he tried to pit us against each other. I didn’t realize it at the time, but everything we did had Joe and I against each other. Every drill, every spring running, and it actually made me try harder. That’s why we couldn’t really like each other because we were pitted against each other.”

Eventually Timko won the starter’s role and was under center for Ringgold’s 1972 season opener against Elizabeth Forward High School. The Rams lost by four touchdowns. The rough start to the season, coupled with an injury to tight end Dave Osleger convinced Abramski to switch Timko to tight end and insert Montana into the starting lineup for the next game at Monessen, a Western Pennsylvania powerhouse and a favorite to win the Big Ten conference title.

“When we went into Monessen, it was an awesome environment, it was a night game,” fullback Keith Bassi remembered. “Their stadium was at the top of the hill. At that time we would dress at our home locker room in Monongahela, get onto a bus, and drive the ten miles to Monessen in order to play the game. And whenever you approached the stadium, you had to have your helmet on, because your bus was likely to be pelted by rocks or apples or tomatoes or whatever it might be in the hands of the kids and the fans at Monessen. It was a tough, tough crowd.

“One of the characteristics of Monessen was the football team would enter from the top of the stadium and come down the long stairs all the way to the field, then enter onto the field. Well, their squad—in contrast to our squad—looked like the legions of Rome coming into the amphitheater of the Coliseum. There we were, maybe thirty to forty kids . . . the stadium probably had about fifteen- to twenty-thousand people in it, which was typical of Western Pennsylvania high school football stands at that time, and we were just encircled by Monessen, and now here they came onto the field.

“We’re standing on the field doing our warmups, and it’s all that we could do to keep our jaws from staying wide open as we’re watching this event unfurl. And I can remember Montana, just having his back to everything, just going on about business as though it was another day on our practice field. He was completely nonplussed about everything. It was almost as if he didn’t notice what was going on around him because he was so focused on what it was he was doing.”

In his first high school start, Montana completed thirteen passes for 255 yards and four touchdowns—one to his longtime teammate Michael Brantley and three to his former quarterback rival Paul Timko. The Rams and Greyhounds fought to a 34–34 tie that left local high school football fans completely stunned.

“Montana has the tools to be one of the best quarterbacks in the WPIAL next year, if not this season,” Abramski told reporters that evening.

The trio of Montana, Timko, and Brantley gave Ringgold a prodigious passing attack in an era and a region dominated by the run. Montana accounted for twelve touchdowns in their next five games, as the Rams finished with a winning record of 4–3–2, reshaping the program’s image. Over the next several months, Montana’s body matured, reaching 6-feet-2 and nearly 180 pounds. The following season, Ringgold posted an 8–1 record and reached the WPIAL playoffs.

“In his senior year, the games at Legion Field were a happening,” Ringgold’s golf coach Bob Osleger said. “There was this flat bit of ground above the stadium, and Joe’s father would stand there and watch the game, and all these college coaches and scouts would vie for position to stand near him. The whispers would start, about which college coaches were there that night, and I can see it so clearly now. Joe’s dad would be standing there with his hands in his pockets and all these guys jockeying for position around him.”

Named an All-American by Parade magazine, Montana was heavily courted by several major college football programs, but once Notre Dame offered the Catholic boy a scholarship, his mind was made up. In the summer of 1974, he left Monongahela for South Bend, Indiana, home of the reigning college football national champions.

Once there, however, Montana spent his freshman season as a tackling dummy for the varsity defense, absorbing brutal shots from his teammates, including two All-Americans, defensive tackle Mike Fanning and linebacker Greg Collins.

“If you ever wondered why I’m able to get up after [Mike] Singletary or [Steve] McMichael or [Mark] Gastineau pounds the crap out of me, I’ve got the Welcome Wagon boys from my freshman year at Notre Dame to thank for that,” Montana wrote in his 1986 autobiography Audibles: My Life in Football.

The Fighting Irish won ten games that year, but two weeks before a narrow Orange Bowl victory over Alabama capped off the season, head coach Ara Parseghian surprisingly resigned. Green Bay Packers head coach Dan Devine was named his successor. Although Parseghian and his staff had recruited Montana to Notre Dame, the sophomore-to-be actually viewed the coaching change as a boost in his pursuit of the starting quarterback’s job.

