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INTRODUCTION


Tom Brady was by his locker getting dressed for practice a few days before the New England Patriots would beat the Pittsburgh Steelers in the AFC Championship Game in 2017. He had been suffering in silence for more than a year after his mother, Galynn, was diagnosed with cancer. His closest friends on the team and in the front office knew, as well as a few others. I asked him how his mother was doing.


“Better,” he said. “Thanks for asking.”


His father, Tom Brady Sr., had always been Tom’s most reliable and valued support system, but he had been to just one game all season, and that was when the Patriots played the San Francisco 49ers in Santa Clara, just a short ride from the Brady home in San Mateo. His father was incredibly devoted to his mother and didn’t make any trips to Foxborough during the 2016 regular season, and he wouldn’t be attending the championship game in Foxborough, either.


Tom understood. He knew his father had his priorities in the correct order.


“My dad is a great guy,” he said quietly by his locker.


He has always felt that way. They have been each other’s best friend. When Brady was deciding which college to attend, it came down to Michigan and Cal-Berkeley. Tom Sr. didn’t want to influence his son’s decision and then be held responsible if things didn’t work out. Privately, he was rooting for Cal, just thirty-five miles from his front door. He figured his son would play football on Saturdays and play golf with him on Sundays.


Tom decided on Michigan. “It literally broke my heart,” Tom Sr. said.


Eight weeks of psychological counseling to deal with the separation helped Tom Sr. He and Galynn attended 90 percent of Tom’s games at Michigan, home and away, even when he wasn’t starting. In his first four years as the Patriots starter, they were at every one of his games. Then it was just home games. Then it was just Tom Sr., as he combined business in the Boston office of his estate planning company with Patriots home games.


Brady Sr. was outspoken in defending his son during the NFL’s $5 million investigation of deflated footballs in 2015 that became known as Deflategate. Tom Sr. was likely saying what Tom was thinking but couldn’t say himself. Tom Sr. phoned into a San Francisco radio show and called Commissioner Roger Goodell “a flaming liar.”


Even if Brady agreed with his father, he would never say it. “Dad,” he said, “you’re not doing me any favors.”


It’s one of the few times in Brady’s life he could say that to his father.


My First Coach explores the important relationship between quarterbacks and their fathers. It provides many life lessons for boys and girls and mothers and fathers through the experiences of some of the best-known and most interesting quarterbacks of this generation.


What parent can’t relate to working their schedule around driving their kids to baseball, football, basketball, and soccer practices and games? Or sitting in the stands trying not to make it too obvious which kid is theirs?


Every parent knows the anxiety of not seeing their son or daughter on the field and thinking the coach is being unfair. It is not limited to kids with minimal athletic ability. Joe Flacco, who would go on to become a first-round draft pick and Super Bowl MVP, couldn’t get off the bench at Pitt and had to transfer to Delaware. Joe Montana’s older son, Nathaniel, hardly played in high school.


There is more than one way to raise a quarterback. Some fathers want to be involved in every aspect of their sons’ athletic lives. Some like to coach. Others take a step back. Even others are overbearing—confronting coaches and complaining about playing time. Indifference is not a trait I found in football fathers. Indifference is not what their sons wanted.


The closeness of the Brady family became evident on the Monday night of Super Bowl LI week in Houston in 2017. Brady was asked who his hero was.


“That’s a great question,” he said. “I think my dad is my hero, because he’s someone I’ve looked up to every day.”


As he was answering, Brady became choked up and teary-eyed. His mother’s health issues and his father’s dedication to her greatly contributed to his emotions.


“He was just a great example for me, and he was always someone who supported me in everything I did, to come home at night and bring me out, hit me ground balls and fly balls. I loved baseball growing up,” Brady said. “And to have a chance to go to the 49ers game on the weekend with him and my mom and throw the ball in the parking lot before the games, those are memories that I’ll have forever.”


Tom Sr. and Galynn arrived in Houston for the Super Bowl at the end of the week after she received medical clearance to attend her first game of the year. When Brady made those comments about his father, Tom Sr. was back home in San Mateo and was deeply touched.


“I think every father relishes time with their sons, and you never know if the son relishes time with his father,” he said. “For me to hear he respects me, and as much as I respect him, is the most satisfying feeling that I could ever have.”


Like his son, Brady Sr. is emotional when discussing their relationship.


“I remember when he was still in high school and I would go in to wake him up in the morning so we could go play golf,” he said. “It was always the greatest joy for me that he wanted to play golf with me. Years later, he made the comment that ‘I never wanted to stay out late out on Friday night because I wanted to play golf with my dad Saturday morning.’”


He thought about that for a second. He wanted to grasp the full meaning. “It’s more than gratifying,” he said. “It’s really a fulfillment of my dream. I love every minute I can spend with my son.” He knows he’s not the only father so fortunate that his son feels that way, and he never takes it for granted. “Many dads that I know love hanging with their kids,” he said.


The end of Deflategate finally arrived when Brady was on the podium next to Patriots owner Robert Kraft accepting the Vince Lombardi Trophy from Goodell after he wiped out the biggest deficit in Super Bowl history—25 points—and beat the Atlanta Falcons in overtime. It was the end of two years of aggravation after Brady Sr. felt his son was falsely accused by Goodell. “There’s been a lot of pent-up emotions for two years. It was a cathartic time,” he said. “Everything that we could have possibly hoped for and more was realized in that moment seeing him up there on the podium.”


Tom Brady Sr. has lived the dream of any parent. He has seen his son on the Super Bowl championship stage five times and in the Super Bowl seven times, giving him one more title and three more appearances than any other starting quarterback in NFL history. Yet, it’s unrealistic for all fathers to see their sons achieve greatness. Tom Sr. is a lucky man.


My First Coach takes you on a memorable journey; there are success stories and stories of deep disappointment. There’s a stop at Phil Simms’s home office in Franklin Lakes, New Jersey. Initially, my plan was to talk to him about his relationship with his two sons, Chris and Matt, both of whom made it to the NFL. I have known Simms since the New York Giants drafted him in 1979 but had never heard him talk about his own family life as a kid growing up in Louisville. His childhood was so compelling that it became a big part of the chapter about him in this book. I didn’t know that his father was an alcoholic. I didn’t know Phil had a brother and a sister who died way too young as adults.


