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FOREWORD


Tony Dungy


I have known Tony Nathan for more than thirty years. I coached against him when he was a running back for the NFL’s Miami Dolphins, and then he worked with me as an assistant coach on my staff with the Tampa Bay Buccaneers from 1996 to 2001.


I thought I knew him quite well, but I have to admit that I didn’t know much about Tony’s early life until I read this book. He’s a very humble man and doesn’t talk about his own achievements very much. But after reading about what Tony initially endured and then accomplished at Woodlawn High School in Birmingham, Alabama, during the early 1970s, I have to say that I’m not surprised. I know the kind of man Tony is, and I witnessed his courage, determination, and humility when he was a player and an assistant coach.


The Bible makes it clear that God has a purpose for each of our lives, and there’s no doubt in my mind that God put Tony at Woodlawn High School for a very specific reason—a purpose that went far beyond winning football games. I believe God used Tony to help bring a football team, a high school, and a community closer together during a time of great turmoil. Tony was a humble and reluctant superstar, but his courage and willingness to accept the challenge speaks volumes about the type of man he was then and is today.


Like Tony, I grew up during the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s and 1970s. However, while I was raised in Jackson, Michigan, Tony grew up at ground zero of the struggle in Birmingham.


Like Tony’s remarkable parents, my mother and father taught me to look past the color of a person’s skin and to turn my head to the racism and prejudice we faced at the time. It wasn’t always an easy thing to do, but my parents taught me that intelligence, poise, leadership, humility, respect, and dignity were the characteristics that would make me successful in life. Those were the same lessons that Louise and William Nathan taught to Tony and his brothers and sisters. And those lessons served him well.


After becoming a star at Woodlawn High School and then the University of Alabama, Tony played on several great teams during his NFL career with the Miami Dolphins. While Dolphins quarterback Dan Marino and wide receivers Mark Clayton and Mark Duper were probably the best-known players on his teams, Tony was always the guy we were concerned with stopping because he had the ability to hurt you in so many ways.


While I was the defensive coordinator for the Pittsburgh Steelers, I had to devise ways to contain Tony, which was never easy. He could hurt you as a runner, receiver, blocker, or kick returner. He might not have been the most recognizable Dolphin to the fans, but as an opposing coach I knew what a vital role he played in the team’s success.


One of the things that impressed me most about Tony as a player was that he was always evolving. In high school, he was rarely asked to block and seldom caught the ball out of the backfield. At Alabama, however, he became a punishing blocker in Coach Paul “Bear” Bryant’s wishbone offense. His willingness to sacrifice his personal statistics and to block for his teammates was one of the reasons he was one of Coach Bryant’s favorite players. He was unselfish and did his job when he wasn’t running the ball. Tony was willing to do whatever he needed to do to help his team win. Tony didn’t catch many balls at Alabama, but he became a potent threat as a receiver in the NFL through hard work and practice.


His willingness to evolve and to learn all aspects of the game made him a great coach after he retired as a player. When Tony joined my coaching staff with the Buccaneers, the franchise had endured thirteen consecutive losing seasons. In many of those seasons, the Buccaneers were among the worst teams in the league. There was no tradition of winning and no standard of excellence. The Buccaneers went 6–10 in our first season with the team in 1996 as we struggled to develop an identity and a winning attitude. That year, Tony was a calming influence and a tremendous role model for our entire team, but especially for our rookie fullback Mike Alstott.


The following year we drafted another running back, Florida State All-American Warrick Dunn. Our running game immediately blossomed and the Buccaneers finished 10–6, making the playoffs for the first time in fifteen years. Mike and Warrick, under Tony’s direction, were both selected for the Pro Bowl.


Our teams reached the playoffs four times during our six seasons together, and I think we really helped change the way the Buccaneers were regarded, not only in the Tampa area, but also throughout the National Football League. The year after we left Tampa, the Buccaneers reached the Super Bowl under coach Jon Gruden, and there is no doubt in my mind that Tony and my other assistant coaches helped lay the foundation for over a decade of football excellence in Tampa.


