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INTRODUCTION



Parcells Savings and Loan


Bill Parcells has a paternal pride that is all over his face as he gives a tour of his office right off the garage of his winter home in Tequesta in Palm Beach County. It serves as a museum with artifacts of his coaching life: two Super Bowl championships with the New York Giants, a Super Bowl appearance with the New England Patriots, and playoff games with the New York Jets and Dallas Cowboys.


The story of the brotherhood of the beloved and iconic 1986 Super Bowl champion New York Football Giants is dramatically told by the pictures on the walls. Safety Kenny Hill was the only member of the team (coach included) who had previously been part of a Super Bowl championship, so they would learn how to depend on one another to win from Parcells, a master motivator and lifelong Giants fan from New Jersey who grew up down the street from Giants Stadium in Hasbrouck Heights and Oradell.


Parcells has a colorful story for each photograph of his former players, his “guys.” You can sense his affection as he rattles off their names.


“The great Phil Simms”—the quarterback who pitched a nearly perfect game with his twenty-two-of-twenty-five performance in Super Bowl XXI on January 25, 1987.


“Lawrence Taylor. I love that guy”—the best, and most troubled, player he coached.


“Jim Burt. Now that’s a character”—the wiseass with whom he traded one-liners.


“Mark Bavaro. Great kid. Tough. Love him”—the tight end who returned in the same game against the Saints in 1986 after he broke his jaw.


“Banksie”—Carl Banks, a phenomenal linebacker on two Giants championship teams.


Parcells is the only coach in NFL history to take four different teams to the postseason. Of course, not many coaches are afforded the opportunity to coach four different teams. They don’t get fired three times and then have billionaire owners step up and figure, why not, maybe he’ll get it right the fourth time. Parcells’s journey was highly unusual. He turned around four programs and always departed on his own terms, a rarity in the coaching profession, leaving players and fans wanting more. He did once come dangerously close to being fired by general manager George Young after he was 3–12–1 in his first season as an NFL head coach with the Giants in 1983. It was no oversight that Young was omitted from Parcells’s long and winding Pro Football Hall of Fame induction speech in 2013. It was petty and pointless, considering Young had been dead for more than a decade.


Parcells’s winter retirement home in Florida is immaculate, even more impressive since he’s in his early eighties, divorced, and lives alone. There’s a deck in the back separated from the Intercoastal by trees and shrubs, providing a nice view for unwinding after his early morning workout at the gym and frequent rounds of golf. His home is around the corner from Bagel Bistro, a nondescript eatery in a strip mall on US-1, which serves as his favorite meeting spot with Bill Belichick, the defensive coordinator on his Super Bowl teams with the Giants, who is coming to town in a few days.


“Bill loves that place. We’re getting together Saturday morning at 6:30,” Parcells said. “He usually has something he wants to discuss with me.”


Big Bill and Little Bill look like typical Florida retirees getting together for bagels and lox early in the morning, except that Belichick, in his early seventies, is still coaching the Patriots. An early-bird football fan who walks in and hears these legends talking ball would do a double take. They long ago made their peace after a falling out when Belichick left the Jets in 2000 instead of succeeding Parcells as coach, as his contract stipulated. Little Bill worked his way to New England, the reverse of what Big Bill had done, having walked away from the Patriots to take the Jets’ head coaching job in 1997. Parcells is now a valuable sounding board for Belichick, just as he is for the long list of coaches who consult with him on issues ranging from handling unexpected problems on their team to career advice.


Parcells even recommended Belichick move into the Jupiter Yacht Club condo development, where Parcells had a winter home at the time. Belichick followed his advice, once inadvertently flooding his former boss’s apartment when a water pipe burst in Belichick’s sixth-floor unit two floors above Parcells. Belichick was not home and maintenance came to the rescue.


Parcells’s hobby is owning thoroughbred racehorses, and the wall outside his office is lined with pictures of his ponies. He also has a home in Saratoga in upstate New York, not far from the famed Saratoga Race Course, where he can be found most summer afternoons watching the horses run. When possible, he tries to name his horses after his former players. It’s one way to hold onto his Giants years, which mean so much to him. Mark Bavaro and Maurice Carthon have been so honored. And he named one of his horses Tuggle, after running back John Tuggle, the very last player picked in the 1983 draft. Tuggle died of blood vessel cancer at the age of twenty-five on the eve of the 1986 Super Bowl season but lives on in Parcells’s memories. Parcells also had a horse named Once A Giant that he sold in a claims race in 2022.


“When are you going to name one after me?” someone shouted from the back of the room at a Parcells speaking engagement in New York in 2016.


At first, Parcells was confused about who was giving him a hard time. The lights were off except for those on the stage, and the heckler was ducking behind the guests in the last row of the theater. Parcells eventually saw it was Banks and laughed. He later explained another horse owner beat him to the Banks name. Not so with Simms.


“I have a two-year-old named Golden Simms,” he said. “I called Simms and told him, ‘That horse better run faster than you!’”


When Parcells informed his quarterback he now had a namesake with four legs, Simms asked whether the thoroughbred’s name was Horse’s Ass.


Football was fun for the ’86 Giants. They were bonded for life by the Lombardi Trophy and their diamond championship rings.


They care about one another. They take care of one another. There is a built-in support system among the teammates. Text chains, card shows, reunions, they talk and see each other frequently. They take each other to doctor’s appointments. Wives who were not part of the team in 1986 are amazed, witnessing a side of their husbands they’ve never seen when they are around their teammates at reunions: hugging, joking, acting like kids. At the twenty-fifth reunion, Parcells said running back Lee Rouson’s wife, Lisa, came up to him.


“Mr. Parcells, can I ask you a question?” she said.


“Sure,” he said.


They were standing off to the side in a private room at halftime on reunion weekend.


“What is this?” she said, looking at her husband and teammates acting like they were twenty-five years old again.


“You know, that’s a very good question,” he said.


He paused for a moment.


“This is a group of people who are bonded together, that have accomplished something together and that’s their guys. And they’re going to always be their guys. And it’s a lifelong thing. And it’s never going to change and that’s really the way it is. It’s not going to change,” Parcells said.


Nobody in the room would disagree.