I went to visit Michigan coach Jim Harbaugh, the son of a lifelong coach. His parents, Jack and Jackie, moved to a house around the corner from Jim and his family in Ann Arbor in 2016, just before his second season back at his alma mater. Jack’s outgoing personality is much closer to that of his other son, John, the coach of the Baltimore Ravens, than it is to Jim’s. One thing is clear: Dad is thrilled that his boys went into the family business. Do you like hearing the Harbaughs’ chant, “Who’s Got It Better Than Us?” and then their teams reply, “Nobody”? You can thank Jack for that. One of Jack’s ten-year-old buddies he played sandlot baseball with when they were kids came up with that, and it’s become the Harbaugh rallying cry.


Joe Montana is proud that his sons, Nate and Nick, played college football, even if they attended seven colleges between them looking for the ideal spot to develop their talent. The boys did not have their father’s skill set and were further burdened by the expectations of the family name. They survived difficult times that built character even if neither made it to the NFL. Joe felt guilty for years because he believed he had sent Nate to the wrong high school and not given him the best chance to succeed. He didn’t make the same mistake with Nick.


I decided to include Ryan Fitzpatrick in this book. He may not have achieved the same level of success as other quarterbacks featured here, but none of the others have a degree from Harvard. He is the only Harvard quarterback to ever start a game in the NFL. What kind of upbringing did he have that allowed him to excel in academics—20 points short of a perfect SAT score—and then play more than ten years in the NFL?


Fathers can certainly provide inspiration and motivation. Brett Favre was very close to his father, Irv. Brett was in Oakland for a Monday night game against the Raiders in 2003. The day before the game, Irv Favre suffered a heart attack behind the wheel of his car in their hometown of Kiln, Mississippi, and drove into a ditch. Authorities believe the heart attack and not the accident killed him. Favre told teammates hours later that he would remain with the team and play in the game.


“For about five minutes there was some indecision on whether or not I was going to play,” Favre said. “It didn’t take long for me to say, ‘You’ve got to play in this game.’”


He not only played, he was incredible. In the first half, he completed 15 of 18 passes for 311 yards and four touchdowns. The Packers led 31–7. Favre finished 22 of 30 for 399 yards and four touchdowns in a 41–7 victory. He played because he knew his father, his biggest fan, would have wanted him to play. Favre said it was the best game he ever played in. It was also probably the best game he ever played.


Every pass was exactly where it was supposed to be.


“I love him so much and I love this game,” he said after the game. “It meant a great deal to me, my dad, to my family; and I didn’t expect this kind of performance. But I know he was watching tonight.”


Favre was elected to the Pro Football Hall of Fame in his first year of eligibility in 2016. He gave a speech that said much about his relationship with his father. Brett mentioned that Irv once had told Favre’s wife, Deanna, that he wanted to be the one to introduce Brett at the Hall of Fame. Until then, Favre said, he had never thought much about the Hall of Fame, but he was determined to make his father’s wish come true.


In his speech, he said, “My father was short on praise and long on tough love. If he was ever to praise me, I was not to hear it. It was always, ‘You can do better.’ He was always pushing me to be better. And that was okay. Never did I hear him say, ‘Son, you’ve arrived. You’re the best. That was awesome. Great game.’ It was always, ‘Yeah, but…’”


He said he never would have made the Hall of Fame without his father. Irv was also his high school coach. “He taught me toughness,” Favre said. “Boy, did he teach me toughness. Trust me, there was no room for crybabies in our house. He taught me teamwork, and by all means no player was ever more important than the team.”


After he played poorly in a game, he heard his father tell three of his assistant coaches in the middle of the week, “I can assure you one thing about my son—he will play better. He will redeem himself. I know my son. He has it in him.”


Then Favre said in his Hall of Fame speech, “I never let him know that I heard that. I never said that to anyone else. But I thought to myself: ‘That’s a pretty good compliment, you know?’ My chest kind of swelled up. And again, I never told anyone. But I never forgot that statement and that comment that he made to those other coaches. And I want you to know, Dad, I spent the rest of my career trying to redeem myself.”


Aaron Rodgers, who succeeded Favre as the Packers starting quarterback in 2008, was close with his family for the early portion of his NFL career. Aaron’s parents and his brothers were pictured on the field with Aaron when the Packers were in Super Bowl XLV in Arlington, Texas, in February 2011. But Aaron and his family subsequently became estranged, and there was no communication starting in late 2014.


“Fame can change things,” Ed Rodgers, a chiropractor and Aaron’s father, told the New York Times. Summing up where the relationship was headed, he said, “It’s complicated. We’re all hoping for the best.”


Irv Favre was able to see his son win a Super Bowl. Harrison Wilson III, known as Harry, wasn’t so fortunate. His son Russell Wilson, the quarterback of the Seattle Seahawks, defeated Peyton Manning in the Super Bowl following the 2013 season and nearly defeated Brady the next year. Wilson’s father died in 2010 at the age of fifty-five following complications from diabetes. Wilson III played wide receiver at Dartmouth, then went to law school in 1977 and was in the San Diego Chargers training camp in 1980 and nearly made the team.


“I always believe he’s there with me, no matter what stadium we’re playing in, home or away,” Russell Wilson said. “I believe my dad has the best seat in the house.”


There’s likely been no father more overbearing than Marv Marinovich, who provides a treacherous blueprint of fathers who want their sons to succeed so badly it turns out to be detrimental. From the day Todd Marinovich was born on July 4, 1969, his father raised him to be a quarterback. He was dubbed “Robo QB.” There were stories of Marv stretching Todd as an infant to become more limber. He put him through difficult conditioning drills and football workouts when he was probably too young for such a regimen. Marv controlled his son’s diet, and he used computer analysis to try to build the perfect football player. Marv once talked about the vitamins and minerals he and his wife were taking even before Todd was conceived.


Marv was a former player at the University of Southern California and lineman for the Oakland Raiders and later was hired by Raiders owner Al Davis as the team’s strength and conditioning coach. “To me, the Robo quarterback means the guy has all the equipment,” Marv told the New York Times in 1990. “Everything in sync. Everything balanced. The perfect machine. From a training standpoint, not that Todd is that, but the appearance of that is a positive situation. You could never be too good with your mechanics of throwing. You can never be too focused, mentally. You can never have too good a vision. You strive for those things. The idea of Robo, the ultimate decision-making trigger machine.”