“I liked Ara, but I figured I had a better chance of starting under Devine,” Montana wrote. “The new coach only added to my feeling that I should be playing. If an athlete says, ‘Hey, that guy’s great, he’s better than me,’ well, the guy is in big trouble. Once you start thinking that people are better than you, you start giving up. That’s when you are destined to stay on the bottom.  Sometimes I look back and wonder where all my mental toughness came from. I’ve seen guys who seemed to be ten times stronger than me, but I always thought I was better.”

Spring practices for the next season began in April 1975, and Montana started proving to everyone else that he was better than any other quarterback on the Notre Dame roster. In the annual Blue–Gold intra squad scrimmage, Montana ignored the rain to throw for 195 yards and three touchdowns during a 38–6 victory over the Blue team and fellow sophomore quarterback Gary Forystek.

“Forystek throws a little better than Montana,” Devine told the Chicago Tribune that summer. “But Joe, well, Joe comes from a place where he was about the only show in town. And he acts like it. The kid has a certain flair. He does a few of the things that you expect to see in a kid with the name of Joe Montana.”

Montana’s fine spring was not enough to win the job, however, and Devine named Rick Slager—a junior who had missed spring ball due to an injury—the starter for Notre Dame’s opener at Boston College. But Montana’s chance to play would come just two weeks later. At Notre Dame Stadium, the Irish fell behind Northwestern 7–0 after a Slager interception provided the Wildcats with great field position.

Later in that first period, a defender bashed Slager on an option-keeper, knocking him from the game. Montana—self-described as “plenty nervous at first”—took command of the offense, and Notre Dame scored thirty-one unanswered points. The nineteen-year-old threw a touchdown to Mark McLane and rushed for another on a fourth-and-goal from the six to close out the victory.

Modest offensive outputs (three combined touchdowns against unranked teams) in Notre Dame’s first two games and the spark Montana provided against Northwestern ignited a minor quarterback controversy in South Bend. Montana and Slager split quarterback duties the next Saturday in a 10–3 turnover-laden loss to Michigan State. Devine then named Slager the full-time starter the following week against North Carolina.

But Slager and the offense continued to struggle in Chapel Hill. With his team losing 14–6 midway through the final period and in danger of a second-straight loss, Devine turned back to Montana, who drove the Irish seventy-three yards for a touchdown and converted the game-tying two-point conversion. Minutes later, he completed the comeback with a short sideline pass to Ted Burgmeier, who broke through Bobby Trott’s tackle and sprinted eighty yards for the game-winning score.

“I was excited,” Montana later wrote, “but I didn’t go overboard. I knew my fate was calculated on a week-to-week basis.”

Montana was right to be cautious, especially after hearing his head coach speak to the media following the game.

“I thought both Rick Slager and Joe Montana did well,” he said. “I love them both. We need them both. Montana’s greatest supporter on the sidelines was Rick Slager, and vice versa.”

Slager was named the starter for the following game in Colorado Springs, but the budding quarterback controversy was overshadowed that week by rumors that Devine would be fired to make room for a return by Parseghian. Amid those distractions, Notre Dame fell behind the Air Force Academy 30–10. Montana relieved Slager during the second half, however, and early in the fourth quarter he led the offense to three touchdowns, pulling off a fantastic 31–30 victory.

“Once we got going,” Montana told the press that day, “everybody knew we could pull this out. You start thinking more in the fourth quarter, and your whole mental attitude is better.”

After a second straight comeback, Montana was given his first college start a week later against the archrival Southern California Trojans. He completed just three passes, however, and threw two costly interceptions in a 24–17 loss. His tenure as starter didn’t last long. During an easy triumph over Navy, Montana chipped a bone in his finger and missed the rest of the season.

The next year Slager won the Blue–Gold game MVP and ultimately the starter’s job in spring practice, while Montana separated his shoulder during a drill just before the start of the 1976 season. Redshirted, Montana didn’t play in a single game, but he did heal much earlier than doctors expected: his cast was removed after just three-and-a-half weeks, instead of the predicted six. The coaching staff even promised Montana that he could travel with the team if he returned to run scout team practices late in the season, which he did. But Montana dressed only for one home game.

“That season was frustrating, but I learned not to take anything for granted,” Montana wrote. “Traveling with the team might seem trivial, but what was important was the knowledge at that point in my career that I really couldn’t trust Dan Devine.”
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Starter or not, injured and in a sling or on the field directing improbable victories, Joe Montana’s Notre Dame teammates loved him.

