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INTRODUCTION

It doesn’t always start with a dream, but somewhere along the way the Notre Dame experience seems to engender one.

It’s what remains after the cheering stops. It’s the imprint that ties All-Americans like Ken MacAfee, Derrick Mayes, and Ned Bolcar with walk-ons like Matt Sarb. It’s what coaxes a player like Troy Ridgley, who gouged his football potential with poor decisions before finally being expelled, to want to come back to Notre Dame years later—and to give back.

It’s what helps a player like Greg Davis, known for committing the clip on Rocket Ismail’s punt return, or Jim Sanson, whose kicking miscues gave rise to death threats, transcend the moment and go on to make a difference in the real world.

It can be as simple as appreciating your parents’ sacrifices and growing into the man they’d always hoped you’d become, like Jerome Heavens, or as complex as trying to rebuild homes and lives amidst a corrupt government, nightmarish logistics and a sea of apathy in tsunami-torn Sri Lanka, like Aaron Taylor.

It is something you can’t buy in the campus bookstore or capture in a snapshot of Touchdown Jesus or even read in a football box score. Yet the Notre Dame experience—the unyielding spirit and the struggle—is as tangible as it is ethereal. You can see it in Pete Duranko’s smile as he bravely battles incurable ALS (Lou Gehrig’s Disease). You can hear it in the songs composed by John Scully. You can feel it every time special education teacher Nick Eddy makes a difference with a kid someone else had given up on.

It is the inspiration for this book, Notre Dame: Where Have You Gone?

On the following pages, we will not only catch up with 37 former Fighting Irish football players, we will gain understanding of what pulled them to Notre Dame and, in some instances, what kept them there through waves of adversity.

We will also see what lives touched theirs and vice versa, for better or for worse. Through the eyes of Mike Larkin and Bob Crable, two players who played for Gerry Faust at Cincinnati Moeller High School and at Notre Dame, we glean insight into why the Faust experience at Notre Dame didn’t work in South Bend.

Through players like Bolcar, Pete Bercich, Pat Terrell and Pat Eilers, we see why Lou Holtz was so tough to play for, but also why he was so revered—especially when those players found out how willing Holtz was to be a part of their lives after football.

Through MacAfee we see that Dan Devine succeeded by surrounding himself with great people and by staying out of their way. From Coley O’Brien, Rocky Bleier, Eddy and Duranko, we can see the genius and the compassion of Ara Parseghian.

Through Bercich and Steve Orsini, we gain a better understanding of what deposed coach George O’Leary was about and what might have been had he stayed at Notre Dame longer than five days.

We’ll look at coaching changes that were empowering and those that tested the players’ resolve. We’ll look at notable moments in Irish football—Robin Weber’s catch, Ivory Covington’s tackle, Rusty Lisch’s being replaced at quarterback by Joe Montana—and how those players frame those experiences years later.

The “Where Are They Now?” genre of writing has always been a favorite of mine. I’ve always been curious how players transitioned into post-football life, whether they were able to apply the lessons they learned in college on and off the field, and whether they transcended the touchdowns as well as the fumbles years later.

What makes the Notre Dame group all the more intriguing against this backdrop are the common threads—the sense of home and belonging, the enduring passion and strength—that came from their time at Notre Dame, even if their time in South Bend was truncated by a transfer, an injury, or an expulsion.

The dreams are born and the dreams continue, even though they don’t look the same. The spirit is what has driven Notre Dame to produce an unprecedented seven Heisman Trophy winners, build one of the most impressive won-loss records in the history of college football, attract its own TV network, and survive poor coaching cycles—not the other way around.

The statistics, the championships, the great upsets, the biting disappointments will always be a part of their lives, but it is the dreams that sprouted in and around those moments that will define them forever.





Where Have You Gone?

P E T E   B E R C I C H

Pete Bercich can’t remember anymore how many weeks passed before he finally started sleeping through the night again. Or how many months it took before the sick feeling in the pit of his stomach finally went away.

“Some people are remembered for what they do,” said Bercich, a former Notre Dame linebacker in the early ’90s. “Some people are remembered for what they didn’t do. And whatever category you fall in, there will always be people around to remind you of it—even years later. I still get razzed about it.”