Todd Marinovich went on to be USC’s quarterback and was a first-round draft choice of the Raiders in 1991. Favre went in the second round, nine spots after Marinovich. Robo QB? “I don’t know what that really means,” Todd told the New York Times. “I think people can get the false idea of what I’m all about.”


He never outwardly resented his father’s role in his development. He once said people got the wrong impression of Marv. But he lasted only two years with the Raiders and his NFL career was over. Eight touchdown passes. He later played in the Canadian Football League and the Arena Football League. He’s battled drug issues, and in October 2016 he was charged in California with trespassing, public nudity, and drug possession after he was found naked in the backyard of somebody he did not know.


Oakland Raiders quarterback Derek Carr and Tampa Bay Buccaneers quarterback Jameis Winston have a long way to go before they have to start thinking about their Hall of Fame speeches. But as two of the best young quarterbacks in the NFL, it was important to tell the stories of their relationships with their fathers in My First Coach.


It was almost as if Carr had two fathers: Rodger, his real-life father; and his older brother David, his football father. The strength of Winston’s relationship with his father, Antonor, was tested when Jameis had off-the-field troubles at Florida State. His father never stopped believing in him.


My First Coach is not just about the fathers who coached their sons on the field; rather, it’s actually more about how they coached them off the field and taught them how to succeed in football and in life.


Sometimes, a dad just being a dad works out better than even the most supportive father could have planned. What can result in greatness? Athletic skill is required, of course, but supportive parents who can put their child in the best position to succeed are essential. But there are different formulas that work, as My First Coach illustrates. Often, there is even more frustration from the parents than the quarterbacks if they are not on the field.


Brady Sr. still holds a grudge against Michigan coach Lloyd Carr for the way he felt he mistreated Tom. Carr redshirted him his freshman year in 1995, then Tom threw only twenty passes as a backup over the next two years. The Wolverines won the national championship with Brian Griese at quarterback in ’97, so it’s hard to second-guess Carr’s decision. Clearly, Brady was not yet the Brady who has won five Super Bowls.


Brady started all twenty-five games, putting together a 20-5 record, in his last two seasons at Michigan, but even so, Carr put Tom in a position where he was constantly forced to look over his shoulder at top prospect Drew Henson. Carr got Henson into seven games in 1998, often just for one series to give him experience and keep him happy. Carr began the 1999 season by having Brady play the first quarter, Henson play the second, and then decide at the half who would play the rest of the game. Eventually, he scrapped that rotation and Brady played all the time.


“All I hoped for is Tommy would get a chance to play in college,” Tom Brady Sr. said. “Then I hoped he would get a chance to start. Then I hoped he would have a chance to get drafted in the pros and carry a clipboard for two to three years. To think he has reached the pinnacle of his world is beyond anybody’s expectations, beyond anybody’s dreams.”


Brady has played for Bill Belichick, the best coach of this era. But the best coach of his life is also his hero and his best friend. His name is also Tom Brady. He was his first coach.














JIM HARBAUGH


Who’s Got It Better Than Us?


Jack Harbaugh was sitting on the Colts bench at the old RCA Dome in downtown Indianapolis hours before kickoff of the final game of the 1994 season.


The dance team was on the field. Maybe fifteen people were in the stands. Jack, the head coach at Western Kentucky, had driven 265 miles on I-65 North to Indianapolis the previous evening from Bowling Green. His team’s season was over, so this was a rare opportunity to see his son Jim play in person. After staying with Jim in his hotel room on Saturday night, they grabbed some breakfast with the team in the morning and then began the short walk to the stadium.


“Oh my God, I forgot my playbook,” Jim said.


That was not surprising. “That’s Jim Harbaugh,” his dad said. “We had to make a U-turn, go back, and get his playbook.”


They arrived at the stadium, and Jim went into the locker room to put on his warm-up gear. Jack waited for him on the bench. Jim had started at quarterback during the previous week’s victory against the Dolphins, but Browning Nagle was starting for the Colts that day against the Bills. The Colts were out of the play-offs, and they wanted to get a look at Nagle.


However, Nagle was awful and was benched after the first series of the third quarter and replaced by Harbaugh. It was a preview of the Captain Comeback nickname Jim earned the next season when he nearly completed a Hail Mary in the final seconds of the AFC Championship Game in Pittsburgh, a loss that kept him out of the Super Bowl. He threw a touchdown pass on his first series against the Bills and led the Colts to 10 points in the third quarter in their 10–9 victory, which was secured when Buffalo’s Steve Christie hit the right upright with a 46-yard field goal attempt on the final play.


The game was not memorable. What happened before the game was a highlight in the lives of Jack and Jim Harbaugh. They each remember the moment’s every detail.


Jim came out of the locker room and walked over to his father.


“Come on, Dad, play catch with me,” he said. “I need somebody.”


The offer brought tears to Jack’s eyes then and even now. As he was tossing the ball back and forth with Jim from 10 yards away, he had a flashback. It took Jack back in time to Ann Arbor, Michigan, when he was an assistant coach on Bo Schembechler’s staff. Jack would put in a full day of work preparing for the weekend’s game, but he was able to come home to the house on Anderson Avenue for dinner after practice wrapped up. He lived fewer than two miles from campus. Back in the day, coaches had to wait for the old celluloid film to be developed by the team photographers before they could study what had transpired in practice. They were back in their office by 7 p.m., running the projector.


First came “the catch.”


“I would be sitting in this chair, all tired,” Jack said. “All I wanted to do was get dinner, read the paper or do whatever, and then go back to work. These two kids would come up to me and say, ‘Hey, Dad, let’s play catch.’”


John is exactly fifteen months older than little brother Jim. When Jack was in his first season at Michigan, John was eleven and Jim was ten. The boys had endless energy. Jack was only thirty-four years old and early in a coaching career that would span forty-six years. He loved playing catch with his boys when he wasn’t tired, but knowing he would be returning to work after dinner and grinding until 11:30 p.m., and then having to do it all over again the next day, well, “Oh my God, the last thing I want to do is play catch,” he said.


Often, with accuracy not necessarily a priority for his sons, it really wasn’t catch at all.