“[He was] just a regular guy who wanted to play hoops, go drink a beer,” center Dave Huffman said. “We called him Joe Montanalow because he was the spitting image of Barry Manilow. In his senior year he moved into an apartment above a bar. When the bar closed down, we’d go upstairs to Joe’s place. It was our after-hours joint.”

Montana’s personality and the string of fourth-quarter comebacks he engineered as a sophomore made the junior a popular choice for the next season’s starting job. But after the Blue–Gold game, Devine instead named junior Rusty Lisch the starter as they entered the summer and reaffirmed his selection at the end of the preseason.

“He’s a dedicated athlete,” Devine explained in April. “[Lisch] doesn’t do anything here except study and play football. He’s tough . . . he’s never been hurt.”

Apart from his dedication and durability, Lisch—a 6-foot-4 dual threat from Belleville, Illinois—had quarterbacked the Irish’s 20–9 Gator Bowl victory over Penn State the previous December.

But that promising résumé was not the only reason Montana—who later wrote that Devine “was wishy-washy. . . . He would never stick to one quarterback”—fell to third string on the depth chart, behind both Lisch and Gary Forystek.

“I think there were a lot of people who had seen him play, and certainly some of our coaches felt like he probably should be the starter,” Notre Dame’s offensive coordinator Merv Johnson said years later. “But he had that quality that made him great . . . a bad play, he could immediately put it behind him and not let it affect his play from there on.

“Coach Devine was old school and [if] a guy makes a bad play in practice, he’d like for it to really eat him up and bother him a lot more than it did Joe. But Joe was just the same guy. He just blew it off and went on to the next play. So it was a little hard for him to endear himself . . . to Coach Devine to get the starting role.”

In early September Notre Dame faced the University of Pittsburgh. Despite the return to his native Western Pennsylvania, Montana did not play, as the Irish toppled the defending national champion Panthers 19–9. The next Saturday he again watched from the sidelines, this time while his teammates squandered a fourth-quarter lead and lost to Ole Miss, 20–13.

“When we lost to Mississippi with Joe on the bench, I thought, ‘What a weird deal,’” said All-American tight end Ken MacAfee. “I mean, we all knew he could do it, he knew he could do it, but he wasn’t playing. He was really down. I remember going to his apartment one night and he said, ‘I’m just sick of this crap, sick of the whole thing.’”

The following week versus in-state rival Purdue, the preseason number-one Irish were headed for a second straight loss to an unranked opponent. Late the third quarter, Notre Dame trailed 24–14 when Purdue sophomore linebacker Keena Turner nabbed the second interception thrown by Rusty Lisch.

“We had them by the throat,” remembered Turner, who would become Montana’s San Francisco 49ers teammate through eleven seasons and four Super Bowl triumphs. “Joe comes in and [scores] two touchdowns and beats us. . . . So when I went to the Niners, I knew who he was.”

Early in the fourth quarter, Montana took over for an injured Forystek, who had taken over for the ineffective Lisch. After an ugly, wobbly pass that was nearly intercepted—“Forget it, fellows,” he told the huddle, “I had to get that one out of my system. We’ll settle down now”—Montana completed nine of thirteen attempts for 154 yards. A touchdown pass to MacAfee tied the game at 24, and minutes later he hit wide receiver Kris Haines for twenty-six yards, setting up the game-winning touchdown run by Dave Mitchell.

“I won the quarterback job that day,” Montana later wrote. “When I look back at it, I still have mixed feelings about the way the whole thing was handled. Sometimes I think it came down to luck . . . not my ability.”

Luck or not, with Montana under center Notre Dame won the next eight games and finished the season ranked fifth in the nation, earning a Cotton Bowl showdown with the University of Texas. The Irish pounded the top-ranked Longhorns 38–10 to claim the school’s tenth national championship. The next autumn, however, Montana—a team captain and short-lived preseason Heisman Trophy favorite—and the Irish dropped their first two games. Despite the slow start, by the end of the 1978 season the senior quarterback secured a place in college football mythology.

Eight consecutive wins, followed by a painful 27–25 loss to Southern Cal—an official’s dubious call ruined Montana’s nineteen-point second-half comeback—earned the Irish a repeat trip to the Cotton Bowl, albeit under starkly different circumstances.

