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INTRODUCTION

The evolution began in March 1984, under the cover of darkness on a snowy night in Owings Mills, Maryland. Owner Robert Irsay, unable to convince Baltimore city officials to build him a new stadium, and fearful of an “imminent domain” takeover, brought in Mayflower vans and moved his franchise to Indianapolis. It was a slow, fitful process, one that took more than two decades to achieve the ultimate objective—a world championship after the 2006 season—and one that has involved 11 head/interim coaches.

But the nomadic Colts, once so integral to the Baltimore landscape and culture, now have deep roots in Indianapolis. They emerged from those frustrating early years in Indiana as new kids on the sports block with no real unifying identity to perennial NFL powerhouse.

The franchise that forced its fan base to endure a 4-12 Indy debut in 1984 and a 1-15 season in 1991 rewarded it with a victory over the Chicago Bears in Super Bowl XLI and a near-miss against the New Orleans Saints in Super Bowl XLIV three years later.

So much to celebrate.

The catalyst was the selection of quarterback Peyton Manning with the first overall pick in the 1998 draft. It delivered a future Hall of Famer to a roster that lacked star power. There were two trips to the Super Bowl in a four-year stretch. Nine consecutive playoff appearances, tying the Dallas Cowboys for the longest streak in NFL history. From 2000 through 2009, 115 regular-season victories, the most by any team in any decade in league history.

And, lately, so much change.

From Bill Polian to Ryan Grigson.

From Jim Caldwell to Chuck Pagano.

From Peyton Manning to Andrew Luck.

From Ryan Grigson to Chris Ballard.

From 8-8 in 2016 to … what?


Chapter One

STARTING OVER

The date is open to debate.

January 1, 2012? That’s when the Colts dropped a 19-13 decision at Jacksonville, finished 2011 with a 2-14 record and secured the first overall pick in the April draft.

March 7, 2012? That’s when owner Jim Irsay decided not to pay a $28 million option bonus to iconic, ailing quarterback Peyton Manning, making the NFL’s only four-time MVP an unrestricted free agent.

April 26, 2012? That’s when the torch officially was passed. With the No. 1 overall pick in the NFL draft, Andrew Luck of Stanford was a Colt.

Never mind the timeline. The end game was undeniable.

The next era of the Colts was ushered in when Irsay decided the time was right to transition from Manning, for so long the franchise’s face and catalyst, to Luck, considered the best quarterback prospect coming out of college since, well, Peyton Manning in 1998.

“I couldn’t be more excited,’’ Irsay said. “I think that we are really blessed as a franchise to have such a player and such a person. All of the things that Andrew brings to Indianapolis and to the Colts is really special.’’

Throughout the evaluation process—Luck or Baylor QB Robert Griffin III?—Irsay received the similar input from personnel experts.

“The comment you always got from them was, ‘He is the best player I’ve scouted in 25 years. He is the top prospect I’ve graded in 20 years,’’’ Irsay said.
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On April 26, 2012, Quarterback Andrew Luck became a member of the Colts. (AP Photo)

“We are really fortunate as a franchise to have him. We are really excited about this new era, and we look forward to doing great things as we go forward in this decade.’’

Luck, twice a runner-up in the Heisman Trophy voting, embraced the opportunity Indianapolis was offering.

“There is such a great history of winning,’’ he said. “I know that I will work my butt off to try and make sure that the team is in a position to win as many games as it can.’’

The Season

The baseline for expectations always had been winning the AFC South and reaching the playoffs.

That changed in September 2011 when it was announced Manning’s streak of 227 consecutive starts, including the playoffs, would end. Four neck procedures in a 19-month stretch were too much even for Manning, who had missed just one snap due to injury over the previous 13 seasons, to overcome.

Life went on, albeit with a dramatically different flow.

“However it shakes down—whoever’s available and ready—we’ve got to go play,’’ Jeff Saturday, Manning’s long-time center/friend, said. “I don’t think the Texans are going to take it easy on us because somebody’s not playing.’’

For the first time since the final game of the 1997 season, someone other than Manning started for the Colts in their opener at Houston. Kerry Collins was ineffective and roughed up in a 34-7 loss that was every bit as lopsided as it appeared.