“It’s wonderful to have extended family like that,” said co-captain George Martin, who was a father figure to many players, old and young.


A few years later, Rouson’s wife called Parcells and requested he record a video birthday greeting on his cell phone for Lee. He was delighted she asked. If a player in 1986 was setting the odds on Parcells ever recording birthday greetings on his phone—or even knowing how to do it—they would have been longer than the odds of Golden Simms winning the Kentucky Derby.


“You can’t buy into this fraternity,” Burt said.


Football has given them so much. Football has taken so much away.


Life after football has been cruel to far too many of them. The transition and adjustment to the next phase of life can be overwhelming. Achieving the ultimate victory of winning a Super Bowl and being among a group of guys who truly love one another is hard to replicate, and it creates an emptiness almost no matter what comes next. Emotionally, intellectually, physically, and financially it can be the highlight of their lives. Bavaro admits he’s never found anything else that he’s good at after he retired. It creates a difficult transition filled with all the dangerous ramifications of a career in a violent sport.


Suicidal thoughts. Death. Bodies breaking down. Mental health disorders. Money problems.
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THE NFL CITES a study that projects the average life expectancy of an NFL player to be 77.5 years and the average for men in the general population to be 74.7 years. That number does not account for quality of life, however. Another study shows that players who would be categorized as obese—generally offensive and defensive linemen—are dying faster than their teammates. And another says the life expectancy of professional football players is the mid- to late fifties, about twenty years fewer than the average population.


This is not a problem unique to the 1986 Giants. It threatens and scares football players of yesterday, today, and tomorrow. What does life look like in their fifties and sixties and seventies? Will they be able to walk? Will they be afflicted with early dementia? Will they be haunted by suicidal thoughts? Will they have any money?


That’s the stage of life for the ’86 Giants as it now approaches four decades since they partied in Pasadena. They are growing old together. There was no handbook when they retired with directions on how to find their way to the next phase of their life. Their NFL health insurance covered most of them for only one year after retirement. The first question at reunions used to be checking up on each other’s kids. Then as the years passed, it moved to grandchildren. Now they ask about doctor’s appointments and referrals and scheduled surgeries. “Amazing how it’s changed,” center Bart Oates said. For every player whose bones make weird noises as he crawls out of bed in the morning, there are teammates worrying about CTE, chronic traumatic encephalopathy, a degenerative brain disease that can’t be officially diagnosed until after death. CTE has been linked to traumatic brain injury caused by concussions, resulting in depression and desperation that led to suicide for former players Junior Seau, Dave Duerson, Andre Waters, and Greg Clark, among others.


Bobby Johnson, a wide receiver who is a recovering crack addict, was asked which of his Giants teammates are worried about the brain disorder. “All of us,” he said. “It ain’t just from the NFL. It’s from college and high school all the way down to Pee Wee.” The dangers of head trauma hit home for Bavaro, the Giants indestructible tight end: His wife, Susan, an attorney, believes the Covid virus attacked his brain, which was compromised by Bavaro’s numerous concussions during his football career. The impact of Covid was debilitating. Dark thoughts overwhelmed him. Bavaro was teammates with Duerson at Notre Dame and later with the Giants, and Waters was a teammate in his last NFL stop in Philadelphia. Duerson and Waters killed themselves: Duerson with a gunshot to the chest, Waters with a gunshot to the head. Their brains were donated for scientific and medical research and subsequently diagnosed with CTE.


Leonard Marshall, one of the defensive enforcers on the ’86 Giants, is convinced he has CTE and says he’s been diagnosed with early-stage Parkinson’s disease. He was among the more than five thousand retired players listed in the settlement of the $1 billion concussion lawsuit brought against the NFL that was finalized on January 7, 2017. The maximum payout per player is $5 million, but Marshall has not yet been notified what he will be awarded. Oates, the leader of the “Suburbanites,” the all-white starting offensive line, and now the president of the NFL Alumni Association, believes 30–40 percent of his former teammates exhibit traits of Parkinson’s—rigidity, balance issues, slight tremors, shrinking handwriting, gait problems. After much internal turmoil, Marshall has elected to donate his brain for CTE research after he passes. “The game is what it is,” Hall of Fame linebacker Harry Carson said. “It is a collision sport. When you have bodies flying around at high rates of speed, bad things are going to happen.”


Carson, who has fought his way through post-concussion syndrome, spoke to Congress about traumatic brain injuries and petitioned the surgeon general for a warning on children’s permission slips that football can be dangerous to their neurological health. He wants to ensure parents are aware of potential issues that could occur twenty or thirty years down the road.


Nobody, of course, forced these men to play football at any level and subject themselves to the dangers of the game. Only the fortunate few are skilled enough to make it to the NFL. They signed up to play in the league in the ’80s knowing the risk of tearing the anterior cruciate ligament in their knees or needing multiple back surgeries or ripping up their shoulders. Injuring their brain was not part of the conversation. Teams weren’t avoiding educating their players about the long-term danger of head trauma as much as they were just as ill informed as the players.


“We boys think it’s a game. We men know it’s a game played for money,” Marshall said. “Cognitive impairment, traumatic brain injury, CTE, Alzheimer’s, early-stage Parkinson’s, any of that stuff, those words were never uttered in association with the game.” In our conversation, Marshall was frustrated trying to recall what year he broke his wrist. Finally, he narrowed it down to 1987 or 1988. “I can’t remember because of my brain,” he said.


It’s impossible to walk away from the game mentally or physically unscathed. If the ’86 Giants had foresight, they saved money, but with salaries just a fraction of what they are today, they needed to find a job after football, preferably one that provided health insurance. Ask Marshall which body part hurts and the conversation is lengthy. “Shit bothers me,” he said. “What am I going to do about it? Complain and cry in my beer?” Marshall survived the invitation-only Pace Party thrown by the dictatorial Parcells each summer in training camp at Pace University. Players were thrilled if their invitation got lost in the mail. For the first five days, each morning practice began with twenty minutes of one-on-one showdowns between the big guys on each side of the line. Parcells blew the whistle, and the players tried to destroy each other. They hated him for it. That prompted “brother-in-law” deals later in practice, when the offensive and defensive linemen took turns going easy on each other instead of smacking heads. Beginning with the first game of his rookie year in 1983, Marshall earned a spot at right defensive end with Lawrence Taylor lined up in a stand-up position to his right or behind him in the Giants 3-4 defense.