When Notre Dame defeated Texas to win the national championship in January 1978, the weather in Dallas had been unseasonably cold, but nothing like what they encountered the following year for their showdown with ninth-ranked Houston. On New Year’s Eve, a freak ice storm hit Dallas. Power lines and tree branches snapped under the chunks of ice, fifty thousand homes lost electricity, and at least two fatalities were reported.

Despite closed roads, minus-six-degree wind chill temperatures, thirty mile per hour winds, a blanket of ice on the AstroTurf, and nearly forty thousand no-shows to the sold-out game, the annual Cotton Bowl Classic kicked off on time at 1 p.m. New Year’s Day.

Benefitting from harsh winds at the offense’s back, the Irish took a 12–0 first-quarter lead. Houston answered with two touchdowns and two field goals, taking a 20–12 advantage just before halftime. A pair of Montana interceptions aided the Cougars resurgence. The windy and frigid conditions—as  well as the rock salt scattered across the field to break up sheets of ice—contributed to the second-quarter woes, but there was another handicap for the Irish: earlier in the week, Montana had caught the flu, making him more susceptible to the nasty elements.

“It was almost impossible to feel the ball through our frostbitten fingers,” Montana wrote. “At the half, I arrived in the locker room shaking uncontrollably. My temperature had dropped to ninety-six degrees. This was really strange; I couldn’t control my body. The doctors and trainers covered me with blankets and coats. I began drinking as much chicken soup as I could. As my body warmed, that feeling I had had earlier—not wanting to play because of the cold—disappeared. I wanted to go back and take another shot.”

But when the players left the locker room for the second-half kickoff, Montana did not join them. And, trailing 20–12 during the second period, the Irish free fall continued. Houston scored a pair of third-quarter touchdowns, increasing their lead to 22.

“We saw Joe sitting on the athletic table as we were walking out [of the locker room], and he wasn’t coming with us,” wide receiver Kris Haines recalled. “Everybody’s kind of like, ‘Oh God, now we’re finished,’ which is a bad attitude to have, but that’s the kind of response guys had.”

While Montana remained in the locker room throughout the third quarter, buried in blankets, gulping down chicken soup, Dan Devine received frequent updates on the health of his quarterback.

“Rick Slager was in law school then, and he was a graduate assistant coach on the sidelines with me,” Devine said years later. “His job was to run into the locker room every five minutes to see what Joe’s temperature was. He’d come back and say, ‘It’s up to 97,’ and five minutes later I’d tell him to run in and find out again.”

Late in the third quarter, with the Irish still behind 34–12, Montana’s temperature approached normal, and he emerged from the locker room.

“When Joe came back to the field, I started thinking this was a fairy tale,” Kris Haines said. “Here he comes again. He’s done it so many times before.”

After a partially blocked Houston punt was returned for a touchdown, Montana inched Notre Dame closer with a two-point conversion. The Irish defense then forced another punt, and Montana soon rushed for a short touchdown and added another two points via a pass to Haines. With less than five minutes remaining, the deficit was just six.

Notre Dame stopped Houston’s next possession on a fourth-and-short, giving Montana the ball back with only twenty-eight seconds left. He scrambled for eleven, then once again hit Haines near the sideline for ten more yards. An incompletion stopped the clock with two seconds remaining.

“The coaches just waved their hands at us . . . ‘Call whatever you want to call,’” running back Vagas Ferguson remembered years later. “Kris Haines had  told him, ‘I can beat this guy, I can beat this guy.’ And Joe got on the ground and drew a little thing on the ground and said ‘Kris, you do this, Vagas, you clear and do this, and Kris you go right to that spot there, and I’ll hit you.’ And it worked out that way. Last play of the game, and he drew it up on the ground. People don’t believe that, but I sat there and watched him do it.”

Montana broke the huddle, took the snap, rolled right to escape a defender’s grasp, and slung a pass to the corner of the end zone, where a diving Haines made the game-winning grab.

“It couldn’t have been a more perfect pass,” Haines said. “It looked low and outside, but that’s where it was supposed to be. It was so clutch.”

Kicker Joe Unis nailed the extra point, completing the icy miracle. The winning sideline—those not frozen or racing for the warmth of the locker room—went crazy. But for Montana, the 35–34 victory was bittersweet, and not just because the game was his last in a Notre Dame uniform.