As Manning watched, first from the coaches’ box and then from the sidelines, the weeks passed, quarterbacks changed and the losses mounted. The Colts became just the seventh team since 1960 to open a season with 13 losses.

Backup Curtis Painter replaced Collins, lost nine starts and was replaced by Dan Orlovsky. It was Orlovsky who finally got the job done. He led the Colts to wins over Tennessee and Houston before the season-ending loss at Jacksonville that secured the first overall pick in the draft and, hopefully, the key to the future.

“We’ll see how it all shakes out and obviously none of us in this room are in control,’’ Saturday said as he sat at his cubicle long after the loss to the Jaguars. “Mr. Irsay is going to handle all of that.’’

Manning held court as his teammates showered, dressed, filed out.

“It’s been hard not being able to help this year on the field,’’ he said.

The Overhaul

The season was long, arduous, unproductive.

Irsay acted swiftly.

A day after the loss in Jacksonville, he fired vice chairman Bill Polian and general manager Chris Polian.

“I have always believed it’s about timing, it’s about energy, it’s about what the time calls for,’’ Irsay said.

On Polian’s 14-season watch, the Colts reached the playoffs 11 times, the Super Bowl twice. They won a world championship after the 2006 season against the Bears in a steady south Florida rain but lost another three years later on the same site against the New Orleans Saints.

Enough was enough after Irsay saw his proud organization deal with a 13-game losing streak to open 2011 en route to a 2-14 mark. Jobs were at stake, and lost.

“Intuitive decision,’’ Irsay insisted of parting ways with Polian and his son. “Clearly we are in a rebuilding stage.’’

That continued less than two weeks later when Irsay named Ryan Grigson his next general manager.

It intensified when the decision was reached to fire coach Jim Caldwell and replace him with Baltimore Ravens defensive coordinator Chuck Pagano.

The massive restructuring of the franchise’s leadership was complete.

“It’s still about getting the best players, the best coaches and having leaders and people that inspire the organization to go out and compete at the highest level,’’ reasoned Irsay.

The Goodbye

Suspense was lacking when Irsay and Manning walked behind a podium in the team’s auditorium on March 7, 2012. Media filled rows of chairs. Team employees ringed the room, two, three layers thick.

Everyone knew the occasion. Nearly 14 years after Irsay and Manning shared the stage to herald a new beginning, they stood side by side to announce the end.

The team would not pick up a $28 million option bonus due Manning. The person most responsible for an on-field transformation from NFL afterthought to NFL relevance was an unrestricted free agent.

Irsay appeared shaken as he spoke. Frequently, his voice broke with emotion.

“It’s a difficult day of shared pain between Peyton, myself, the fans, everyone,’’ Irsay said. “The good times we’ve had together, the laughs we’ve shared together.’’

He paused, regrouped.

“You know, when a 37-year-old owner met a 22-year-old player coming out of Tennessee and the dreams that we had and experienced are just beyond my imagination. He’s always a part of the horseshoe. I can’t thank him enough.’’

The foundation of Manning’s career had been preparation. He was ready for one of the most difficult moments of his athletic life. He read a prepared statement that was anything but impassive.

“I sure have loved playing football for the Indianapolis Colts,’’ Manning began, his eyes darting from the paper to the crowd. “For 14 wonderful years …’’

Like Irsay, Manning paused, gathered himself.

“I’ve been a Colt for almost all of my adult life,’’ he finally continued. “But I guess in life and in sports, we all know that nothing lasts forever. Times change. Circumstances change, and that’s the reality of playing in the NFL.

“I haven’t thought a lot about where I’ll play, but I have thought about where I’ve been and I’ve truly been blessed to play here. I’ve been blessed to play in the NFL and as I go, I go with just a few words left to say, a few words I want to address to Colts fans everywhere.’’

There were a few moist eyes in the crowd. That soon increased.

“Thank you very much from the bottom of my heart,’’ Manning said. “I truly have enjoyed being your quarterback.’’

Complete Housecleaning

Manning’s departure was the one that reverberated loudest across the NFL, but the roster purge hardly ended with the much-decorated QB.