“The Pace Party. I walked around with a bottle of Tylenol the first two weeks of training camp,” Marshall said. “Man-on-man, head-on-head. You knocked the living shit out of each other for twenty minutes. It wasn’t fun. Trust me. Linebackers on guard. Linebackers on tight ends. Nose tackles on centers. Defensive ends on tackles. It was like a 100-mile-an-hour collision between two automobiles. Man, I hated that shit.”


After the Giants drafted him in the second round from LSU, Marshall learned quickly during his rookie year that Parcells didn’t have an off switch. His practices in camp were hard. He was building up his players’ conditioning—physical and mental—so they would have the stamina and mental toughness to beat Washington in late-season games.


“He had worked the living shit out of me in practice one day,” Marshall said.


“Put his ass back in there,” Parcells screamed.


“Coach, I’m blowing the fuck out. I ain’t got nothing left,” Marshall said.


That was not the way to earn playing time, and Marshall knew it. He went back in. “It was my way of showing him that I got more fight in me than you will ever imagine,” Marshall said. “I respected everything we did as a team because I knew there was a meaning and a purpose. I knew what doesn’t kill me will make me better. I never really thought, ‘Fuck them, this is about me.’ It was about we with me. I was the perfect kind of guy to have on your team.”


Marshall was not wrong. He had a career-high 15.5 sacks in 1985 and 12 the next year in the Super Bowl season. He and Taylor on the same side were a handful for the left side of any offensive line.


Players who didn’t RSVP in the affirmative to the Pace Party or shied away from the physicality of training camp two-a-days discovered their luggage packed outside the dorms with one of the Giants airport drivers gassed up for the ride to LaGuardia or Newark Airport. Players were known to grab one last pop at Foley’s, a neighborhood saloon around the corner from the school in suburban Pleasantville, New York, before heading to the airport.


They were asked only one question as they handed in their playbook and signed their release papers.


“Aisle or window?” Marshall said. L.T. was the Giants’ superstar. Carson, Martin, and Simms were the captains. Carson considers himself “captain for life” and has gone out of his way to provide support for his ex-teammates. “Once you’ve won a championship, and it wasn’t so much the Super Bowl game, but to go through and put the work in and do it all together, it bonds you together,” Carson said. “All of those guys are my guys.”


Simms, Burt, Oates, and Mark Collins were the pranksters. Simms was the heartbeat of the locker room and enjoyed holding court with the media, on and off the record. He was funny and tough, a great teammate, and a formidable practical joker. Simms and Oates went back and forth for years. Simms’s go-to move was to squirt shaving cream in the pants hanging in Oates’s locker and apply Vaseline to his practice cleats. “I’m ticked off after he hit me a couple of times,” Oates said. Late in the 1990 season, after Simms broke his foot, he was coming in every day for treatment but not sticking around for practice. He had just bought a Jaguar from teammate Brad Benson’s dealership. Oates got the keys to the car, opened the hood, took off the distributor cap, and switched around the spark plug wires.


“That messes up the timing of the car,” Oates said. “It runs very rough.”


From the practice field, Oates saw Simms get into his car. He was standing next to Jeff Hostetler, who had taken over at quarterback when Simms was injured.


“Hey, watch this,” Oates said to Hoss.


As Simms pulled out of the parking lot, Oates could see the car shaking. Simms followed his usual path home on Route 17 North leaving the stadium. Soon the car was bucking so badly he had to pull over onto the left shoulder, creating a traffic jam and ticking off drivers, who responded by honking their horns. “Simms has a mobile phone and calls Benson and says, ‘Come get this piece of crap you sold me,’” Oates said. It was a cold day with misty rain, which made it even more miserable for Simms and more satisfying for Oates. Simms was pissed. His wife picked him up, and he had the car towed to his house.


Simms brought over a mechanic to look under the hood of his expensive, brand-new car. “Somebody changed the spark plugs,” he was told.


“The next morning Phil comes in, and he goes, ‘I’ll give a thousand bucks to whoever tells me who messed with my car yesterday,’” Oates said.


Simms knew it had to be Oates. “Bart once got in my car and put a dead fish under the seat,” he said.


The stink immediately cleared out his sinuses.


“What the hell smells in here?” he said.


Simms was creative but couldn’t keep up with Oates. “It was a war I couldn’t win,” he said. It disproved the locker-room commandment to never mess with a teammate who makes more money.


Parcells’s players wouldn’t recognize him these days. The first thing he does three or four mornings a week is drive to his health club to get in a workout, which he credits for still being alive after having four heart procedures, including bypass surgery, in his early fifties. Concerns about his heart led him to quit the Giants four months after winning his second Super Bowl in January 1991. He gave no explanation at the time, leaving many baffled as to why he would pass up an opportunity to repeat as champions. Long ago he stopped smoking cigarettes. He’s down to just under two hundred pounds, more than fifty below his coaching weight. But even more than the slender look, Parcells’s greatest transformation is his demeanor: from feared intimidator to compassionate patriarch. He hands out life advice to many of his hundreds of former players and writes life-changing checks out of the millions he has designated as his care fund for players experiencing financial distress.


He enjoys the luxury of having more money than he can spend in the golden years of his life and takes great pleasure in helping friends, among whom are his former players. “I’m really happy to see that because, oh my gosh, he was so stingy before,” Burt said, laughing.


In his final two jobs coaching the Cowboys and running the front office of the Dolphins, Parcells made a total of $33 million. His four years with the Jets from 1997 to 2000, three as head coach/general manager, one as GM, earned him $10 million. There’s the money he made coaching the Giants for eight years and the Patriots for four years. He’s added to that with investments, endorsements, and television work with NBC and ESPN. “I got one hobby, the horses. That’s not a good business. And I lose quite a bit of money every year doing that,” he said.


That leads to his ex-wife questioning the wisdom of spending his money on animals he can’t coach.


“What are you doing that for?” Judy Parcells said.


“Let me ask you a question: Did you go to Europe last year? You take a trip to Colorado? See your girlfriends there and stay over there at the resort?” he said.


“Yeah,” she said.