“A lot of times it seems like I am chasing the ball,” Jack said. “It was more chase than it is catch. I would crawl out of the chair and we would play catch for about twenty minutes.”


Only then could he return to work.


Now he was helping Jim warm up on the sideline in Indianapolis before an NFL game. Jim was thirty-one years old. Jack was fifty-five. He thought about their catches in Ann Arbor and realized all that had really changed was that they were older now and the catch was in an NFL stadium. They had just taken their game of catch from the backyard to the big time. Imagine that.


“He had tears coming down,” Jim said.


Jim recalled coming into the game early. He remembered he helped the Colts win the game. He kind of thought it was against the Bills, but he wasn’t sure. “But I remember playing catch with my dad before the game,” he said.


All these years later, Jim, too, gets emotional telling the story.


“Yeah,” he said. “Just the power of catch.”


Jim Harbaugh learned many things from his father that he has found to be useful as a father himself. He has seven children, three with his first wife, Miah, and four with his second wife, Sarah. His oldest child, Jay, is twenty-eight, and after working for his uncle John with the Ravens, he is Jim’s running backs and assistant special teams coach at Michigan. His youngest child, John, was born on January 11, 2017.


Jim thinks back to the days in the backyard with his father and brother and to that precious day on the field in Indianapolis. He knows the lesson he will carry with him the rest of his life. “Play catch with your kids no matter how tired you are when you come home from work,” he said. “That’s a metaphor. You might be playing dolls, you might be climbing a tree, doing the things they want to do. Take them to things. Show them things. Take them to ball games. Most importantly, believe in them, because if you don’t, who else is going to, and how else are they going to believe in themselves?”
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“Who’s got it better than us? Noo-body.”


Certainly nobody had it better than Jack Harbaugh the day he was down on the field at the RCA Dome playing catch with Jim.


The Harbaugh family slogan came to life on a hot-selling T-shirt at the M Den in Ann Arbor, where Jim Harbaugh has returned to his alma mater as head coach. He shouts the question in the Michigan locker room and his players enthusiastically answer. John Harbaugh, the coach of the Baltimore Ravens, has made it the motto in his locker room.


The football translation?


“You’re really telling your team, ‘I believe in you.’ Who could have it better than us? Right?” Jim said. “What coaches could have it better? Then, when they say it back and answer, ‘Nobody,’ they’re saying, ‘We believe in you.’ I learned that’s part of self-talk. It’s a tool you have; a weapon you have. It’s not fake. Self-talk is a powerful tool that you have.”


The first time the Harbaugh boys heard their father ask the question, it was 1971 and they were in Iowa City. Their dad was an assistant coach at the University of Iowa, and the Harbaughs were a one-car family. Jim was eight years old and John was nine. A local dealership provided each of the Iowa coaches with a loaner car, and one day Harbaugh’s wife, Jackie, was using it. It was also a day the boys were off from school and Jack was taking them to work.


The university was two miles from the house, on the corner of Court Street. The three guys came out of the house.


“Hey, Dad, where’s the car?” Jim asked.


“No car today, boys; we’re walking,” Jack said.


He had a plan.


“John, grab a basketball; Jim, grab a basketball. One hundred with the right. One hundred with the left. Here we go,” Jack said.


They dribbled their way to the university’s football office. Along the way, Jack introduced them to what was to become the family mantra.


“Who’s got it better than us?” he asked.


“Nobody, Dad, nobody,” they answered.


The boys would often ride their bicycles to Iowa’s football practice, but boys being boys, they were a little rowdy, and Coach Frank Lauterbur decided no kids at practice anymore. Jack Harbaugh was upset. By the end of the season, he had been offered an assistant coaching job at Michigan. He accepted. Bo Schembechler allowed kids at practice. Bo didn’t know it at the time, but little Jim Harbaugh would be his future quarterback.


Later, when Jim was coaching the 49ers, he went back to Iowa City to work out quarterback Ricky Stanzi before the 2011 draft. He had some time to kill after the meeting before he had to drive back to Cedar Rapids to catch a flight. He had two choices. He could grab something to eat. Or he could take a ride past the old house. He decided to take a trip down memory lane. He parked in front of the house he’d once called home, got out of the car, and took pictures.


“I remember thinking, ‘This is the smallest house I have ever seen in my life,’” Jim said. “I remember when we lived there. It had a bedroom, and my mom, dad, and sister slept in that room. My brother and I shared a room. There was a kitchen. There was also the living room and a bathroom.”


Jack would often walk into the boys’ room at bedtime and tell them to keep it down. They did a lot of talking, and a lot of it was loud. Jack would come in once to quiet them down. He would come in twice. Still the volume didn’t come down.


On the third trip, he gave up.


“Who could possibly have it better than you two?” he said. “You share, you laugh, you’re brothers, you tell each other stories, you share your dreams. Who could have it better than you two?”


“Nobody, Dad, nobody.”


Jim said, “We really thought we did. We really thought we had it better than anybody.”


That memory was certainly better than Jim Harbaugh’s initial introduction to his new hometown of Iowa City in March 1971 after his father was hired by the university.


“John and I had gone to school, our first day at Roosevelt Elementary,” Jim once told the Detroit Free Press. “First day we’d moved there, found some kids to play with after school. It was getting dark. John said, ‘We gotta go.’ So we picked up our stuff and we’re running. I was trying to put my jacket on over my head all at once. And I was just following after him and he crossed the street. Busy street there. The next thing I know, I woke up in a hospital bed. I’d got hit by a mail truck. Broke my leg in two places. Had a cast on for about six months. I was in the first grade. Second half of first grade.”


Dan McGivern was the driver, and twenty years later, he realized that it was Jim Harbaugh, then the quarterback of the Chicago Bears, who was the kid from the accident. Harbaugh returned to his elementary school in Iowa City to speak to students. McGivern was sitting in the back of the classroom with other parents. Harbaugh was asked about the worst injury he had suffered and told the story of getting hit by a car.


McGivern, a twenty-year-old at the time of the accident, was driving a postal truck to help him pay his way through college at Iowa. Turns out, he was off duty at the time of the accident and driving his 1967 Ford Mustang on the way home when the accident occurred. He was still wearing his uniform, though.