Also caught up in the housecleaning were tight end Dallas Clark, running back Joseph Addai, linebacker and defensive captain Gary Brackett and safety Melvin Bullitt, cap casualties all. Grigson decided to re-sign veterans Reggie Wayne and Robert Mathis, but allowed center Jeff Saturday, wide receiver Pierre Garcon and tight end Jacob Tamme to hit the free agent market.

Saturday signed with Green Bay, Garcon landed in Washington and Tamme relocated to Denver. There, Tamme was reunited with Manning, who signed a five-year, $96 million contract with John Elway’s Broncos.

“It’s been a surprise every day,’’ Wayne said. “You just take it in stride.’’

The New Guy

It’s impossible not to connect the dots.

As a youngster, Luck attended the Manning Passing Academy in Louisiana. While at Stanford, he served as a camp counselor. Oliver Luck, Andrew’s father, and Archie Manning, Peyton’s father, were teammates for portions of two seasons with the Houston Oilers.

“I’ve had a chance to talk with Peyton over the summers and I’ve called him,’’ Luck said. “I called him and asked for his advice after I decided to come back to school. He was great; very informative, easy to talk to.’’

Manning, tongue firmly planted in his cheek, took credit for Luck being selected with the first overall pick in the draft.

“Andrew attended our camp,’’ he said, “which I think is really the reason he was the first pick in the draft, because of the coaching he got as a camper way back in the day.’’

On a more serious note, Manning envisioned a successful union.

“I think he’ll fit in perfectly,’’ he said. “He’s a great player. He’s a great kid.’’

Luck returned fire, so to speak.

“What he did is, obviously, legendary for this city and for the state,’’ he said. “I know that if I woke up every morning trying to compare myself to Peyton, I think I would go crazy. It’s impossible.

“I realize that, so I’m going to go out there and do the best I can. I’m going to put my best foot forward and if one day I can be mentioned alongside Peyton in quarterback lore, it would be a football dream come true.’’

There’s one more eerie connection.

At Stanford, Luck played for coach Jim Harbaugh, who was the Colts’ starting quarterback from 1994 to 1997. Harbaugh was traded prior to the 1998 draft to make way for Manning. Fourteen years later, Manning was released to make way for Luck.

The immediate Manning-to-Luck transition was beyond smooth and exceeded anyone’s realistic expectations. In the first three seasons of the Luck era, the Colts posted identical 11-5 records and reached the playoffs each year. More than that, they advanced a step further each season and reached the AFC championship game after the 2014 campaign.

In short order, Luck established himself as one of the NFL’s rising stars. His 12,957 passing yards were the most by a quarterback in his first three seasons and his 86 touchdown passes were second to Dan Marino’s 98. Luck appeared in the Pro Bowl each season, and in ’14 set a franchise record with 4,761 passing yards and led the league with 40 TD passes.

Then, the arrow leveled off as Luck dealt with a variety of injuries, an ever-changing and inconsistent offensive line and unreliable defense. He missed nine starts in 2015 with a lacerated kidney and injuries to his right shoulder and ribs, and missed one start in ’16 with a concussion.

Suddenly Luck’s star dimmed, and the Colts followed suit. They endured 8-8 records in 2015 and ’16 and failed to make the playoffs in consecutive seasons for the first time since 1997–98.

Any doubt whether Luck would continue to lead the franchise were erased June 29, 2016, when owner Jim Irsay signed him to a five-year extension that made Luck the highest-paid player in NFL history. The deal tied Luck to the Colts through the 2021 season and would pay him nearly $140 million.

Luck dismissed the idea the hefty contract increased the pressure and expectations associated with him.

“I don’t think so,’’ he said. “I’ve always had very high expectations for myself; probably higher than what other people expect. As far as pressure, I think pressure is a privilege, and pressure from a coach, from your teammates, from your close friends and family is what’s important to me.

“You can’t control what folks are going to say good or bad, so I’ve never got too caught up in that.’’

The immediate fallout from failing to reach the playoffs in back-to-back seasons involved Irsay firing general manager Ryan Grigson and replacing him with Chris Ballard.


Chapter Two

SUPER AT LAST

Super At Last

There were a couple of oh-so-close moments, but the Super Bowl remained out of reach for the Colts until arguably the most scintillating, significant moment in their Indy era.