“Is that your entertainment? Is that what you like?” Bill said.


“Yes,” she said.


“Well, I don’t do that. You take your dollars and you spend them going to Europe and I take my dollars and buy a horse. It’s entertainment dollars for me,” he said.


He took care of his money during his prime earning years and implored his players to take care of theirs, but he has not turned his back on those who didn’t listen. He revealed he’s “loaned” money to about twenty of his former players, totaling $4 million. That seems to be a conservative estimate based on the amount he mentioned he’s given to some players. He said he loaned one very prominent player $2.5 million. To save the players embarrassment, he elected not to reveal names publicly. He writes the checks without the expectation of reimbursement. He does it quietly. He tries to downplay it by saying other coaches have done the same for their players, but if that is true, it’s been kept completely under wraps.


Two of the Giants aware of which player received $2.5 million had differing reactions.


“It’s a fucking crying shame,” Phil McConkey said with disgust that the player blew his money and was so deep in the red.


“I’m surprised it’s not more,” George Martin said, knowing it could have been worse.


Parcells feels indebted to his former players for buying into his demanding program and risking their health and bodies for him and the team, ultimately making him a very successful coach and very rich man. He feels responsible for their well-being and wants to assist if they need money.


“They sacrificed so much for me,” he said.


“A lot of guys have trouble with career transitions and a lot of them placed calls to Bill to help out,” Martin said. “Bill has the means to do some things. He doesn’t get the credit for it and doesn’t want it. The $4 million is just the tip of the iceberg. There are so many others who need money.”


Some of the ’86 Giants made it big in their post-football lives. Some continue to struggle. Either way, they consider one another family. Parcells knows the inherent brutality of the NFL surely has led to the health issues, many serious, that his players have endured. If the best way to assist them is with an open checkbook policy to pay for doctors or lawyers or child support or to reduce overwhelming debt and provide peace of mind, he asks a few questions and sends the money. It’s his form of philanthropy, but he first makes sure his former player really needs his money. He has embraced what he considers his responsibility.


“Why wouldn’t you feel that way?” he said. “Some of these guys spent ten to twelve years with me. Some of them didn’t have fathers. I feel an obligation to help them.”


Banks has done very well in the business world as the president of G-III Sports, an apparel company with licensing agreements in professional and college sports. He has also managed a herniated disc in his back without requiring surgery. Carson has a sports consulting company. Simms jumped right into television after he retired in 1994 and has worked for ESPN, NBC, and CBS. Collins is an ambassador for the Kansas City Chiefs in addition to being the founder and CEO of 2FiveSports, a recruiting service for high school athletes. Gary Reasons has worked in a wide variety of fields as a college football broadcaster, an executive with Hewlett Packard Enterprise, and has helped establish telehealth for retired NFL players through the NFL Alumni Association. Pepper Johnson and Maurice Carthon had long careers as NFL assistant coaches.


Parcells had an impact on all of their lives on and off the field—and many applied the lessons he taught them in their second careers. “Bill really was a hard-ass. He knew he had to be that way to win championships,” Simms said. “This is just his way of paying back the players one more time. I say one more time because he paid everybody while he was coaching by changing all of our lives. When it’s all over and he sits back, he wants to reconnect with the players in a different way. He has a soft side to him, and he shows it with his generosity to a lot of his ex-players.”


Simms believes that Parcells disburses the money with not one thought about getting repaid. “My dad had a great line: Never lend anybody one cent. Just give them the money. If you lend it, you will lose a friend for the rest of your life. If you give it, it will all be fine,” he said.


The ’86 team turned Parcells into a cult figure in New York and provided the momentum to set him up for the rest of his life. That was the team of his life, the team of their lives. He gets fifteen calls a year on Father’s Day from players telling him they love him. They call him on his birthday. He calls often to check up on them and frequently ends by telling his former players he loves them.


Parcells knows that when some of the same players who call him on Father’s Day call him for money, “they are desperate and only calling as the last resort,” he said. “They don’t have any place else to go.”


One of his Giants stars has hit him up for money more than once, and the same player is into one of his teammates for $200,000. One player Parcells loved with the Patriots called him in 2022 and explained he was $60,000 short and his NFL pension wasn’t kicking in for another year. Parcells hung up the phone, went to his office and wrote a check for sixty grand and put it in the mail. “I promise I will pay you back,” the player said. Parcells will not send a collection agency after him if he doesn’t.


This is no longer a coach-player relationship.


“I feel like a friend,” Parcells said.


When he was checking up on Bavaro’s health around Christmas 2021, he left a voicemail. “Hey, Mark. It’s Parcells. Just calling to see how you are doing. You don’t have to call me back. I love you.” Bavaro has replayed the message over and over. When he played it for me at his home in Boxford, Massachusetts, he got teary-eyed. When I told Parcells how Bavaro reacted, he got teary-eyed. This goes way beyond the friendships formed as the players and coaches achieved the ultimate together in 1986. Plenty of teams win the Super Bowl. Few, if any, remain so close for so long.


This is so contrary to the relationship Parcells had with his players when he coached the Giants when many thought he was a terrible pain in the ass. He had his inner circle of “Parcells Guys” comprising Simms, Carson, Taylor, and Martin. He still coached those players hard and one time even advised Simms ahead of time he would be yelling at him at practice to get the attention of the rest of the team. But there were certainly pockets of players who didn’t like him or appreciate his approach.


“I’m sure every man on that team at some point in their interactions with Bill wanted to smack him,” Oates said. One former Giant said Parcells could be a “real dick.” But they left it all on the field for him, and when he thought his message was not getting through, he would tell Carson to work behind the scenes in the locker room and “fix it.” Carson was such an imposing man on the field with his oversized shoulder pads that the Giants sent him out as the lone captain for the Super Bowl XXI coin toss. The Broncos sent five captains. Denver won the 50–50 toss. The Giants, 9-point favorites, won 39–20. Carson wasn’t just captain that season or that day. He’s the first one ’86 Giants teammates call when a player needs support. When backup quarterback Jeff Rutledge suffered multiple injuries in a car wreck in 2003, Carson drove seven hours from Florence, South Carolina, where he was visiting family, to where Rutledge was recuperating in Nashville. “The scary thing was going through the Smoky Mountains and its winding roads,” Carson said. “But I wanted to see for myself that Jeff was okay.”