“It was a really busy street, up a hill and on a flat section I see one kid run across so I’m aware,” he told the Detroit News. “I look over and see another kid. He throws his coat up in the air like he was signaling touchdown, the coat comes over his head and he runs straight ahead. He’s going to hit the front corner of my car. I swerve and he hit the right rear. He dented the back panel.


“I jumped out, took off my coat, and put it around him. Cars stopped. There was a lady with a baby carriage. She yelled to me, ‘I saw the whole thing. It was not your fault.’ The ambulance came. He’s moaning a little bit. He tried to stand up, but his leg was off on a funny angle and I told him to stay down.”


Dan visited Harbaugh in the hospital, and Jim’s mother told him she knew the accident was not his fault.


After hearing that Harbaugh told the story on a radio show the week before Michigan played at Iowa in 2016, McGivern wrote Harbaugh a letter in January 2017 to let him know he was the driver. He asked for an autographed picture. Harbaugh called him and they spoke. One week later, Harbaugh was in Iowa City on a recruiting visit. He and McGivern met and reminisced. Harbaugh even posted a picture of the two of them along with McGivern’s office phone number. “For comprehensive Life Insurance coverage, call Dan McGivern at…”


Who’s got it better than us? Well… except for Jim back in the first grade.


The saying came to life in Crestline, Ohio, post–World War II. Jack Harbaugh grew up in a neighborhood filled with kids his age. His house was two doors down from the schoolyard. In the summertime, the kids would gather on the sandlot as the sun came up each morning. Rocks and cardboard sufficed as bases. They would play baseball until noon, take a lunch break, walk to one of their houses, enter through the back door, and the mom would make sandwiches for all of them. They would sit around a little bit, let their food digest, and then it was back to the baseball field for another game.


The boys would adjourn to their houses for dinner and get back together for a game of kick the can until it got dark at nine. They would get some sleep and do the same thing again the next day. It was nothing extravagant. Not some fancy sleepaway camp or day camp with in-ground swimming pools or picturesque lakes. Just a bunch of nine- and ten-year-olds entertaining themselves to pass the time in the summer heat.


One day, after coming to the conclusion that they did not have a care in the world except making sure they had enough kids to play a baseball game, one of the boys said, “Who’s got it better than us?”


“Nobody,” was the response.


Then it became, “Noo-body.”


It was a routine they repeated two or three times a day.


“Somebody said, ‘What an arrogant thing to feel,’ that nobody had it better than us,” Jack Harbaugh said.


It was a time of innocence. Nobody locked their houses. Kids didn’t carry keys. If a family had a car, they left the key in the ignition. “No one had anything, so no one was going to steal anything,” Jack said. “You had two pairs of pants and one was being washed. Everybody had it that way. One guy in town lived on a hill and actually had a riding lawn mower.


“We would stand next to that fence just looking and thinking, ‘Wow, a riding lawn mower.’ We were all in the same boat. We didn’t have a lot, but we had each other. We were kidding each other, ‘I’m going to be the shortstop of the Brooklyn Dodgers.’”


It was a talented group. Gates Brown actually went on to have a thirteen-year career with the Detroit Tigers. “He was in my class at school,” Jack said. “He was one of the guys at the playground and part of the sandlot group.” Two of Harbaugh’s first cousins, Mike Gottfried and his brother Joe, showed up every day. Mike became a longtime college football coach, including head coaching stops at Murray State, Cincinnati, Kansas, and Pittsburgh. Joe was the head basketball coach at Asheville College in Illinois, and later he was the athletic director at South Alabama.


Mike’s nephew Mark, about the same age as Jim and John Harbaugh, was the head basketball coach at North Carolina State. One of Harbaugh’s closest friends in the group was Dave Smith, a legendary sports editor in the golden age of newspapers who worked at the Boston Globe and the Dallas Morning News.


Jack played quarterback at Bowling Green and had a short stay in the old American Football League for one season in 1961. He began his coaching career three years later at a high school, and it became the family business with his sons following in his footsteps. His daughter, Joani, is married to Tom Crean, former Hoosiers basketball coach at Indiana University.


Once Jack had convinced his kids when they lived in Iowa City that nobody had it better than them, he faced another obstacle. The winters in Iowa. It was cold. The boys would be bundled up in their heavy coats, hats, gloves, and scarves. At least on those days they didn’t have to walk to school.


“They looked like mummies getting out of the car,” Jack said. “I’d never seen such sad guys in my whole life. They had frowns on their faces. They were all hunched over.”


They were so unhappy, Jack said, they were almost crying.


“So, one day they are in the back seat and I turned around to them,” he said. “They were just moseying out of the car again. [I said,] ‘Come on, gentlemen, let’s attack this day with an enthusiasm unknown to mankind. And don’t take any wooden nickels.’”


Jim and John got out of the car without reacting. “That didn’t make much of an impression,” Jack said. “I did it the next day and the next day and the next day and the next day. I finally realized I was making no impression on them.”


Now it’s thirty-six years later, and Jack is watching Jim’s introductory press conference as the head coach at Stanford University. Jim is asked how he is going to approach his first day on the job.


“We’re going to attack this day with an enthusiasm unknown to mankind,” Jim said. “And don’t take any wooden nickels.”


The smile that came across Jack’s face could have lit up a room.


“My God, they were listening,” he said.


Jack learned the saying from his father. No wooden nickels? What’s the hidden meaning? “Don’t let anybody sneak up from behind you and hit you over the head with a bag of crap,” Jim said.


Lesson learned.


“Take no crap from anybody,” Jack said. “I guess back in the days of streetcars they had these wooden nickels that they would put in the slot before they had modern technology.”
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New Orleans was jumping for Super Bowl XLVII in February 2013. It was the first time the NFL had awarded the game to the Big Easy since Hurricane Katrina ripped apart the city in late August 2005. The Superdome was used as a shelter for nearly sixteen thousand people who could not evacuate before the hurricane blew through town with massive rain, relentless wind, and flooding when the levees failed.


The death toll eventually reached 1,833, including six people who died inside the Superdome. One man jumped fifty feet to his death in the massive stadium, claiming he had nothing left to live for as the Superdome became less a place of refuge and more like a prison. Urine in the hallways, feces everywhere, the smell unbearable. Part of the roof was destroyed, there was no electricity, and the heat was oppressive. The evacuees could not leave because of the rising water outside.