No one, though, was harder on Bercich for a dropped interception in the closing moments of Boston College’s 41-39 upset of the No. 1-ranked Irish in the 1993 regular-season finale than Bercich himself. Even though there was a multitude of other plays that were just as significant, if not more, in the 16th-ranked Eagles’ ambush. Even though he paved the way for an Irish Cotton Bowl victory over Texas A&M weeks later with, ironically, a fourth-quarter interception.

He couldn’t move past it.

Not after the Minnesota Vikings made him a seventh-round draft choice that spring. Not when he made the Vikings’practice squad the next fall.

But it wasn’t just the Boston College game. That was just the punctuation mark on a general malaise that had been building inside of Bercich for more than a year.

“Even before that game, I always felt like I was walking on eggshells,” Bercich said. “There was no room for error. There was no fun left in football. It really had become burdensome. I remember my first day in Vikingsmini-camp my rookie year. The next morning I woke up and looked in the mirror and said, ‘You know what, if they cut me, I wouldn’t be all that upset.’ I had my degree, and I would have been ready to move on with my life.”
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Instead he stuck with the Vikings for seven years as a professional football player, six of those years on the active roster. And he fell in love with football all over again—so much so that he took up coaching for a living and isan ascending fourth-year assistant on Mike Tice’s staff.

“When I was at Notre Dame, coaching was the last thing in the world I thought I’d end up doing,” said Bercich, promoted from assistant linebackers coach to linebackers coach after the 2004 season. “I wanted to get into the FBI or the CIA. And Digger Phelps actually tried to help me out that way, but they weren’t hiring at the time, so that kind of went by the wayside. I also thought about the financial world. But coaching? Never. It’s funny how life is.”

And Bercich, a husband and father of three young children, can laugh now. Laugh at those horrible things he thought about Irish head coach Lou Holtz when Bercich was playing college ball. Laugh about the pressures. Laugh about the fact he was so wrapped up in football and schoolwork at Notre Dame that he was too busy to realize he supposedly had no social life.

Suddenly, one day, everything made sense, though. Even the darkness.

“When you get recruited and you decide to go to Notre Dame, you’re excited about it and you love it,” Bercich said. “And when you were there, you hated it, because it was a tough place to go to school, and Lou was not an easy person to play for. When we were there, we always had a joke that the best view of the Golden Dome was the one in the rearview mirror. But once you leave, you appreciate it. You really do. And if I could do it all over again, I’d do the exact same thing.”

Bercich’s road to Notre Dame began near Joliet, Illinois. He actually grew up just east of the blue-collar city that has produced a disproportionate number of Division I college football players and America’s most famous walk-on—Rudy. But instead of going to renowned football power Joliet Catholic, Bercich matriculated to Providence, a Catholic High School in New Lenox, Illinois, known more for its baseball program.

“I caught a lot of hell from some of my friends,” Bercich said. “Some of them went to Joliet Catholic. Some of them went to the public school near me, Lincoln Way, but I think if there was one decision in my life that I made that changed my life—even more than my college decision—it was this one, to go to Providence. I hadgreat coaches. I was around great people. I went to a place where you had to toe the line—dress codes and thingslike that. And so it got me prepared for my life more than anything else.”

There was no question in Bercich’s mind he was physically ready for a life in pro football when the time came, whether his heart was in it or not.

“The draft was the hardest part, going in the seventh round,” he said. “I saw guys go in front of meI thought I was better than, and people kept telling me I was a long shot. It just never felt like that. Part of it may have been the fact my dad played pro football (Bob Bercich was a safety with the Dallas Cowboys in the early ’60s.)

“When you grow up and your dad does something, you always think, ‘If he can do it, I can do it.’ So playing in the NFL wasn’t a big deal in my house. That kind of took the edge off. The other thing was my parents really didn’t keep me on a tight leash. They kind of let me be my own person, and I learned to make decisions, big decisions, at an early age. The only thing my parents wouldn’t let me do was go to the University of Miami.”