When cornerback Marlin Jackson hugged a Tom Brady interception and slid to the ground January 21, 2007, to secure a 38-34 victory over the hated New England Patriots in the AFC championship game, the Colts were headed to their first Super Bowl in 34 years.

“Obviously, there’s a lot of emotion in the locker room,’’ said coach Tony Dungy. “I’ve never been prouder. We had to go through a champion and we were down 18 points to them.’’

Down 21-3 in the second quarter and 21-6 at the half, the Manning-led Colts staged the biggest comeback in conference championship game history. Manning directed the game-winning drive with 2 minutes, 17 seconds remaining. Running back Joseph Addai provided the go-ahead 3-yard touchdown run behind center Jeff Saturday’s pancake block of defensive tackle Vince Wilfork.

Jackson applied the exclamation point.

On to Miami.

Rain? What Rain?

History was made and an onerous monkey extricated from Peyton Manning’s back on a rainy night in South Florida.

The Colts and Chicago Bears, separated by 185 miles in the country’s heartland, met on February 4, 2007, at Dolphin Stadium for Super Bowl XLI. Tony Dungy joked the teams could have found a more convenient site, such as Fort Wayne, Indiana.

As it turned out, Dolphin Stadium was more than hospitable.

The Colts handled the Bears 29-17 in a game that began with Devin Hester’s 92-yard kickoff return for a Chicago touchdown and essentially ended with cornerback Kelvin Hayden’s 56-yard touchdown following an interception of a Rex Grossman pass.

It unfolded on a world-wide stage and in a steady rain. At game’s end:

Dungy was the first black head coach to win a Super Bowl.

Manning, for so long criticized as a regular-season stud but a postseason dud, was hoisting the Lombardi Trophy into the damp night air. It was doubly pleasing. He also was named the game’s Most Valuable Player, having thrown for 247 yards and one TD.

The Colts had their first world championship since Don McCafferty’s bunch defeated Dallas 16-13 in Miami’s Orange Bowl to cap the 1970 season.

It was, Manning insisted with a wide grin, a team victory.

“That’s been our theme all year; we have won as a team,’’ he said. “Everybody did their part. There was no panic, nobody gave up. We stayed calm the entire game. We truly won this championship as a team and I’m proud to be part of it.’’

Dungy embraced the moment, and his team.

“This may not be one of our most talented teams but it sure was the one that felt the most love for one another, the most connection,’’ he said. “I love these guys. I know what they went through to win this.’’

Not This Time

Same venue, same occasion, three years later: Super Bowl XLIV in South Florida.

Different outcome.

Peyton Manning and the Colts set the early tone against the New Orleans Saints, but couldn’t close the deal. They led 10-0 in the first quarter and 10-6 at the half, but were overwhelmed in the second en route to a 31-17 loss.

The Colts opened the season with a new head coach—Jim Caldwell succeeded Tony Dungy, who’d retired in January—and 14 consecutive victories. The unbeaten season ended with a 29-17 loss to the New York Jets when Caldwell enraged the fan base by pulling several front-line players in the third quarter. The championship run ended when Saints cornerback and former Indiana University standout Tracy Porter intercepted a Manning pass and returned it 74 yards for a clinching touchdown with just over three minutes remaining.

“There’s only one happy team at the end of the season,’’ Caldwell said. “You don’t get any trophies for the regular season.’’

Manning was good, completing 31-of-45 passes for 333 yards with one touchdown and the crippling interception. His Saints counterpart was off the charts. Drew Brees was 32-of-39 for 288 yards and two TDs, and the game’s MVP.


Chapter Three

BILL POLIAN

The Fire Continues to Burn Hot

Former Colts president Bill Polian is known for being committed, competitive, passionate, and on occasion, volatile. He has mellowed some, but when Polian got hot under the collar, everyone sweated a little.

During contract negotiations in 1986, one of quarterback Jim Kelly’s agents repeatedly disparaged Buffalo’s offensive line. Polian, then the Bills’ general manager, boiled. He challenged the agent to assume a three-point stance.

“If you know so much about line play, show me how you would deep-set on a defensive end that swims on you,” Polian commanded.