As an assistant coach, Tony was a lot like me—we didn’t like to raise our voices or scream at our players. I think it’s a trait we learned from our fathers. When I was trying to become a head coach in the NFL, a few owners and general managers told me I wouldn’t be forceful enough or tough enough to oversee a team. I guess they didn’t think I could strike enough fear into my players, which they believed was one of the requirements to be a successful NFL head coach.


What those team owners and general managers didn’t know is that if you have the right message, the players will hear your voice. You have to find creative ways to get your point across, but you don’t have to change your personality. I think Tony stayed true to his character while coaching and getting the most out of his players.


My first head coach, Chuck Noll, won four Super Bowl championships with the Pittsburgh Steelers. When I joined his staff as a young assistant coach, he told me that a coach’s job was simply to help each one of his players be the best that they could be, on and off the field. In my opinion, Tony Nathan epitomized that idea. He always made those around him better, and he helped his players grow as men. By Coach Noll’s definition, Tony was not only a great player and a great coach, but a great man as well. Since Tony’s early days at Woodlawn High School, his motivation has been to make a difference in others’ lives. It’s one of the reasons he continues to shine today.




CHAPTER ONE





MOM AND POPS


As a twelve-year-old kid in 1968, I had no notions of being a professional football player. In fact, I hadn’t played much football up until that point. Sure, I’d played with the other boys in my neighborhood, but I’d never played on an actual team in an organized league. While I enjoyed playing the sport, I didn’t really like running with the football. I much preferred being the one who did the tackling, rather than being the one who was getting tackled.


Even though I didn’t have big dreams for my future, I knew two things I didn’t want to do when I became an adult: I didn’t want to pick cotton, and I didn’t want to work in a steel mill. My father, William Nathan II, worked the graveyard shift at Conner Steel, which was one of the bigger plants in Birmingham, Alabama. My father, whom my family calls Pops, started his career as a laborer in the steel mill. Because of his strong work ethic, he was eventually promoted to mechanic. Pops went to school and learned how to fix things—a skill that was very valuable at the steel mill. My father worked hard, and I rarely heard him complain about his job. But working at the steel mill was dangerous, and hearing the horror stories about the accidents there made me realize that I wanted no part of it. Pouring steel wasn’t easy, and the plant was always hot——especially during the sweltering Alabama summers. I remember seeing my dad covered in grease, dirt, and sweat when he came home in the morning. He always looked exhausted. I was sure that I didn’t want to punch the clock at the mill when I was older.


I also knew I didn’t want to pick cotton, because that’s what I did when I spent time at my grandfather’s farm. My paternal grandfather, William Nathan, had a farm near Uniontown, Alabama, which is where my dad grew up. My grandfather’s farm was about ten acres, and he raised cows and other animals. He also planted cotton, corn, watermelons, peanuts, potatoes, and other fruits and vegetables every spring. Farming was hard work, and my grandfather went to the fields every day. When I was twelve or thirteen, I spent a lot of weekends and most of the summer working my grandfather’s farm. He woke up every morning about 4:00 a.m., and then he’d get me up a couple of hours later. Though I could have helped him with his earliest chores, he’d always let me sleep a little longer. We’d harness a mule to a wagon, and then the mule would take us out to his land, which was a couple of miles from the house. The mule knew exactly where to go, so we’d sleep during the short ride.


Once we were old enough, my two brothers, two sisters (my biological aunt Erma Gean was only a couple of years older than me, so I refer to her as my sister), and I picked cotton, hoed weeds, and helped my grandfather harvest the fruits and vegetables. During those weekends and hot summer days, we usually worked from sunup till sundown. Those days were long. The constant threat of being eaten alive by fire ants and gnats made it even worse. It was difficult work, and I didn’t want to do it, but I learned to respect anyone who did. It was a tough way to make a living. More than anything, it taught me what I didn’t want to do with the rest of my life. Don’t get me wrong: I appreciated what my father and grandfather did for a living, and I certainly didn’t think the work was beneath me.