He didn’t need advice from his parents when it came time to ponder the end of his football career. Injuries in 1999 and 2000 and a trip to the waiver wire were strong enough hints for Bercich that it was time to do something else with his life once the 2000 season came to a close. Dennis Green, the Vikings’ head coach at that time, had oncetold Bercich that he showed great potential as a coach. But when Bercich asked Green for a chance to break into the business, Green could only offer more encouragement. There were no job openings.

Bercich spent the next nine months working for Bremen Castings, a foundry located 20 miles southeast of South Bend, and loved every minute of working in the company’s interior sales department.

Green was fired near the end of the 2001 season, and Tice, then an assistant, took over on an interim basis. Once the “interim” tag was removed after the season, Tice offered Bercich a chance to join his staff.

“The hardest part of NFL coaching is getting in the door,” Bercich said. “It’s more about who you know than what you know. Still, it was a tough decision. South Bend was close to both of our families. And we knewthat the lifestyle would be tough on my wife, especially as our family grew. She juggles being a mom and a dad. During the season, you have a very rigid schedule. I love my job, but [the long hours] that’s the one thing that’s not good. My wife, though, is very supportive.”

Bercich has moved up quickly from defensive assistant/quality control to assistant linebackers coach to full-fledged linebackers coach.

Along the way, he has had the opportunity to scout and evaluate NFL Draft hopefuls from all over the country for the Vikings, including prospects for his alma mater.

“I don’t doubt for a second that the talent level has fallen off some at Notre Dame,” he said. “I don’t see the speed across the board that we used to have when I played. They’re still getting some talented players, just not as many of them. The depth of talent isn’t there. That’s the main thing.”

There has been no shortage of talent, though, among the coaches Bercich has been exposed to. Among them was Green, whohelped him rediscover his passion for football. In Tice, who put Bercich on a steep learning curve. In Holtz, who taught Bercich valuable life lessons. And in former Vikings assistant George O’Leary, who shared a dream with Bercich.

“We were talking about dream jobs one day,” Bercich said of O’Leary. “I surprised him when I told him mine would be to return to Notre Dame someday as head coach. And he said, ‘That was my dream too, and I lost it.’”

O’Leary was Notre Dame’s head football coach for less than a week in December of 2001. He landed with Minnesota Vikings after his embellished bio led to his resignation and made him a national punch line in the sports world for a while. O’Leary coached the defensive line at Minnesota in 2002, then was promoted to defensive coordinatorin 2003. He left the Vikings after the 2003 season to take the head coaching job at the University of Central Florida.

“Working with George was great,” Bercich said. “He’s a very disciplined guy a very attention-to-detail guy. I think it’s a shame that it didn’t work out at Notre Dame, because I think he would have done a fantastic job. He’d have been a perfect fit. I think the attitude and toughness he brought would have been perfect.

“He’s one of the reasons I say I’ve been blessed. I think the reason I’m in coaching is because I’ve been fortunate enough to have had great coaches all throughout my career. I’ve also played with some great players. I’m a product of who I’ve been with. There’s a saying that goes, ‘If I can see farther, it’s because I’ve stood on the shoulders of giants.’ That’s kind of where I am in life now.”





Where Have You Gone?

R O C K Y   B L E I E R

It was a career that almost ended before it got started.

Rocky Bleier can’t remember what he talked about that less-than-memorable evening four decades ago, or where he was or even how many people were in the audience to hear the then-Notre Dame football captain speak.

But he does recall vividly how dry his mouth was and how fast his heart raced.

“I had never been that scared in all my life,” Bleier said, laughing heartily at the mental imagery of him tripping over his words.

Today, Bleier makes a living telling his story to audiences all over the country, making roughly 80 to 105 speeches a year. He is married for the second time, with two adult children and three grandchildren. He also has two young daughters, ages six and seven, whom he and his second wife adopted from an orphanage in the Ukraine. Ironically, he met his second wife just after giving one of his speeches.

“I’ll be honest, I hoped and I thought my speaking days were over after Notre Dame,” said the running back, whose time at Notre Dame included a prominent role on the 1966 national championship team.

His reprieve in the public speaking realm came in the early days of his 12-year pro football career with the NFL’s Pittsburgh Steelers.