“Reporters were asking me if I realized that we had just played in a classic football game,” Montana wrote in 1986. “Yeah, maybe we did, but other things were running through my mind. It was a time for reflection. During the last three years at Notre Dame, Devine had really done nothing to boost my confidence. In fact, he had never given me much credit until now. Why couldn’t he have been easier? Why do coaches play games with people’s minds? I guess I’ll never know because I never went back and talked to him about it.

“Maybe I learned a lesson. It is part of my nature to give someone the benefit of the doubt, to think they mean well. My stay at Notre Dame changed my attitude. Devine never let me know what he was up to. Believe me, after that Houston game, my conversion from a believer to a skeptic was complete.

“But sitting in that locker room, in the middle of a great celebration, it occurred to me that no coach wants to give you credit while you are playing for him. Maybe Devine was playing mind games with me, but maybe it was strategy. He had the ability to keep me on edge, keep me on my toes.”
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In September 1978, NFL draft guru Gil Brandt, provided Sport magazine with a college football All-American preview and a roster of future NFL stars. Brandt, the Dallas Cowboys ultra-successful vice president of Player Personnel, gave high marks to Southern California offensive tackle Anthony Munoz, Missouri tight end Kellen Winslow, and a two-sport star from Michigan State, wide receiver Kirk Gibson. The lone quarterback on his list of top NFL prospects was Notre Dame’s Joe Montana.

“I can remember making the college rounds in the spring of ’74, when all the talk was about ‘where Montana will go,’” Brandt wrote. “Almost from the beginning at Notre Dame, he demonstrated that he was a leader and a great  competitor. . . . Statistically, Montana doesn’t look that impressive. I suppose you’d have to be inside the Notre Dame huddle when he calls a play. His teammates just know he’s going to make it work. He has a quality that reminds me of Roger Staubach: he finds a way to win.”

The following spring, in the 1979 NFL draft, Brandt’s Cowboys passed on Montana three times in the first three rounds. So did every other team with a first-, second-, or third-round draft choice until the San Francisco 49ers pulled Montana off the board with the eighty-second overall selection. And even that choice was a reluctant one.

In January, the 49ers had hired Stanford University’s Bill Walsh as their new head coach. With the team’s third-round pick, Walsh wanted to select Cardinal quarterback Steve Dils, winner of the annual Sammy Baugh Trophy. At the urging of the franchise’s scouting director Tony Razzano and vice president John Ralston, Walsh grudgingly selected Montana.

“We kept going back and forth, and Tony kept insisting on Montana,” Ralston said years later. “Bill yelled at me and said, ‘Get me one more recommendation on Joe Montana.’ I called Dan Devine, the coach at Notre Dame, and he said, ‘John, if I had Joe Montana, I’d still be head coach in Green Bay.’ That was enough for Bill. He took Montana. But when the Vikings drafted Dils a few picks later, bang! Bill slammed his fist down on the table and said, ‘Dammit, I knew we should have taken Steve.’”

And when Montana arrived at the 49ers first training camp, his physique (or lack thereof) didn’t relieve Walsh, who years later admitted that local fans had asked him, “Where’d you get this guy who looks like a Swedish placekicker?”

Even Walsh’s boss Eddie DeBartolo Jr. had his doubts. Walsh informed DeBartolo—a Notre Dame alum—of the selection on draft day, in the team’s grossly undersized Redwood City headquarters at 711 Nevada Street. Initially, the 49ers owner approved.

“Bill came out a little bit before the third round, and we started talking. He said, ‘What do you think about this kid from Notre Dame?’ Jokingly, I said, ‘How can you ever go wrong with somebody from Notre Dame?’” DeBartolo recalled years later. “The next morning I was meeting Joe Montana. [He was] quiet, subdued, little, frail-looking, nothing that I expected. He was very gentlemanly—we talked about Notre Dame, we talked about some of the old haunts we used to go to that were still around—he was just a normal guy. But he certainly didn’t look like a franchise quarterback, let me put it that way.”

Following a difficult negotiation period—the front office and his agent couldn’t agree on a contract so Montana was shopped to other teams— Montana signed with the 49ers in July. That 1979 season, he started one game and played briefly in four others, occasionally spelling starter Steve DeBerg, Montana’s friend, roommate, and heated rival in everything from basketball and tennis to late night games of ping pong and Mattel’s baseball video game.