By having me work on the farm, my dad and grandfather gave me an opportunity to see how they were raised and what they had to do to survive, and I’ve always respected them for what they did. And they definitely passed on a strong work ethic to me—a valuable lesson that has served me well.


Even though I didn’t want any cotton picking in my future, I also knew that if farming was what I had to do to make my way in life, then that’s what I would do. In the fields, I learned that you do what you have to do to make ends meet and provide for your family. And if I had to work in a steel mill, then I knew I could do that, too. If it was good enough for my father, it was good enough for me. My father was my mentor and is now my best friend. I can’t thank him enough for providing me with the chance to do what I wanted in life.


Pops didn’t have much in terms of material possessions when he was growing up. He went to school, and he worked on the farm; he did what he needed to do to help his family survive. After high school, my dad joined the army and was stationed at Fort Rucker in Dale County, Alabama. A week before my dad was to be deployed to fight in the Korean War, the United States and North Korea signed an armistice ending the three-year-old conflict. Obviously, he was among the lucky ones. Pops spent the next two years working as a drill sergeant at Fort Benning in Columbus, Georgia. He was discharged from the army in July 1955, following the end of the Korean War.


The year before my dad joined the army in 1953, he met my mother, Louise, whose sister was dating one of his brothers. My mom said she really wasn’t attracted to my dad initially, but he seemed to grow on her because he was at her house so often. Even though my mom was only fifteen years old, Pops persuaded her parents to let them marry on Christmas Day 1955. My dad was twenty-two years old on his wedding day. While my mother would be considered too young nowadays, they’ve been happily married for nearly sixty years. They taught me a lot about the sacrifices a husband and wife have to make for a marriage to work.


In the spring of 1955, Pops moved to Birmingham and my mom joined him there the next spring, where they started their lives together. I was born on December 14, 1956. My sister, Diane, was born two years later, and then my brothers, Vincent and Cedric, came along after her. I was five years older than Vince and ten years older than Cedric, and I still regret that I missed so much of Cedric’s childhood. I was out of the house by the time he went to high school, but despite our age difference, we’re still very close today.


When I was seven years old, my aunt Erma Gean came to live with us in Birmingham after my maternal grandmother died. Erma Gean was only two years older than I was, so she’s always been more like my sister than my aunt. When I was a kid, she and I spent some fun times together at my maternal grandparents’ farm. My mom’s parents, Dorsey and Mary Williams, lived about twenty-five miles from Grandpa Nathan’s farm. I loved spending time with Erma Gean. She and I liked to run through the cotton rows and cornfields together. We ran to the end of dirt roads and back. She was probably the one who taught me how to run. Erma Gean was bigger than me, and I had a difficult time keeping up with her. Even though she might have been faster than me, I was determined to ramp up my speed. By the end of the day, my calves were usually swollen from trying to catch her. Sometimes, we rode my grandfather’s big pig in the front yard, which was quite an adventure. Erma Gean and I were always looking for ways to have fun.


Once I reached high school and was old enough to drive, I went to work for a man who owned a farm near my aunt Elizabeth’s house. The man paid me three dollars a day to drive a tractor. I was lucky that I didn’t have to help bale the hay, like the other boys who were younger than me. They would load up a wagon with hay, and then I’d drive the tractor to the barn. At the time, three dollars a day was a lot of money to me, so at the end of the summer, I didn’t want to go back to Birmingham. But Pops told the farmer he couldn’t keep me because I had to go back to school. Being young and naive, I tried to talk my dad into letting me stay. I told him I’d just drop out of school. Fortunately, Pops persuaded me to go back to Birmingham by promising me a weekly allowance of three dollars. That’s all it took to change my mind.