A nun from St. Margaret’s Catholic Grade School in Pittsburgh called Steelers owner Art Rooney to inquire about having one of the Steelers speak at the school’s athletic banquet. She specifically asked for quarterback Terry Bradshaw Rooney then related to the nun that Bradshaw’s minimum appearance fee was $500.
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“She says, ‘Well, do you think that nice Mr. [Joe] Greene could come speak?’” Bleier related. “And Mr. Rooney says, ‘Well, I think he also charges $500, but I’ll ask him, sister.’

“She says, ‘Oh, well do you have anybody for free?’ And he says, ‘Yeah, we can send Bleier.’ And that’s how it got going.”

Eventually, Bleier began to charge too—but he’d settle for $25 here, a free meal there in those days.

“You’ve got to remember,” he said, “I wasn’t making very much money, and for a while I was on the bottom of the totem pole with the Steelers.”

It didn’t make the Appleton, Wisconsin, native’s story any less compelling— a story that eventually became a book— Fighting Back— and an ABC Movie of the Week of the same title.

About the time he was graduating from Notre Dame with a degree in business management, Bleier was drafted by the Steelers in the 16th round. To illustrate what a long shot that made him, the NFL Draft these days comprises only seven rounds.

The son of a tavern owner was confronted for the first time with what life after football might look like. The picture was fuzzy, to say the least.

“Even now I don’t know what I would have done had I not made the Steelers,” he said. “If I didn’t make the team, I was going to head down to Florida for three weeks, look up some people from school and then kind of decide what I was going to do with my life. That’s how uncertain I was. Going back to Wisconsin and running the bar with my dad was an option, but not one I really wanted to even seriously consider.”

During Bleier’s nondescript rookie season, fate intervened. In December of 1968, he was drafted again—this time by the U.S. Army. By the following May he was in combat in Chu Lai, South Vietnam. Three months later, he was wounded in the right thigh during an ambush. He sustained further damage moments later while lying on the ground. A grenade exploded near him, sending pieces of shrapnel into his right leg and foot.

Initially he was not expected to walk again, at least not without considerable pain. Playing football was more than an absurd wish, seemingly. Bleier’s only solace in the days that followed was a postcard he received from Rooney while in a hospital in Tokyo, Japan, where Bleier was recovering.

Once Bleier returned stateside, his transition back into football was laborious if not discouraging. He spent the 1970 season on the physically-unable-to-perform list and the ’71 season on the taxi squad, though he was activated on several occasions.

But by the summer of 1973, he had been waived twice by coach Chuck Noll and didn’t appear to be any closer to moving toward a permanent or prominent role with the team than he was before he went to Vietnam.

“To that point, the only really good thing about being on the team was that it gave me a chance to talk about my experience in Vietnam,” Bleier said. “I think I needed that. I think a lot of guys from ’Nam needed that. I was fortunate, because people, the media, kind of forced me to talk about it, what it was like over there.

“A lot of other guys didn’t have that opportunity, because nobody ever asked them. If you don’t have anyone who wants to listen, who can empathize with you, you kind of shut down and don’t talk about it—especially with Vietnam, where there was such a stigma about it. Nobody wanted to talk to those guys.

“A lot of people called them ‘baby killers.’ People spat on them. They couldn’t even go the VFW halls, because they were run by the World War II guys. Those guys from ’Nam had to repress their feelings. I feel fortunate, because I had to  deal with it. It became a part of my story and a part of my life.”

Still, the 205-pound fullback, who came back weighing a scant 165 pounds and willed himself back into shape, wanted to walk away from it all in the summer of 1973. He had taken a job selling insurance that offseason and was miserable. A friend talked him into coming back to Steelers camp, if nothing else to make the Steelers cut him rather than making it easy on them.

Bleier not only made the team, but his career began to take off. By 1974, he was a member of the starting backfield. The pinnacle came in 1976, when he rushed for more than 1,000 yards and scored the go-ahead touchdown in Super Bowl XIII.

Bleier retired from football in 1980 and remains much more identified with his years with the Steelers than his time at Notre Dame.

“That doesn’t mean Notre Dame wasn’t a great experience,” Bleier said. “People sometimes ask me what stands out most about my college career. It wasn’t the national championship. It wasn’t running out of the tunnel into the stadium. It was the coaching.