“[DeBerg taught me] to be resilient and persevere because it gets tough,” Montana said in 2011. “I never heard him complain. He was another one of those guys who’d compete with you walking down the street, who was in front of who, by a step. It was fun to be around Steve . . . but he would fight back. I don’t care what happened to him, how good or bad it was going, he’s battling until they take him out.”

As Montana began grasping the offense and the pro game, the 49ers coaching staff did start to take DeBerg out. Walsh carefully chose moments to replace the veteran, inserting Montana in low-pressure situations, past midfield and near the opponent’s goal line.

“Coach Walsh was grooming Montana to be his quarterback, so he brought Joe along kind of slow, and he would put him in situations where he would have a real good chance of success,” DeBerg recalled years later. “Sometimes it was a little frustrating for me. There was one or two times I know that they had a signal for me to fake an injury so that Joe could go in [for] some kind of trick play. It was Bill Walsh’s way of bringing Joe along and building his confidence and preparing him to be a great player.”

Eventually, Walsh began benching DeBerg in favor of Montana, even in the middle of drives. During Week 7 of the 1980 season, DeBerg threw two interceptions against the Los Angeles Rams, both of which were returned for touchdowns. After the second turnover put the Rams ahead 34–7, Montana took the field. Walsh never told DeBerg he was being replaced, then justified the move to the press by saying, “Steve was pretty banged up.” DeBerg denied any injury.

“I was lucky. Bill was grooming me to become the 49ers’ quarterback of the future—I hoped!” Montana later wrote. “I felt bad for Steve; he was my friend. Bill might have been handpicking situations for me to build my confidence, but what was that doing to DeBerg? Inside he must have been going nuts, but he never said anything. He never complained. He had to believe he was better than me, but even if he didn’t, he was too much of a competitor to ever admit it. The way they were treating Steve would have driven me crazy.”

The undesirable quarterback-swapping continued throughout Montana’s second season, as both players started a handful of games and played in several others. By late November, San Francisco’s two-year record under Walsh was just 6–22.

“DeBerg has the knowledge and background to do the job, and Montana is the better athlete,” Walsh said prior to the 49ers Week 13 matchup with New England. “I prefer Montana the nearer we are to the opponents’ goal line and DeBerg when we’re looking for ball control. DeBerg has more of a grasp of what we’re trying to do. He’s not an active player; he throws the ball well, but he’s not at all an active, quick quarterback.”

The next day Walsh announced that Montana would start against New England. The twenty-four-year-old rewarded his head coach with three touchdown passes in a 21–17 upset victory over the 8–4 Patriots. A thigh bruise knocked Montana out of the game in the second half, but he begged Walsh to let him return to close out the victory.

“He said he wanted to play some more,” Walsh said. “So I let him go.”

The following week, Walsh also kept Montana in the lineup during a miserable first half—twenty-one yards and zero points from the offense—at home against the 0–14 Saints. Trailing 35–7, Montana marched the offense eighty-eight yards, capping off the series with a short touchdown run. San Francisco then scored touchdowns on their next three possessions to tie the game at 35. In overtime, the Saints could not make a first down and punted. Montana then drove the 49ers from their own 34 to the Saints 19. Four plays later, Ray Wersching’s thirty-six-yard field goal completed the largest second-half comeback in NFL history.

“Joe was simply outstanding,” Walsh told biographer David Harris. “This was the game where his teammates learned to believe in him.”

As much as his teammates were beginning to believe in him, Montana was becoming a believer of the 49ers scheme, as well. Walsh, a protégé of the great Paul Brown, trained the 49ers in what became known as the “West Coast Offense,” a system centered around short, strategically designed passes that methodically advanced the ball downfield.

“There was a purpose to the things that were being done,” Montana explained years later. “It wasn’t that I couldn’t throw the ball down the field; [Walsh] didn’t like throwing the ball down the field because it was a low percentage pass unless it was done in the right circumstance, like a blitz or you’ve got man-to-man coverage, no safety deep. His was a high percentage completion [offense]. ‘Look, I’m going to give you someone down the field, basically, and I’m going to give you two guys down here who are going to try to influence the people covering you. And if they don’t respect these guys underneath, just give them the ball.
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