My mother and father couldn’t have been more different, and you know what they say about how opposites attract. That was my parents in a nutshell. My father is a soft-spoken man and always has a smile on his face. People like to say that Pops has never met a stranger. I have great admiration for my father regarding the way he treats other people and shows them respect. He’s a levelheaded man and rarely becomes angry—I remember only a very few times when he actually raised his voice. My father is a cool individual.


My dad’s friends called him “Coon Man” because he’s a great coon hunter. Hunting has always been his outlet; it’s how he gets away from everybody else and the chaos of life. He loves being in the woods, and while he was still working in the noisy, busy steel mill, he enjoyed the freedom of the woods and having time to relax. He also likes to train dogs to chase coons, so while I was growing up, we usually had a backyard full of hunting dogs. As soon as the school day ended on Friday, we’d jump into my dad’s truck and head to my grandfather’s farm.


I liked going to the farm with Pops, but I didn’t like to hunt. In fact, I’ve only been hunting with him twice. The first time, my mom made Pops take me because she wasn’t convinced he was actually hunting when he left home. After Pops came home empty-handed two or three times, my mother started to wonder if he wasn’t really spending the weekend at a honky-tonk. My dad blamed it on his sorry dogs. Still, my mom made him take me the next time for good luck. My grandfather came along, too, but we didn’t see a coon the entire weekend. At the end of Saturday night’s hunt, I told him, “Pops, now we’re in trouble. Momma sent me with you for good luck.”


Fortunately, my grandfather had a raccoon in his deep freezer that he’d recently killed. We stopped by to get it, then let it thaw out on the way home. When we showed it to my mom, she said, “I’m going to have to send Tony with you every time!”


That wasn’t exactly what I wanted to hear. Although I enjoyed spending time with my dad and grandfather, I wasn’t particularly excited about hunting. You have to hunt coons at night, and you never know whether you’ll actually see one. It was usually pretty cold when we hunted, and there wasn’t enough action to keep me interested—or warm. I would have rather been playing baseball, basketball, or football with my friends than chasing a raccoon through the woods. I guess I don’t have the patience required for hunting.


On our second hunting trip, I followed Pops around for what seemed like forever. His dogs finally picked up a raccoon’s scent and took off running. We started to chase the dogs, but I quickly lost sight of my dad, who was in front of me. His dogs chased the raccoon up a tree. Pops could hear the dogs, but he couldn’t find me. After going in circles for about thirty minutes, his dogs lost interest in the coon and came back. Then they started barking and charged another tree. Pops found me leaning against a tree, sound asleep.


“Hey, Pops, where’s the truck?” I asked, after he woke me up.


“I gotta go shoot this coon,” he said. “You go back to the truck.”


When Pops returned to the truck, I said, “You’re going to have to get you another partner. This is the last hunt for me.”


I never went hunting with Pops again. Pops loves the sport, and it works for him—but it isn’t for me. Spending all night in the woods just isn’t my idea of fun. My brothers, Vince and Cedric, didn’t like coon hunting much, either. Fortunately, Pops found a boy in our neighborhood who liked to hunt, and they’ve been hunting together for about thirty-five years.


While Pops is a quiet man, my mother is loud, boisterous, and outspoken. When Mom came to watch my games, she was usually the loudest person in the stands. If the woman has an opinion, she’ll let you know what it is. She is spunky and likes to get her point across. When my mom wants to talk, she doesn’t mind talking. When she’s tired of talking about something, she’ll let you know that, too.


My mother was a homemaker, and her primary job was raising her family. She taught herself how to sew and earned extra money by making clothes for others. To save money, she made clothes for my brothers, sisters, and me. My clothes didn’t have tags from department stores, but I knew no one else could buy replicas of them—my clothes were one of a kind. My mom also worked as a caretaker and tended to the sick and elderly when she was needed. She was always busy and rarely sat still.


Make no mistake: my mom was the boss when I was growing up. She had to raise three boys and two girls. She had her hands full. She is a big-boned woman with a large frame and booming voice. She didn’t play around when it came to discipline, and she didn’t mind if others disciplined us, too. Where I grew up, the parents believed it took a village to raise a child. If you were at a friend’s house and stepped out of line, his parents took it upon themselves to discipline and spank you. When we returned home, our parents spanked us again because somebody else had to discipline us. The threat of double jeopardy usually kept us out of trouble.