Rutledge was fortunate he was alive. He was the athletic director at an all-boys school in Memphis and was driving to Nashville. He took his eyes off the road to check on a missed call on his cell phone and looked up to see an eighteen-wheeler stopped in front of him. Rutledge was driving 65–70 miles per hour and swerved to avoid the tractor-trailer but hit a guardrail. One hour later responders were able to cut him out of his car. Rutledge was first flown back to Memphis and then to Nashville. He broke all the bones in his face, and his lip had to be sewn back on. He had brain trauma. Once he showed signs of improvement, Carson showed up unannounced to visit.


“That’s the kind of guy Harry is,” Rutledge said.


Aside from the accident, Rutledge has undergone back surgery and had both hips replaced. “It’s tough getting old,” he said. “I tell my wife, you are supposed to feel relaxed when you wake up.”


Carson and Rutledge were teammates but not close friends. That didn’t matter. Carson considered it his responsibility as captain to check on Rutledge, whose most noteworthy contribution in 1986 was his successful fourth-and-1 conversion off a fake punt on the Giants’ first possession of the third quarter of the Super Bowl, which led to a touchdown and shifted momentum, giving New York the lead for good.


“They are Parcells’s guys, but they are also my guys,” Carson said. “When they hurt, I hurt. I got to find a way to ease the pain. I have a wide-ranging extensive family of guys who I love and care about. We are all part of that bond. When they say I am their captain for life, I take that literally.”


Banks traces Parcells’s gratitude for the sacrifices made by his players to the Giants’ first practice in training camp in 1984. Parcells was coming off his disastrous three-win first season. His mother, Ida, passed away in December 1983, and his father, Charles, who played quarterback at Georgetown and was a onetime FBI agent, died six weeks later. The Giants’ awful season, the illnesses of Parcells’s parents, the turmoil that comes with losing, all led Young to believe the job was too big for him. If the University of Miami’s Howard Schnellenberger, a close buddy of Young’s from their time together with the Colts and Dolphins, had said yes to Young’s offer to replace Parcells, he would have been the Giants coach in 1984. Parcells might never have been offered a second chance to be a head coach and been relegated to a life as a career assistant. But after Schnellenberger turned him down, Young told Giants owner Wellington Mara he would give Parcells one more year. If he failed, Young was confident he could get Schnellenberger in 1985. Parcells self-evaluated and concluded he lost his way making the transition from defensive coordinator to head coach. He was not being himself. His only head coaching experience had been for one season in 1978 at the Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs. This was the NFL. Assistants at any level of football—high school, college, pro—can be confidants and friends with players. Head coaches can be close to players in college. Not in professional football. Parcells needed to become a hard-ass even if it cost him friends. He had to be the boss. He knew Young would take his job if he failed.


Parcells called the players to circle around him before that first practice. “He told us they were going to fire his ass if we didn’t win,” Banks said. “It was as raw as can be. He was at his most vulnerable. He said, ‘I cut some guys and you may not agree with that. Here is what I need from you when you make the final roster: I need to know you are my guys. I’m going to give everything I got. You give me everything you got.’ It was the most emotional I ever saw him,” Banks said, before adding a qualifier: “Other than when he had a kidney stone years later.” Banks remembers it as the players going all-in, having Parcells’s back, and he had theirs. “From that moment, it was just the ultimate environment of accountability and credibility,” Banks said. “It set the tone for Giants football of that era. You be my guy, I’ll be your guy, we are going to fight for each other. Everybody who walked through the door knew that from day one.”


Parcells constantly reminded them he would have a problem with any player if his expectations for them were higher than their own. He pushed every button to help every player on the roster reach his full potential.


But Parcells could not do anything post-football to prevent Carthon’s mild stroke or William Roberts’s brain tumor that fortunately turned out to be benign or Simms’s severe back issues or Marshall’s laundry list of aches and pains or Bavaro’s struggle with long-term Covid or Bobby Johnson’s hopelessness. But if Parcells could provide cash, whether it was for mortgage payments or health care, he couldn’t think of a better way to use his wealth than to repay his players for their years of loyalty and dedication to him. “He’s been true to that,” Banks said. “It’s not quid pro quo other than we all gave our best for each other. He always calls. He always checks on his guys. Every call he makes is sincere. We call and check how he is doing.”


After he got out of football, Parcells set aside what he needs to live comfortably the rest of his life. He’s taken care of his three daughters and ex-wife and gone as far as the tax laws allow. He took care of a grandson who needed his help. One of his former players with the Cowboys, defensive back Abe Elam, introduced him to a bright local high school senior he thought belonged in college. She came from a broken home, her father was in prison, she couldn’t afford tuition, and told Parcells she would not be continuing her education after she graduated. Parcells met her and Elam for breakfast. By the time it was over, Parcells was asking her about her dream school.


“Howard University,” she said.


Parcells called Jay Walker, his 1994 seventh-round draft pick for New England, who had played quarterback at Howard and worked in the school’s administration. Walker told Parcells to make sure the young woman sent her documents within forty-eight hours. She was accepted right away, and Parcells picked up the full $40,000-a-year tuition for the entire four years. She graduated with excellent grades and returned to South Florida to work in the financial sector. Parcells is as proud of her as he is of any of his players.


“All this money? I never had tons of money,” he said. “But I have a pretty good amount now. I give it away. That’s what you do with it. When you get to my age, all I try to do is help people. You give it to your kids. You give it to your ex-wife. I give it to whoever needs it. I just try to keep enough so I can make it the rest of the way.”
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THE GIANTS HAVE won four Super Bowl titles; only the Patriots have won more since New York won its first in 1986. There is always something special about the first. Even though the Giants won their second Super Bowl four years later and the 2007 Giants shocked the undefeated Patriots in Super Bowl XLII and beat New England again four years later, it’s the ’86 team that still owns the hearts of Giants Nation. They were dominant—filled with great players, engaging personalities, a rock-star coaching staff—and broke the Giants thirty-year streak without a championship.