There was talk that the Saints would never return and could be on the move to San Antonio, where they had set up shop as New Orleans tried to recover. Commissioner Paul Tagliabue made sure that Saints owner Thomas Benson would not relocate the franchise to San Antonio, where he had many of his businesses, or anywhere else, even though they were unable to play in the Superdome in 2005. They returned home to play just thirteen months after Katrina and beat the Falcons on a festive evening in 2006.


Now it was seven and a half years later. In the famed French Quarter, the bars were hopping and the restaurants were packed. The Garden District, home to the Mannings, had escaped serious damage. In fact, walking around the French Quarter, there were no visible signs of the destruction that occurred in 2005. Music was blasting in the streets, half-naked women were disappearing and then reappearing on swings in and out of windows on Bourbon Street; and if you weren’t paying attention, necklaces of beads being tossed by the half-naked women could hit you in the head.


There was human gridlock up and down the streets in the Quarter, not to mention plenty of Hurricanes—the kind you drink.


The Super Bowl was back in town. That was the story line for the first part of the week. As game day approached, Super Bowl XLVII became all about the Harbaugh Bowl. John, the coach of the Ravens, versus Jim, the coach of the 49ers. It should have been a dream for Jack and his wife, Jackie, but he believed in the parents’ credo that you are only as happy as your unhappiest child. It was a given that either Jim or John would suffer the most devastating loss of his coaching career.


It was Jim’s second year in San Francisco, after successful college stops at the University of San Diego and Stanford. John had been with the Ravens since 2008 after various college assistant jobs and his most recent stop as the Eagles special teams coach. John had been a defensive back at Miami of Ohio when Jim was Michigan’s quarterback. It would be the first time in football, baseball, or basketball that brothers ever faced each other, as head coaches or managers, in the postseason.


John is a history buff, so he tried to put that game into perspective by saying, “It’s not exactly Churchill and Roosevelt.”


They were brothers, but they were different. Jim showed great reluctance in his press conferences to provide any in-depth information about his team and gave minimal insight into his relationship with John. But he sure did like to wear khaki pants every day with a black sweatshirt and sneakers. John was much more glib and frequently started off his answers by thanking reporters for their questions. If nothing else, the Harbaugh Bowl was unique; and it would likely be a very long time, if ever, before it was brother versus brother again in the Super Bowl. The NFL capitalized on the fact at their annual Friday morning press conferences with the coaches. Usually, the home team coach was up first, followed by a half-hour break and then the visiting team coach.


Always looking for ways to market the game, the NFL decided to have the Harbaughs conduct a press conference side by side. John was wearing a suit. Jim, of course, was attired in his trademark ensemble.


They were not only brothers, they were also very close. They shared a bedroom for sixteen years, in too many cities to remember, as their father worked his way up as a coach. They put tape across the middle of the room with the implied threat that if either crossed the line, trouble would ensue.


Who’s got it better than them? Noo-body.


“We’re not interesting,” John said. “There is nothing more to learn. The tape across the middle of the room story. Okay, you got it? We’re just like any other family. We get it. It’s really cool and exciting and all that. It’s really about the team, the players.”


The truth is that if there had been a choice, it would have been much more comfortable for Jim to make the Super Bowl one year and John to make it the next or the other way around. It would have been easier on the coaches. It would have been easier on the family. Jim went so far as calling the Super Bowl matchup a “blessing and a curse. The blessing because it’s my brother’s team and also personally I played for the Ravens, worked with Ozzie Newsome and Art Modell. The curse part would be that talk of two brothers playing in the Super Bowl takes away from the players that are in the game.”


The most poignant moment of the Friday press conference came when John was asked, as the older brother, whether it would be hard to take away a dream of Jim’s to fulfill his own by winning the Super Bowl.


“No, not at all,” John said. “I suspect he feels the same way. It’s about the teams. We are fiercely loyal, there’s no doubt. We all say that. Not just of one another—and we always have been. That’s definitely not ever going to change; we will continue to be fiercely loyal and protective of one another, but also of our teams.


“Jim had mentioned earlier in the week… the band of brotherhood, the brothers that will take the field. That’s true. The band of brothers will be the brothers on the sideline. It will be the Ravens’ sideline, it will be the 49ers’ sideline. That will be the band of brothers in this competition.”


They were asked if they would ever hire the other onto their staff or work for their brother. They both said yes. John said he almost worked for Jim at Stanford. Jim’s son Jay was the Ravens offensive quality control coach for Uncle John’s Super Bowl team. Jim smiled when he mentioned that he heard his son was doing a phenomenal job. During the press conference, Jackie and Jack sat next to each other, proud of their sons but knowing it was going to be elation for one and misery for the other two days later.


The Ravens and the 49ers had met once previously in a regular season Harbaugh Bowl on Thanksgiving Night in 2011, with the Ravens winning 16–6 in Baltimore in a dreadful game that featured five field goals and only one touchdown. The Ravens had just 253 offensive yards and the 49ers had only 170. Jack and Jackie were in Baltimore for that game. Jackie was rooting for a tie. There could be no tie in the Super Bowl. She knew one of her sons was going to enjoy the ultimate victory while the other suffered the ultimate loss.


After that game in Baltimore, Jack went looking for his sons. He stuck his head in the Ravens locker room and saw the celebrating going on. He felt that Jim likely needed him more, and he went into the 49ers locker room and saw Jim standing by himself in the coaches’ office. He realized that was where his presence would be more meaningful.


Once things settled down, John went out to the 49ers team bus to find his little brother. “It was just again the epitome of how everybody in the family feels about each other and always tries to raise one another up,” Jackie Harbaugh said. “These are difficult times in football and everything when you’re playing against your own brother. But at the end of the game, it’s still about family and your feelings for one another.”


Jack and Jackie Harbaugh knew that was a regular season game. By the next day, their sons would be focused on the next one. But this was the Super Bowl. There would be no next game the following week. Their stomachs were going to be tied up in knots on Super Bowl Sunday no matter who was winning, because it meant one of their sons was losing.


Archie Manning called Jack Harbaugh the Tuesday before the Super Bowl. The Harbaughs were already in New Orleans. Jack’s cell phone rang. “Hi, this is Archie,” Manning said. “I just want to tell you that Olivia and I are thinking about you. We’re sitting here at the breakfast table and I know what you are going through.”