“Ara Parseghian and his staff—especially [backfield coach] Tom Pagna—were so good at coaching the little things. How to block, who to block, how to get into a left-handed stance. Without that kind of coaching, I never would have made it in the pros.”

Robert Patrick Bleier—dubbed Rocky as an infant by the customers at his father’s tavern—never gave much thought about coming to Notre Dame while growing up in Wisconsin.

“Even though I had gone to Catholic school, I didn’t know a lot about Notre Dame,” he said. “I read Knute Rockne, All American,  because I had to do a book report on it. And I knew Notre Dame was in South Bend—wherever that was. I wasn’t great in geography.”

Bleier visited just three schools during the recruiting process—Wisconsin, Boston College and Notre Dame.

“Wisconsin was just too big,” Bleier said. “It came down to BC and Notre Dame, and I really, really liked Boston. So I came home and did what every good Catholic boy is taught to do, and that’s go to church and pray for guidance. . . . And then I did what my mother wanted me to do, and I went to Notre Dame.”

Bleier’s mother also gave him a piece of advice years later. Just because he had triumphed over tremendous adversity didn’t mean the adversity would end. And that became part of Bleier’s message.

His first marriage splintered after 17 years before ending in divorce. His first post-football job, working as a sportscaster, helped him transition into the “real world” but left him feeling unfulfilled. He tried color commentary on football broadcasts, but found himself to be colorless.

“I could do well from a script, but I couldn’t ad-lib,” he said. “I kind of froze up. I was stiff. I sucked, actually.”

Even speaking has had its tough moments. A couple of years ago in Charlotte, while Bleier was giving a speech, someone rifled through his bag backstage and stole three of his four Super Bowl rings.

“I’ll get them replaced,” he said. “I learned when you get knocked down, you have to get back up. It’s not just what I tell people. It’s how I live.”





Where Have You Gone?

N E D   B O L C A R

Ned Bolcar was coming out of church on a beautiful spring Sunday in 1994, his heart full of ambition, his mind trying to decide his next career move.

The former Notre Dame linebacker only knew that move would not involve football. His 27-year-old body had undergone a pair of surgeries on the ankles, one on each wrist, athroscopic surgery on the left knee, reconstructive surgery on the right knee and a hip injury in which the muscles and ligaments were so shredded it took seven months of intensive rehab just to be able to jog again.

Coaching was the next logical step on Bolcar’s path, he figured, but his foray into that profession lasted less than a year. Spending time as an assistant high school coach in Florida fed his passion for competition, but little else. The hours were too irregular, the paychecks too small, the talent too unpredictable, the path to greatness too winding.

“In the end, I didn’t want my future being determined by 16- and 17-year-old kids,” he said.

The folks back in Bolcar’s hometown of Phillipsburg, New Jersey, still identified him with football, though. He was the coverboy back in the early years of USA Today,  when the national newspaper ran a diary of his recruiting experience that concluded with the prep All-America linebacker choosing Notre Dame over Penn State, Boston College, Ohio State, and Stanford.

He earned All-America honors at Notre Dame, was a rare two-time captain, shined in the classroom, stayed off the police blotter, said all the right things even when all the right things weren’t happening to him.
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So here he was standing at his career crossroads, proud that his Notre Dame education would provide him an array of options, when an older gentleman from the congregation encroached on Bolcar’s private moment of reflection.

“He said, ‘Ned, I’m so sorry. I just feel terrible.’” Bolcar related. “He said, ‘We thought you were going to play a long time in the NFL.’

“You would have thought I had just died.”

Actually, it was a rebirth of sorts. Bolcar was about to embark on a lucrative career on Wall Street in New York. It took three months of sleeping on teammate Wes Pritchett’s brother’s couch to land his first job in the business and a couple of more years to figure out where he wanted to go with it. But today he couldn’t be happier with his professional life’s direction.

“They call me an executive vice president of domestic sales trading for Jefferies & Company,” said Bolcar, now living in Warren, New Jersey, and engaged to former Notre Dame softball standout Sheri Beth Quinn of Jupiter, Florida. “But everybody’s a vice president or president or has some kind of title. I’m not a manager, though. I’m a producer.”

And an avid Notre Dame football fan, too—something at one time in his life he wasn’t sure would endure.