The first Eli Manning team that beat the Patriots in Super Bowl XLII was just 10–6 in the regular season, at the time tying for the worst record for a Super Bowl champion. Four years later they broke the record when they were 9–7 and beat the Patriots again. The 1990 team that stopped the 49ers from a three-peat and then held the Buffalo Bills fastbreak offense to just 19 points in Super Bowl XXV was resilient and resourceful but not as talented or revered as the team that won four years earlier.


In the pre–free agency days of the ’70s and ’80s, there was gradual improvement before a team was ready to make the final jump to a championship. You could sense when a team was building toward the Super Bowl. The sport became transient when free agency was introduced in 1993, creating small windows for teams to succeed before they enter salary cap hell and begin to lose key veterans.


That’s not how it was in the ’80s. In 1984, the Giants beat the Rams in the wild-card round and lost in San Francisco in the divisional round. The 49ers went on to win the Super Bowl. The following season, the Giants beat the 49ers in the wild-card round and were shut out in Chicago by the Bears in the divisional round. The Bears went on to win the Super Bowl. The Giants were convinced going into the 1986 season that it was going to be their turn. They knew to achieve their goal they not only had to win the NFC East and qualify for a first-round bye but also needed to have the best record in the NFC so their two playoff games would be at Giants Stadium.


The regular season didn’t start well, as the Giants lost to the Cowboys in the season opener on Herschel Walker’s 10-yard run with 1:16 left in his NFL debut, securing a 31–28 victory for Dallas. The backstory to the exciting game was that the Giants star running back Joe Morris, who had threatened not to play if he didn’t have a new contract before kickoff, was speaking to his agent on a pay phone inside Texas Stadium hours before the game and was informed a four-year, $2.2 million deal had been reached. Morris rushed for a game-high 87 yards, just 2 yards fewer than Walker and Tony Dorsett combined.


The Giants won five games in a row before losing in Seattle to fall to 5–2. They didn’t lose again until the opening game of the 1987 season. They won their last nine regular season games in 1986 to finish 14–2, highlighted by Bobby Johnson’s fourth-and-17 sideline grab to set up the winning field goal in Minnesota and a memorable catch and run by Bavaro carrying virtually the entire 49ers defense—and overwhelmed Washington, San Francisco, and Denver by a combined 105–23 in the playoffs.


Wire to wire, the ’86 Giants had the look of a Super Bowl champion.
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NOT ENOUGH PLAYERS worry about life after football in real time. In the moment, they think they are Superman dressed in a football jersey, when football is chock full of kryptonite.


CTE? Not me. I only had my “bell rung” a few times.


Knee replacement? Not with all the weight training.


Excruciating back pain? Ah, just take a couple of Advil, right?


Heart issues? Finishing first in the training camp conditioning runs? It ensures nothing. Better look up the meaning of ablation.


Ninety-five percent of NFL players are replaceable parts coming off an assembly line. It’s a world of next man up. That’s why they don’t ever want to come off the field, fearing they will lose their job. Football careers are often over before college classmates finish up their law degree or MBA. The locker room motto: Can’t make the club in the tub. The best ability is availability. That has led to a barbaric culture in the NFL. The average career lasts 3.3 years. Anything more is wishful thinking. Tom Brady is a once-in-a-century phenomenon. The earning potential for today’s players has become outrageous, even for the fifty-third man on the roster, but it’s over a limited number of years. In this era of the NFL, players can set themselves up financially for life in 3.3 years, but the money for the players in the 1980s who made it to their fourth year was not life changing.


Would the ’86 Giants do it all over again knowing what they know now about the long-term damage the game has done to their bodies? The game allowed them to be part of an incredible championship, and for some it’s given them financial independence. For others, the physical price they’ve paid is overwhelming and not worth it.


“Given what I know now, if I had to do it all over again, I would not have done it,” Carson said.


“At the end of the day, I wouldn’t trade it,” Taylor said.


Then he thinks about the aches and pains in his sixties. And perhaps he thinks if he didn’t play football he never would have had the resources to become addicted to cocaine.


He paused for a moment.


“Would I trade it?” he said. “Maybe. I don’t know.”
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IN RECONNECTING WITH the ’86 Giants, I wanted to hear the fun boys-will-be-boys behind-the-scenes account of their glorious season and how they produced this brotherhood for eternity. The exhausting journey to a championship created an unbreakable bond from the top of the roster to the bottom. But it was also crucial to chronicle life after football and not only for marquee players such as Taylor, Simms, Carson, Banks, Bavaro, Morris, and Marshall but the support group of Bobby Johnson, McConkey, Karl Nelson, William Roberts, Maurice Carthon, Mark Collins, Curtis McGriff, Pepper Johnson, Reasons, Oates, and others.


What’s life been like since they removed their helmets for the last time? Instead of cherry-picking players around the NFL in the ’80s, it was more compelling to select one team, a championship team, the most popular team in the history of one of the NFL’s cornerstone franchises in the greatest city in the world, whose experience summarizes for every man who has ever played in the NFL the challenges presented by life after football.


The ’86 Giants illustrate the unbeatable formula when talent, dedication, leadership, and Hall of Fame coaching collide.


The locker-room stories and practical jokes are hilarious.


The sad stories are compelling and tragic.


“I thought my generation and my group of players was going to avoid it, and I was wrong,” Simms said. “I just thought we had progressed a little further along and knew a little bit more about taking care of ourselves, and we wouldn’t be all crippled when we were sixty years old. Every generation that comes along, we are better than the group before us. But it’s not as dramatic as I thought it would be.”


The physical toll of playing football is so severe that Reasons, a linebacker, calls himself a “freak of nature” because he’s never had major surgery, never had cognitive issues, and has no physical problems after playing nine years in the NFL. “I’ve come through pretty clean,” he said. “The game is so nasty. It’s difficult. Most guys come away hindered in some capacity.”


Life after football for the 1986 Giants has been heartwarming and heartbreaking.


“The thing I am most proud of this group for is they are still a team,” Parcells said. “If one of them is in trouble, the others show up. That is what a team is supposed to be.”


As I traveled to meet in person or spoke on the phone with the players and coaches, their stories were beyond my expectations. Five players contemplated suicide after football. Carson also described how a few years into his Giants career, he was so depressed he got into his car on the way to work at Giants Stadium and gave serious thought to steering off the westbound Tappan Zee Bridge into the Hudson River.