Archie told Jack he hated it when his sons Peyton and Eli faced each other. Jack and Archie had never spoken before.


He framed the situation for Harbaugh perfectly. Sunday was not going to be an easy day. “The advice he gave us [was]: ‘This will soon pass,’” Jack said. “I was looking for something a little more, not profound, because that’s as profound as you can be. But I was looking for something in a little bit different [of a] direction.”


Archie said that it was never Peyton versus Eli on the field at the same time, so he was just rooting for the offenses and he was rooting for the quarterback position.


“As a parent with two sons coaching, you’ve got to be thinking about the offense, defense, and special teams. There’s so much more going through your mind watching games,” Manning said.


“Interesting,” Jack Harbaugh said.


Scary was what he really thought. Manning was able to get excited anytime either of his sons threw a touchdown pass. It would be different for Jack Harbaugh. If he cheered for a Ravens big play, that meant he was cheering against Jim and the 49ers. How was this going to work? If the 49ers intercepted Joe Flacco and Jack got excited, did that mean he was rooting against John and the Ravens?


There was one other interesting phone call ten days prior to the Super Bowl. Jack and Jackie had been inundated with interview requests, so the decision was made to hold a national conference call to answer all the questions at once. It would save them a lot of time. The reporters identified themselves by name and affiliation and asked their questions.


“Question from Baltimore,” the caller said. “Is it true that both of you like Jim better than John?”


Jackie started to answer, “We do not.”


The caller sounded legitimate. But also sounded a lot like John. Before Jackie could go any further, her daughter, Joani, who had called in to listen, interrupted by saying, “Is that John?”


Then Jack said, “Is that John Harbaugh? Hey, John, Mom was ready to come right through this phone. I’m so happy that Joani recognized your voice.”


John was amused. “You’ve got to keep the fighting spirit up,” he said. “That’s the way it should be, all right. That’s all I needed to hear. I just needed to know that.”


There was an ESPN story eighteen months after the Super Bowl that revealed part of the conversation the Harbaugh brothers had on the field before the game.


John grabbed Jim’s wrist and hugged him. “I love you,” John said. “Be good today.”


“Okay,” Jim said.


At the NFL owners meetings in March 2017 in Phoenix, John Harbaugh was walking down a hallway. He stopped for a moment when he was asked about expressing his love for Jim right before the biggest game of their lives.


He smiled.


“There was no brotherly love at that moment,” he said. “It was all brotherly competition.”


What did they talk about?


“We talked about nothing.” John laughed. “We talked about the kicker. He said I was harassing his kicker because I was talking with David Akers, who I had coached with Andy [Reid in Philadelphia] for all those years.”


They did take time to acknowledge the unique place in history they now held as the only brothers to face each other as head coaches in the Super Bowl. It may never happen again. “We did kind of say it’s pretty cool and pretty amazing,” John said.


Did one say to the other, “I want to kick your ass”?


“That was unspoken,” John said.


It turned into one of the wildest Super Bowls of all time. The Ravens were dominating until 13:22 remained in the third quarter. They held a 28–6 lead. It was almost going to be better this way for the Harbaugh parents. A crushing close loss would make consoling the loser that much more difficult. But a lopsided loss could be forgotten quicker as just one of those days.


Then the lights inside half of the Superdome went out. From one second to the next, half the stadium went dark. It happened just two plays after Jacoby Jones returned the second-half kickoff 108 yards for the Ravens, the longest play in Super Bowl history. The lights went out for twenty-five minutes, causing a thirty-four-minute delay. It was just what the 49ers needed. They took a deep breath, regrouped, and when the lights came back on they scored the next 17 points to get to 28–23.


Game on.


The 49ers were down 34–29 when they reached the Baltimore 7-yard line with 2:39 left. There were some awfully anxious Harbaughs in the stadium. The game was going to come down to the final play. They knew the television cameras would be on them, waiting for a reaction.


“If you scratch your head or you raise your hand, there’s an appearance that you might favor one over the other,” Jack Harbaugh said. “So you were like a zombie. We just sat stone-faced for fear the camera would catch you with a smile on your face. Whatever was going on in the game, the perception was you might favor one over the other.”


San Francisco’s furious comeback came down to this: Could Jim Harbaugh, a state-of-the-art offensive coach, dial up a winner to produce a touchdown to beat his brother, John, in the Super Bowl?


LaMichael James ran for 2 yards on first down. Colin Kaepernick threw an incomplete pass to Michael Crabtree. Now it was third and goal at the 5. Kaepernick once again tried to get the ball to Crabtree, who briefly had it before Jimmy Smith knocked it loose at the 3. Jim Harbaugh was calling for pass interference. All flags stayed in the pockets of the seven officials.


One play for the Harbaugh Bowl. “I’d prefer it be called the Super Bowl,” Jackie Harbaugh said.


Kaepernick audibled at the line after taking a look at the Ravens defense and was pressured as he released a fade pass to Crabtree in the right corner of the end zone. It was close as to whether Smith was holding Crabtree, but once again, no flag. Jim Harbaugh was extremely upset at the non-call.


“I really want to handle this with class and grace,” he said. “We had several opportunities and didn’t make enough plays. Yes, there was no question in my mind there was a pass interference and then a hold on Crabtree on the last one. In my opinion, the drive should have continued.”


The Ravens regained possession at their 5-yard line with 1:46 remaining. John Harbaugh ordered his punter to take an intentional safety with twelve seconds remaining that made the score 34–31. The clock ran out when Ted Ginn returned the free kick to the 50.


John, the winning coach, and Jim, the losing coach, met at midfield. It was the most difficult postgame get-together of John’s career. He was elated for himself and his team. He was heartbroken for his brother.


“I felt bad for my brother, but not as bad as I would have felt for myself if we had lost,” John said.


John intended to give his brother a hug. Jim stuck out his arm to block him from moving in.


“There will be no hug,” Jim said.


John thought Jim called “an amazing game. It was incredible the way they came back,” but when asked if his younger brother felt pressure and made mistakes on the final few play calls because he wanted so badly to beat him, he said, “No way. I love his creativity. I thought it was masterful what they did.”


Jim put his hand on John’s cheek and John slapped his brother twice on the chest. John told Jim he loved him. Jim told John he was proud of him. Jack and Jackie first met with Jim to console him. Then they made their way over to John. “How is Jim?” was the first thing John asked.