My momma made it very clear to us that we did not want to embarrass our family. We were taught to respect other people, obey our elders, and not get into trouble. She didn’t want us bringing negative attention to our family. My momma likes to say that she and my dad tried to raise us to do right and then let God do the rest. As Proverbs 22:6 teaches, “Start children off on the way they should go, and even when they are old they will not turn from it.” My parents were also firm believers of Proverbs 23:13, which says: “Do not withhold discipline from a child; if you punish them with the rod, they will not die.”


There was a clear chain of command in our house. My mother and father were in charge, and my brothers, sisters, and I were expected to follow their rules. They also expected us to attend church and Sunday school at St. James Baptist Church in the Woodlawn neighborhood of Birmingham every week. We had to obey our teachers in school and complete our daily chores without complaining. There was a rotating schedule of chores, and we each had different duties every week. If it was my turn to wash dishes for a week, I couldn’t do anything else after dinner until the dishes were clean. It was the same thing with sweeping and mopping the floors, washing and hanging out the clothes, or cleaning up the yard. If I didn’t attend church on Sunday morning because I was too tired or didn’t feel well, I wasn’t allowed to do anything else the rest of the day. I had to stay in the house and couldn’t go outside.


I didn’t skip church very often, because I didn’t want to miss out on playing with my friends. When I was younger, we lived in Parker Heights, which was across the street from Birmingham’s airport. Our neighborhood was near Daniel Payne College, which was a historically black college until it closed in 1979. Our neighbors had seven boys, and Vince and I played sports with them as much as possible. Our backyard was about fifty feet wide and their backyard was about as big. Together, we had a 100-yard-long football field. We played football so much that we killed the grass in both yards. After a while, my dad didn’t even own a lawnmower. He never complained about his grass. That’s the way Pops was. He cared more about us having fun than he did about the appearance of his yard, even if some of our neighbors liked to complain about it.


When I was about seven years old, I told Pops I wanted a football of my own. At the time, he didn’t have the extra money to buy me one. So he did something even better—he made one for me. Pops was taking upholstery classes at the time, and he and his instructor sewed me a cloth football and stuffed it with cotton and rags. My friends and I played with that football until the next Christmas, when I found a real one under the tree. That’s what I remember most about my father. Even if he didn’t have the money to buy me everything I wanted, he found a way to make me happy. Because of those long days I spent working in the cotton fields, I learned to appreciate everything my parents gave me. More than anything, I appreciated the sacrifices they made to ensure that my brothers, sisters, and I had a better life when we were adults than they’d had.


My family learned to make the most of what we had. There’s no doubt in my mind that the work ethic I witnessed in my mom and dad made me a success at Woodlawn High School, the University of Alabama, and the National Football League. From an early age, my parents taught me to do my job, do it well, and not make excuses. More important, my parents taught me to respect people and treat them the way I wanted to be treated. I had no idea how valuable those lessons would be once I started attending Woodlawn High School in Birmingham.




CHAPTER TWO





VILLAGE CREEK


Village Creek is a stream that runs for forty-four miles and snakes through the heart of Birmingham, Alabama. The creek channels through tunnels beneath Birmingham-Shuttlesworth International Airport, meanders through East Thomas Yards, North Ensley, and other parts of town, then eventually ends at a fork of the Black Warrior River.


At one time, Village Creek filled reservoirs throughout Birmingham and was the primary water source for people who lived there. During the late nineteenth century, miners pulled barges down Village Creek to carry coal. The creek is only about waist-deep, but it might as well have been as deep and wide as the Amazon River because of what it represented to my friends and me when we were growing up.