One player’s back pain was so severe twenty years and three major surgeries after he last played, he downed a potentially dangerous combination of straight vodka with a painkiller to provide temporary relief. My long-term relationships with so many of the Giants players, established by covering their games and staying in touch after their careers ended, allowed me to approach the project with built-in trust, which led to forthcoming conversations on sensitive topics. Heartwarming or heartbreaking, names will be attached to stories, except in the few cases when a player requested anonymity to avoid embarrassing himself or a teammate.


Belichick was extraordinarily cooperative in providing insight for this book, even though he rarely contributes to outside projects. He loved the 1986 team and once texted Carson to thank him for looking out for his teammates.


Belichick received his second opportunity to be a head coach when he was hired by the Patriots in 2000. He drafted Brady in the sixth round that year, and they went on to win six Super Bowls together. Along with the two he won with the Giants in his twelve seasons in New York, Belichick has eight Super Bowl rings. His accomplishments in New England make him the greatest coach in NFL history as he closes in on Don Shula’s all-time record for victories, but his foundation was set with the Giants. And he is both melancholy and appreciative of his time in New York and how that group helped advance his career.


“I keep in touch with quite a few of them,” he said. “Unfortunately, some of them are not doing so well; others are doing very well. Harry came over to talk to our team before the New York Giants preseason game in 2021. We caught up for quite a while. I probably see five to seven of them a year. I have missed a couple of reunions that took place during the season, but I always enjoy seeing the pictures. Most of those players text me after a big win, and I certainly appreciate hearing from them.”


The 1986 season was a fairy tale for the Giants. But in real life, not everyone lives happily ever after. This book is the story of what really happens after the confetti stops falling and the special bond between the players who helped one another survive it.


They had one another’s backs every Sunday. They also took care of one another when they put their helmets and shoulder pads in their lockers after practice and hit the streets to take advantage of being sports celebrities in New York.
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WORK HARD, PLAY HARD
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DON’T SLEEP ON THE GIANTS


The world’s most decadent amusement park for the rich and famous in the mid-1980s was eight miles from Giants Stadium: New York City. On Friday nights during the 1986 season, the rich and famous New York Giants made the short trip from East Rutherford and hit the streets ready to party at the end of another week of practice. They were welcomed at the door by bouncers at the hottest clubs and invited to cut the line.


Step right in, Big Blue.


“The city loved us,” Carl Banks said. “It was just a fun, fun time. Just being part of the fabric as a group, part of the fabric of New York, just doing stuff together, it was a lot of fun.”


Studio 54, Nell’s, the Palladium, China Club, the Hard Rock Cafe.


The women were plentiful, the booze flowed freely, and cocaine was readily available in the back rooms. The NFL didn’t begin its drug-testing program until 1987, and even to this day it contains a major loophole. Once a player passed the annual mandatory urine test, he was off the hook until the following summer. Only if he gave the team reasonable cause to believe he was snorting coke or smoking crack or weed was a player subjected to random testing.


It was no secret around the Giants that Lawrence Taylor had an out-of-control cocaine problem. He finally checked into a rehab center in Houston for the first time in March 1986, not that it did much good. His life was filled with sacks on the field and cocaine off it, and his dedication to drugs didn’t prevent him from dominating and intimidating on Sundays.


“In the past year, due to substance abuse, I have left the road that I had hoped to follow both as a player and as a public figure,” Taylor said when he got out of rehab. “In recent months, I have privately sought professional assistance to help me with these problems. I have just completed the first phase in what I know will be a difficult and ongoing battle to overcome these problems.”


Nine months later, Taylor was named NFL MVP and Defensive Player of the Year after a career-high 20.5 sacks. During the team’s championship run, he was a wrecking ball.


The doors of New York’s hottest night spots swung open for the Giants as the lines stretched around the corner and down the block. They were good for business, along with the recently crowned World Series champion Mets, baseball’s version of Animal House, and they were often out clubbing together. The guys at the bars lined up to talk with the Giants. The ladies often wanted something more, not that the feeling wasn’t mutual. Giants Stadium might have been built on swampland and surrounded by diners and fast-food joints, but city life beckoned just a half hour away.


For Taylor, every night was a night to play. He caught up on sleep at Giants Stadium in team meetings.


“It was not uncommon for players to go out in groups,” Banks said. “It was a circuit we would all do. And at some point, we would run into Lawrence. It might have been at Nell’s, which didn’t close until seven in the morning.” Nell’s was such a big deal that the New York Times led its Style section with a piece titled “The Mighty Nell’s.”


The Giants on the circuit put together a busy agenda. They would shower and leave the locker room after Friday practice, dressed and ready to head into the night. “A group of us were really snazzy dressers,” Banks said.


Pregaming on Friday nights during the season was in New Jersey before the players crossed the river into Manhattan. There was Joey’s in Clifton up Route 3 from the stadium, a favorite spot of wide receiver Lionel Manuel, the recipient of Simms’s first pass in the Super Bowl. Banks often liked to get warmed up at Club Zanzibar in Newark. Banks, Pepper Johnson, and Elvis Patterson discovered a skating rink to do a few laps to unwind in Teaneck close to the George Washington Bridge, which provided easy access to the FDR Drive and West Side Highway once rush hour traffic subsided.


Bill Parcells conducted 9 a.m. meetings on Saturdays at the stadium, but that didn’t discourage a significant number of Giants from pulling all-nighters like they were back in college.


If the Giants were playing at home, they had Saturday afternoon off to nap before reporting to the Hilton Woodcliff Lake, the team hotel, fifteen miles north of the stadium, where they were required to stay. If they were on the road, they caught up on sleep on the flight. A curfew curtailed partying the night before games, home and away, unless a player wanted to risk getting caught and fined. That happened all the time in training camp. Not as much during the regular season, although Bobby Johnson’s quest for crack and female companionship led him over the wall the night before the 17–0 victory over Washington in the 1986 NFC Championship Game, showing up in the locker room minutes before kickoff. If the Giants were playing on the road, players left their cars in the stadium parking lot after Saturday’s walkthrough and took the team bus to Newark Airport, which dropped them off on the tarmac next to their chartered flight.