Jack and Jackie left the Superdome. They didn’t go to the Ravens victory party. They did not go to the 49ers’ hotel for their postseason party either. They just walked around New Orleans for forty-five minutes talking. Tom Crean, their son-in-law, told Jack that Doc Rivers—Crean had coached at Marquette years after Rivers played there—had said to him, “I can only imagine how your in-laws feel.”


There was no celebration for the parents of the Super Bowl coaches. Elation for one Harbaugh coach. Heartbreak for the other. Right down the middle for Jack and Jackie. “We found a place that was open late and we went in and had some food and refreshment,” Jack said.


“Then we went to our rooms. That was the evening.”


Jim has heard his father talk about how a parent can be only as happy as their least happy child. That would be Jack Harbaugh on this extraordinary night in New Orleans. “It was fair, healthy, honest competition at the very highest level and we were both there,” Jim said. “I’m very proud of my brother. Very happy for him.”


The game had a deep impact on the Harbaugh family. It was historical. John said he “couldn’t measure” the effect the game has had on their lives and their relationship. Now that Jim is not coaching in the NFL, he shows up on the Ravens sideline when he has a break in his schedule. John has been very supportive of Jim’s efforts at Michigan.


“I think he’s the best coach in football,” John said.
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Jim Harbaugh’s corner office in Schembechler Hall on State Street in Ann Arbor looks right into the massive indoor practice facility for the University of Michigan Wolverines. After two NFC Championship Game appearances and a Super Bowl loss in his first four years in San Francisco, Jim had a falling-out with 49ers owner Jed York and general manager Trent Baalke and was fired after the 2014 season.


Harbaugh was unemployed for less time than it used to take Mike Ditka to scream at him for throwing a bad interception when he was the quarterback of the Chicago Bears. Michigan wanted Harbaugh to come back to his alma mater to replace Rich Rodriguez in 2011, but when he decided to leave Stanford, he chose the 49ers over Michigan, the Dolphins, the Raiders, and the Broncos. He was able to keep his family in the same house in the Bay Area.


In just his second season at Michigan in 2016, Jim had his school in contention for the national title until a crushing late-season overtime loss at archrival Ohio State. Twenty years earlier, as a senior, he had guaranteed that Michigan would beat Ohio State to earn a trip to the Rose Bowl. He created a lot of controversy, but he followed through on his guarantee.


Harbaugh soon became a lightning rod in college football with his satellite camps/recruiting junkets for high school kids. He incurred the wrath of Alabama coach Nick Saban and others, but Harbaugh cared about only one thing: getting the best players to attend Michigan.


Jim’s decision to accept Michigan’s offer was great for his family. His kids enrolled at St. Francis of Assisi, the same elementary school Harbaugh attended when his father worked for Bo. His parents had been living in Milwaukee. After Jack retired from coaching in 2002, he took an associate athletic director’s job at Marquette a few years after Crean was hired to coach the basketball team. Of course, not only wasn’t it enough that his sons followed him into coaching, but his daughter married a basketball coach.


“The interesting thing is, [with] what I know about basketball and what my wife knows about basketball, we could not blow up a small balloon,” Jack said. “Now we have to at least learn a few buzzwords so we feel we can carry on a conversation with him.”


Joani met Crean at Western Kentucky when Jack was the head football coach. Crean was on the basketball staff as an assistant to Ralph Willard. When Willard was hired by Pitt, Crean went with him. Crean and Tom Izzo had once been graduate assistants at Michigan State under Jud Heathcote—Magic Johnson’s coach—and when Izzo was hired to replace him in 1995, Crean went along as his assistant.


“They kind of had a pact that whoever got the first head coaching job, the other guy would come and work with him,” Jack Harbaugh said. “So he left Pitt and went to Michigan State and then on to Marquette.”


Once Crean and Joani had moved on to Indiana in 2008, there was nothing keeping the Harbaughs in Milwaukee. They packed up their house in June 2016 and relocated to Ann Arbor, right around the corner from Jim and his family. Jack and Jackie live on Aberdeen Drive in a house that had been empty for a couple of years. Jim and Sarah live on Arlington Boulevard, five doors down from where Schembechler used to live. Every morning, Jack stands in front of his house as three of his grandchildren come running over the hill to say good morning before they head off to school.


“As we say in the Harbaugh family, ‘Who’s got it better than us?’ Literally nobody,” Jack said.


Jim Harbaugh was the first-round draft pick of the Chicago Bears in 1987 after an excellent career playing quarterback for Schembechler, who out-recruited Western Michigan’s Jack Harbaugh to get the signature on a letter of intent for one of the hottest high school quarterback prospects in the country.


Jack was an assistant coach for seven years at Michigan, and Jim played there for four years. But Jack was never able to enjoy the amazing spectacle of a college football Saturday in the Big House. He was too busy as a coach and was able to watch his son play only once at Michigan Stadium. In Jim’s first season back as the head coach, Jack and Jackie were still living in Milwaukee. But they made sure they were in town for Jim’s first home game against Oregon State.


It was surreal. He coached at Michigan. His son played at Michigan. Now Jack was retired and his son was the head coach at Michigan. “I’m watching the band play the fight song coming down the field,” Jack said. “I got the hair on the back of my neck standing straight up. When I was coaching there, right before the game, you would go into the press box. They didn’t have elevators in those days and you would have to come through the stands.” At halftime, the assistant coaches made their way through the stands to get to the locker room to help Schembechler with adjustments.


Harbaugh now was a fan with a special connection to the head coach. Now he understood why a college football Saturday in Ann Arbor, with the students treating game day like their Mardi Gras, was so special. “I was here seven years and missed all this,” he said. “I would have loved to have been part of the whole Michigan experience. I had this day job and couldn’t really enjoy this as much as I am now. It is a fantastic experience for Jackie and myself.”


Jack was able to see Jim play in person just three times total during his college career. Jackie made it to every home game. “I would be at Western Michigan coaching a game and I would have these headsets on,” Jack said. “I know Jim is playing at Michigan and I’m wondering what is going on over there. The stadium announcer says, ‘Now we have a score from Ann Arbor, Michigan.’ I would loosen my headsets and hear the score. I would get an idea how the game was going and how things might be going for Jim.”
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