Polian once dismissed the Buffalo media with the admonishment, “If you don’t like it, get out of town.”

When he was asked if Colts coach Jim Mora was on the “hot seat” during an August 2001 interview, Polian got indignant. He shouted the reporter out of his office. Five months later, he fired Mora.

Polian is smart and decisive. He is diligent, gracious, stubborn, innovative, secretive, loyal, prickly, clever, old-fashioned and cutting-edge, quick-witted and quick-tempered.

He has been named the NFL’s Executive of the Year five times in voting conducted by The Sporting News. The late George Young of the New York Giants is the only other man who has won the award more than three times.

“Any head coach in the league that knows Bill, any assistant coach in the league that knows Bill, would die to work for him,” Mora said on the day his hiring was announced in 1998.

Mora’s perspective was dramatically different eight months after his firing.

“I won’t say anything about him,” Mora said tersely. “Nope. Nope. Nothing.”

Marv Levy knows Polian as well as any coach in the league. They worked famously together in Buffalo from 1986 through 1992 while Levy was putting his Hall of Fame credentials in order.

“He has a quick fuse, and he has a temper and he gets upset about things,” said Levy, who had Polian introduce him at his Hall of Fame induction. “But I’ve only seen it in defense of the people in his organization.”

Polian to the Rescue

Bill Polian’s defense mechanism against criticism became patently obvious during the 2001 season, a few weeks after Colts running back Edgerrin James tore the anterior cruciate ligament in his left knee during a game at Kansas City. In the aftermath, before team physicians Arthur Rettig and Tom Klootwyk made a definitive diagnosis, James practiced briefly once, to test the knee.

That led to a broadside from comedian Jay Mohr, one Polian heard via audiotape, to which he responded with profound indignation during a co-appearance with Mohr on Mark Patrick on Sports, WNDE Sports Radio’s popular Indianapolis evening drive-time show.

What followed became one of the most talked-about incidents of the Colts’ 20 years in Indianapolis.

“First of all,” Polian addressed Patrick, “I’d like to read the statement which you played for me on your show at approximately 5:30 yesterday afternoon. This was taken from a tape that you made available to us. This is a transcript of the tape. I’m quoting Mr. Mohr.

“‘Jim, I was talking to your boy, Drew Rosenhaus, man. He represents Edgerrin James and told me some wacky things. Turns out, the Edge with his torn ACL, dude, they put him as questionable. They—I’m presuming he means the Colts—‘made him practice, put him in a state of denial, the Colts, tore two more ligaments in his knee while practicing with a classic torn ACL. Look for Edgerrin James to get out of Indianapolis quickly. Not a fan of [owner Jim] Irsay.’

“Now I would like to read for you and for anyone else who is interested the transcript of my radio show last night, which ran on your sister station, and I will read it verbatim as I will stand by it.

“‘I want to be careful,’ this is me speaking, ‘I want to be careful about what I say here because I do not have a lawyer in the room and this gentleman I presume will hear from our lawyers shortly. But let me refute this as best I can, categorically almost word by word. “Drew Rosenhaus represents Edgerrin James.” Not true to my knowledge. And in order for that to be true, Drew Rosenhaus and Edgerrin James would have had to file a piece of paper and a declaration to that effect with me. And as I said, I was with Edgerrin James Sunday night and he neither filed a paper nor told me about it. So I presume that this is exactly what it is. A lie. I’m going to underline the word lie. This is not a misstatement. This is not a misrepresentation. There are no euphemisms here. This is a lie. L-I-E, pure and simple.’

“Quote Mr. Mohr again.

“‘Turns out Edge, with his torn ACL, dude, they put him as questionable.’

“I don’t know what he means by that. Perhaps he would be best served to get a translator.

“Quote Mr. Mohr again.

“‘They, the Colts, made him practice, put him in a state of denial, the Colts.’

“Again, please translate. I have no idea what that means. I know Edgerrin was not in a state of hypnosis or in a state of panic. I don’t know what a state of denial means and I don’t know how we put him there. I would categorically say it’s untrue, even if I could decipher what it meant.

“Quote Mr. Mohr once again.

“‘The Colts tore two more ligaments in his knee while practicing with a classic torn ACL.’
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