Football life is structured. Meetings and practice times vary slightly from day to day. It’s a regimen that players are accustomed to since high school, and a good many of them embrace the discipline it instills. It’s the hours away from the field that worry coaches. They live in fear of the 2 a.m. phone call from the team security director or the local police that one of their players has been arrested for driving drunk on the George Washington Bridge or has fallen asleep on the shoulder of the New Jersey Turnpike or Garden State Parkway. Giants coach Tom Coughlin and GM Jerry Reese received a call the night after Thanksgiving in 2008 that star wide receiver Plaxico Burress had shot himself in the leg while walking up the stairs at the Latin Quarter, an East Side club, nearly ten months after catching the winning touchdown in Super Bowl XLII. Burress was packing heat for protection and had it tucked in the waistband of his sweatsuit when it inadvertently fired, forcing him to miss the rest of the season and ruining the team’s chances to repeat as Super Bowl champions. The gun was not registered in New York, and it cost Burress twenty-two months in prison. When he returned to the field in 2011, he was no longer a Giant, no longer remembered as a Super Bowl hero, and his skills had diminished.


On Friday nights during the 1986 season, once the players left the building, they were on their own until the Saturday morning meeting. They lived for Friday nights but faced a logistical dilemma in the few hours between leaving the clubs at 4 a.m. and the start of Parcells’s meeting. Oversleeping the team meeting was not an option, and being tardy for the team flight was the equivalent of begging Parcells to get cut.


The solution was much easier than blocking Reggie White or devising a scheme to sack Randall Cunningham. The partiers simply skipped going home Friday night and went right from the city to the players’ parking lot at Giants Stadium to sleep in their cars. The parking lot was multipurpose. L.T., with his Porsche, often raced Brad Benson, to the delight of teammates. At least they had the good sense to race during weekday business hours when the lot was empty and not stage the Meadowlands 500, considering all the light posts that needed to be avoided.


After a long Friday night, at 4:30 a.m. Saturday, there was a parade of headlights entering Lot 9 on the west side of the stadium. At 8:55 a.m., there was a parade of tired football players walking twenty-five yards down the ramp into the stadium and then turning left and left again and sleepwalking their way into Parcells’s meeting.


The ’86 crew was resourceful. When they partied until they could party no more, no matter how late, the system they devised kept them punctual. They took their after-hours bar-hanging and bar-hopping seriously, but the ’86 Giants knew it was their year to win the Super Bowl, so football was still high up on their priority list. They didn’t want to look back and regret leaving their best moves on the dance floor or in dark corners at the China Club or Nell’s.


Banks enlisted the help of locker room manager Kevin Croke, the son of Giants longtime public relations director Ed Croke, to organize a group of ambitious locker room attendants looking to make some money on the side to go from car to car at 8:45 a.m. waking up players too hungover to arise on their own.


“I never knew about that,” Parcells said. “If they missed a meeting, and it didn’t happen much, they were fined a lot of money.”


Croke and his crew were not allowed to take “get the fuck out of here” for an answer from their clients. They were not to return to the locker room without bringing a player with them. Cell phones with alarms were still only on The Jetsons, so the locker room kids were the last line of defense. Croke was a favorite of the veterans. At training camp, he would alert them “when the dorm was clear of coaches” doing bed check, Banks said. “He was an ally of ours so we could sneak out.”


The parking lot system was well thought out.


“We had a group of ball boys who were assigned to specific players,” Banks said. “The ball boys would knock on the windows of the cars when it was time to go to the meeting. Some guys who didn’t sleep in their cars didn’t show up for meetings and didn’t make the plane. That used to piss off Bill, and it pissed us off, too. That’s why we came up with this system. Whenever we were finished in the city, we were not allowed to go home. We would go straight to the stadium parking lot.”


It was a cost-efficient program. The charge for the wake-up call was $50 for each player, a nominal fee considering the four-figure fines they avoided. Coffee, orange juice, and toothbrushes were not included as part of the concierge service. Late to bed and early to rise was a successful formula for the ’86 Giants. “I didn’t know about them sleeping in their cars,” said punter Sean Landeta, who had many female companions in Manhattan but didn’t use his car as an apartment. “If you’re late, you get fined thousands of dollars. So it was very smart on their part.”


If the Giants were playing on the road, the Friday nightclub crew packed travel clothes and tossed their bags into the trunk of their cars. The players drove themselves into the city or carpooled; the smart ones enlisted a limousine service to navigate, eliminating any possibility of getting stopped for driving while intoxicated.


“This was part of our whole bond—solving problems for each other and making sure we can all be accountable and not letting each other down,” Banks said.


The Giants looked out for each other in the city, which translated into looking out for each other on Sunday afternoons. Many of them lived close to the stadium, in Clifton and Secaucus or in Hoboken, just on the Jersey side of the Lincoln Tunnel. Some lived thirty minutes away in Franklin Lakes or Upper Saddle River. Regardless of their proximity, arriving in the parking lot at 4:30 a.m. rather than going home gave them a much better opportunity to be on time for work.


Banks lived in Secaucus, only two and a half miles from the parking lot. Nell’s, a converted electronics store, was his favorite spot. It was on West Fourteenth Street and opened in the fall of 1986. “The earliest anybody ever leaves Nell’s is 3:30, 4 o’clock in the morning,” Banks said. “On any given night if we’re there, there’s Mike Tyson, Darryl Strawberry, there’s Doc [Dwight Gooden], there’s Keith Hernandez. It’s literally a who’s who. There’s Madonna. You just party. Dance.”


And then drive to Giants Stadium. And go to sleep. In the parking lot.
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LANDETA WAS A legend in the Giants locker room, and it had nothing to do with Phil Simms declaring, “He’s the greatest punter in NFL history and I don’t think it’s an argument.”


Even better than Ray Guy, Simms said, who is the only punter in the Pro Football Hall of Fame. Unfortunately for Landeta, too many football fans remember him for “the whiff,” when the swirling winds at a frigid Soldier Field blew the ball away from his right foot and he missed it completely on a punt attempt from the Giants’ 12-yard line in the first quarter of a 21–0 divisional round playoff loss in 1985. Shaun Gayle scooped up the loose ball for the Bears and returned it five yards for an easy touchdown to give Chicago a 7–0 lead.
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