Much of that had to do with his career entangling with that of fellow All-America linebacker Michael Stonebreaker and the playing time decisions that were made along those lines. But Bolcar’s Notre Dame connection was actually in peril right from the beginning of his collegiate career.

He had been so close to choosing Boston College, for the city of Boston, or Penn State, because the Nittany Lions were building toward a national championship, but he chose the Irish at the 11th hour, because he was certain the chaos of the Gerry Faust era would get overridden by Notre Dame’s tradition at some point.

That certainty buckled when Bolcar took his first road trip. The Irish were to open the 1985 season at arch-rival Michigan. And Bolcar was one of seven freshmen who made the traveling squad.

“The only way I was going to play in that game was if two buses overturned,” Bolcar said. “But I was so jacked to be there. I remember being as high as a kite.”

Bolcar was bouncing off the walls in the Irish locker room when a senior teammate offered him a piece of advice.

“He said, ‘Hey freshman. This ain’t high school football. Act like you’ve been here before,’” Bolcar said. “I thought to myself, ‘Wow, maybe this is what college football is like. Maybe it’s more businesslike.’ So I took it down a couple of notches and we go out on the field, and the guys look like they’re going through the motion in warmups. And it’s weird.

“Then Michigan comes down the tunnel. They hit that ‘M Go Blue’ sign as they’re coming out. They’re so jacked, they had snot coming out of their noses. They had blood in their eyes. These guys were off the ground. And I turned to [teammate] George Streeter and said, ‘Oh boy, we’re going to get the living [crap] kicked out of us.’”

When Bolcar got back to Notre Dame’s campus, he called his father with the intent of transferring—immediately.

“I said, ‘I’ve got to get out of here. I can’t be a part of this. I couldn’t imagine a team being so unprepared. If this was going to be the way we played football, I wanted to go to Penn State.’ I play hard. I play nasty. I play intense. The intensity of this program wasn’t me. There was a general feeling of being lackadaisical. I’m surprised we even won five games that year. Something had to give.”

It did. Faust resigned after the 5-6 season, and Lou Holtz took over, literally and figuratively.

“Gerry was a good guy,” Bolcar said. “He just wasn’t successful. And it carried over into Lou’s first meeting. Guys showed up late. Guys were slouching in their chairs, just like they did under Gerry.

“Lou walked in, and Chuck Lanza had his feet propped up against the stage. Lou looked down and said, ‘Son, how long have you been playing football?’ And Chuck said something like 13, 14 years. And Lou said, ‘Well your career’s coming to an end in three seconds unless you put your ass against the back of that chair and sit up.’ And you heard 130 people—boom, boom, boom—everybody sat up straight. And I’m thinking, ‘OK, there’s a new sheriff in town.’”

Holtz went on to detail what he saw wrong with the program, chart how and when the Irish would win a national championship and warned the players to get to bed early for the next day’s 6 a.m. workout.

By the time Notre Dame opened with Michigan in the fall of 1986, the whole mind-set of the team had changed, and nowhere was it more evident than in the pregame warmups that day. Notre Dame was going through its receiving drills from the 20-yard line toward the end zone when the Michigan players emerged from the Notre Dame Stadium tunnel.

Instead of running toward the sidelines, the Wolverines ran straight through Notre Dame’s practice formations.

“John Kolesar was one of their stud receivers,” Bolcar said. “He runs right through our line and Tom Rehder, who’s 6-7 and pushing 300 and who had arms as long as my body, clotheslines Kolesar and drops him to the ground. And all hell breaks loose. Fights everywhere. And I said, ‘OK, this is why I came to Notre Dame. We don’t take stuff from anybody.’ Lou had told us nobody was going to come into our stadium and intimidate us anymore.

“Yes, we went 5-6 that season and we lost the Michigan game [24-23], but it was a world of difference. We set the tone at that moment. The intensity and toughness were back. You could tell we were building toward something big.”

Bolcar himself was Notre Dame’s leading tackler the next season in 1987, with the Irish going 8-4. Stonebreaker, a talented sophomore linebacker who lettered as a freshman in ’86, sat out the 1987 season due to academic difficulties.