When my family lived in the Parker Heights neighborhood across from the airport, my friends and I liked to go swimming in Village Creek. Summers in Alabama were usually pretty hot and humid, and we didn’t have a community swimming pool. So we’d jump into Village Creek in our blue-jean shorts to cool off. But there was a problem: Village Creek separated our all-black neighborhood from an all-white community on the other side. It was a border of sorts, and kids from both neighborhoods liked to control who swam in Village Creek.


If the white cats caught us in Village Creek, they threw stones at us to run us off. If we caught the white cats in the creek, we returned the favor by throwing rocks at them. We weren’t allowed on the white side of the creek, and we expected the white kids to stay off our side, too. It wasn’t that we actually hated anybody. It’s the way it was back then. I didn’t dislike anyone because of the color of his or her skin. I wouldn’t have tried to hurt anyone, but I wasn’t going to let anyone hurt me. Our battles went back and forth, and I had my share of bumps and bruises.


Growing up in Alabama during the 1960s and early 1970s, I was aware of a lot of crazy things that were happening around me. I heard the stories about church bombings, lynchings, marches, lunch counter sit-ins, and bus boycotts during the civil rights movement. My parents tried to insulate my brothers, sisters, and me from what was happening in Birmingham. Maybe the violence was one of the reasons my parents sent us to my grandfather’s farm every summer. My mom and dad knew we’d have a difficult time finding trouble—or trouble finding us—if we were in the country.


Birmingham was the battleground for the civil rights struggle. It was a dark time in America’s history, and there was an international spotlight on my hometown. But I was too young to understand the magnitude of what was happening around me. I didn’t realize or appreciate the sacrifices others were making to ensure that people who looked like me would have better lives in the future. And I certainly didn’t know that someday I’d have a small part in making things better.


I heard about tragic incidents like the 16th Street Baptist Church bombing, which killed four young African American girls as they prepared for Sunday school on September 15, 1963. Our parents rarely took us to downtown Birmingham during that time, but I knew that was where Birmingham police commissioner Bull Connor ordered his officers to turn their water hoses and dogs on student protesters during the Children’s Crusade in 1963. We were only a few miles from where everything occurred, but my parents did a good job of shielding us from the violence.


My mother attended a few civil rights meetings, and she heard Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and other African American leaders talk about nonviolent protest. Dr. King’s beliefs very much aligned with what my parents tried to teach my siblings and me. We were taught to find a peaceful resolution if we were confronted with violence. From an early age, Pops told my brothers and me to walk away if someone wanted to fight. He told us, “Don’t turn your back to them, but walk away. Don’t start it; but if you have to finish it, you’d better finish it.” My mom was big on that one. She told us we’d better never start a fight; but if we had to use our fists, we’d sure better see it through.


When I became older, I had a difficult time understanding why racism existed. Sadly, ignorance still exists today. I never understood how someone could judge another person by the color of his or her skin. Racists don’t even know me, but they judge me because I look different and am darker than they are. When people go to the beach, they’re trying to look more like me. You’re either born that way or trying to get that way. It’s crazy.


My parents taught me to treat every man the same and never to disrespect people because of what they have or don’t have. We’re all different. We’re not clones. My parents taught me to treat others the way I wanted to be treated. It is the Golden Rule. There is only one race on earth—and that’s the human race. Even though our physical characteristics might be different, each and every one of us is equally created in the image and likeness of God. In James 2:8, God tells us that we’re all equal in His eyes: “If you really fulfill the royal law according to the Scripture, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself,’ you are doing well” (ESV).


My parents instructed me to turn my head away from the racism, prejudice, and bigotry that occurred during the 1960s and early 1970s. It wasn’t always easy. Pops faced discrimination while he worked in a steel mill, but he never came out and told us about the prejudice he faced. Prior to the Civil Rights Act of 1964, my father and the other African Americans who worked at the steel mill were only allowed to work as laborers, cleaning the white workers’ wrenches and other tools. They earned about nine dollars per hour. Once the Civil Rights Act was passed, Pops was eligible for more skilled positions, which paid him about fourteen dollars per hour.
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