But when Stonebreaker returned in 1988, he pushed Bolcar out of the starting lineup, even though Bolcar was a preseason Butkus Award candidate, emblematic of the nation’s top linebacker, and had really done nothing to lose the spot. The Irish went on to win the national title in ’88, but Bolcar couldn’t move past the demotion.

“I was told I was going to rotate in, but no, I wasn’t okay with it,” Bolcar said. “I was friends with Mike, but I don’t think I was being treated fairly. I wasn’t going to speak out to the press, because I thought that would make me a bad leader, a bad captain.

“I still had a fifth year I could come back for in 1989, but I thought very seriously about not coming back for it. But it’s a good thing I did. Had I left at that time, I’m convinced I would have never come back to campus again. I had a bad taste in my mouth. All I wanted to do was be treated fairly.”

In the end, Bolcar’s love of the school won out. The 1987 All-American returned for the 1989 season determined to beat out Stonebreaker, a 1988 All-American, if that’s what it took. Fate intervened, though. Stonebreaker was injured in a car accident in the offseason, breaking a kneecap and dislocating a hip in February of 1989. The school suspended him for that season due to circumstances related to the accident.

Bolcar was again Notre Dame’s leading tackler in 1989, won All-America honors and moved on to the Seattle Seahawks as a sixth-round draft choice. His first pro play was an interception of a pass thrown by Chicago Bears quarterback Jim Harbaugh.

But a series of injuries and being in the wrong places at the wrong times ravaged Bolcar’s chance to extend his collegiate success into the NFL. He walked away with no regrets and a happy ending, even though perhaps not all the folks in Phillipsburg came to terms with that.

He crosses paths in the financial industry with former Fighting Irish football players of his era Wes Pritchett, Mike Brennan, and Pete Graham among others. Bolcar worked with his brother for a time at Jefferies & Company, lives 40 minutes from his mom and comes back to Notre Dame every chance he gets.

“Some of the best times in my life and the worst times in my life happened at Notre Dame, and it will always be a part of me,” Bolcar said. “I wanted to play on the biggest platform in college football, and I did. I wanted to be in a peer group that appreciated education and was looking to the future, not just five years of playing football and then trying to figure out what to do with the rest of their lives. And I did that, too.

“I carry that Notre Dame experience through everything I do. When times get tough, I know I have the perseverance and the integrity to get through it.”
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ROCKY BLEIER

HALFBACK

PLAYING YEARS:
1965-1967

CraM To FAME:
Member of Notre
Dame’s 1966 national
championship squad,
but whose identity is
much more closely tied
to his post-Notre Dame
life
an who beat the odds
to become a fullback
on the vintage
Pittsburgh Steelers
teams of the 1970s

s a Vietnam veter-

HiGH ScHooL:
St. Xavier High

HOMETOWN:
Appleton, Wisconsin

PROFESSION:
Motivational speaker;
also | cell phone

tower business

CURRENTLY RESIDES
IN:

Mt. Lebanon,
Pennsylvania
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NED BOLCAR

LINEBACKER

PLAYING YEARS:
1986-1989

Cram To FAME:
Second-team All-
American in 1987 who
came back to earn
those honors again in
1989 after getting dis-
placed from the starting
lineup in 1988; as a
high school senior, did
a recruiting diary for
USA Today

HiGH ScHOOL:
Phillipsburg High

HOMETOWN:
Phillipsburg, New

Jersey

PROFESSION:
Executive vice president
of domestic sales trad-
ing for Jefferies &
Company, Inc.

CURRENTLY RESIDES
IN:
Warren, New Jersey
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PETE BERCICH

LINEBACKER

PLAYING YEARS:
1990-1993

Cram To FaME:
Dropped a potential
interception late in No.
1 Notre Dame’s 41-39
loss to Boston College
in 1993, then came
back weeks later to pick
off a fourth-quarter
pass to preserve Notre
Dame’s 24-21 Cotton
Bowl victory over Texas

A&M

HiGH SCcHOOL:
Providence High
(New Lenox, Illinois)

HOMETOWN:
Mokena, Illinois

PROFESSION:
Linebackers coach for
the NFLs Minnesota

Vikings

CURRENTLY RESIDES
IN:
Lakeville, Minnesota






