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To Brent, Chad, and Rhonda—

you made my life complete






1 WELCOME TO MY WORLD


The only road into the Florida Keys runs south out of Miami, the mainland releasing its grip over an unremarkable, twenty-mile stretch through the Everglades. The road is lined first by Australian pines, as tacky an outsider as some incoming tourists. Concrete telephone poles soon accompany the drive, mile after mile, dotted on occasion by an oversized osprey or eagle nest on top.

Wet landmarks like Jewfish Creek and Lake Surprise offer only a hint of the rare world ahead, the one I’ve made home, the one coaches, team executives, and franchise owners come to visit under the influence of ambition and obsession like I once had.

A bridge announces the entrance to Key Largo, the largest in the necklace of coral-floored islands. It’s here, just a few miles south, where I often meet a visitor at my restaurant, Jimmy Johnson’s Big Chill. Maybe it’s for lunch. Maybe a drink. There’s always a cold Heineken Light waiting there for me, ready to be poured over ice, just the way I like one.

If the conversation is good, if a coach or general manager has more questions, if I’m still in a mood for company, we’ll drive fifteen minutes down U.S. 1 to Islamorada and my six acres of paradise tucked against the Atlantic Ocean. It’s here that I’ve created the life I want in retirement—a boating and fishing playground where the ocean view ensures I’ll never miss the sight of a locker room. It’s also here, while throwing a pre-training-camp party for my Miami Dolphins years back, that Rhonda and I snuck upstairs and got married, both of us in bathing suits, the ceremony performed in the kitchen by the team’s director of security, Stu Weinstein. Rhonda and I wrestle with whether the date was July 17 or 19, though it hardly matters. We don’t celebrate the anniversary, just as I don’t celebrate birthdays, holidays, or just about any other calendar event. When we returned to the team party that day, I announced, “By the way, Rhonda and I just got married… Let’s party!”

These days, my home parties are quieter, more private affairs. Bill Belichick has visited most off-seasons for decades. It’s here at my home, sometimes in the cabana, sometimes in the boat, typically with a cold drink, that Bill and I have discussed the inner wiring of a football team. Drafts. Contracts. Handling success—and even more success, in his case. We once discussed how pushing assistant coaches to be better was a necessary step after a Super Bowl win. Another time we talked about drafting players with little chance of making his championship roster—a similar problem to one I had at the end of my coaching time in Dallas. Those players often made other teams’ rosters.

“You don’t want to draft players for other teams,” I said. “Those picks are like money. Save them if you don’t need them. Trade them into the next year.”

Bill continues to be a master at that.

Me? I enjoy life on the other side of the finish line. I’m out of the arena. I have no agenda. I don’t even have a schedule most days. Often, my big decision after I get up around 5 a.m. and check my computer bridge game is if the weather is good for fishing.

Maybe my having no dog in the fight is what brings these visitors to the Keys—that and the fact I once built what they’re trying to build now. I recognize the look, remember the chase, see in their eyes the cold clarity of a consumed life. That’s what brings them here. They’re hunting for a thought, an idea, anything new to take back home to help a decision in April win a fourth quarter in December.

Football is weekend fun for much of America, but for these visitors it’s blood. They arrive with the questions that once got me out of bed, full of energy, around four in the morning without an alarm clock. Each off-season brings new faces. Through the years, nearly a dozen team owners, from New Orleans’s Tom Benson to the Los Angeles Chargers’ Dean Spanos, have visited the Keys to discuss what to look for in a coach or general manager, how to structure an organization—how to essentially be as successful with their football teams as they are in business.

The Carolina Panthers’ Scott Fitterer and the Miami Dolphins’ Mike Tannenbaum were the most recent general managers to discuss building teams and analyzing talent. Countless college coaches have come. Sometimes I talked with a college coach on the way up to the NFL, like Chip Kelly, when he went from the University of Oregon to the Philadelphia Eagles, or Kliff Kingsbury at Texas Tech, before he went to the Arizona Cardinals. There was a regular list of subjects. Hiring a staff. Leading a team of men. The difference of college football versus the NFL.

In the days before the 2021 season, Carolina coach Matt Rhule and his son spent the day fishing on my thirty-nine-foot SeaVee boat, Three Rings, discussing the five characteristics that mattered to me in evaluating talent—a guideline, really, because judging players is more art form than measuring numbers.

After Carolina, Jacksonville coach Urban Meyer sent a plane to Marathon and flew me in before the 2021 season to talk with his new staff. This was before all the trouble to come for Urban that season. I’ve rarely left the Keys the past two decades except for my FOX NFL Sunday show in Los Angeles or some corporate speech—and then only grudgingly. Urban and I knew each other from working at FOX, with him first visiting me years ago as the Ohio State coach. Back then, we discussed balancing football and family, a subject we both struggled over with our addictive football DNA. I failed with that struggle at times. It contributed to some dark times. It’s also led to the happiest time of my life, this retirement in the Keys with Rhonda and my relationships with my sons, Brent and Chad, and their families.

Often my talks with these visiting coaches or sports executives cross over from football to any sport or business. New York Knicks coach Tom Thibodeau kept my ideas for evaluating talent on a whiteboard in his office for quick reference under the heading “Can He Play?” San Antonio Spurs general manager R. C. Buford visited Islamorada one year to hear how I created the Draft Value Chart, which helped us build our team in Dallas and has been used the past few decades by NFL front offices. R.C. wanted to create a similar chart for the NBA. It didn’t work in the NBA’s two-round draft, with exaggerated value in the first few picks and the league’s smaller team size. But we talked of building teams and managing personalities, and he returned in 2015 when his great Spurs team was aging. We discussed succession throughout an organization. It wasn’t just about the players. He wanted to be prepared, if needed, for when legendary coach Gregg Popovich retired. He asked about the issues surrounding my following NFL greats Tom Landry in Dallas and Don Shula in Miami.

I mentioned my three qualities for hiring coaches: intelligence, passion for the game, and a willingness to work beyond good reason at times. Simple concepts, right? The best answers often are. But apply those concepts to the assorted candidates. Hold fast to them when you’re criticized by fans, questioned by the media, or just tempted by someone different. Trust me. It’s not always so simple.

My door has been open for years to any coach or executive wanting to talk and willing to find their way to my world—well, almost anyone. Florida and Florida State people know better than to call. The University of Miami is the only stop on my career that was more than a stop. It was home. It still is in many ways. I’ve hosted the coaching staffs at my house. One of my players, Mario Cristobal, is now Miami’s coach. I recruited Mario and his older brother, Luis. I sat in their home. I talked with their parents. This spring, I talked with Mario’s players just as I once did him.

The visitors don’t migrate to the Keys for small talk or social gestures. It’s about nuts-and-bolts leadership, some tangible issue before them, or just to hear how I climbed the mountain—about the Pygmalion Theory and not playing with scared money, about good being the enemy of great, and why I ignored the “traditional coach’s handbook” on practices like using humble-speak in public.

I coached with a big attitude. I wanted it to rub off on my teams. That was my way. It’s not for everyone. I made mistakes, too. Maybe these visitors can learn from those as well. I don’t have secret shortcuts or a special formula for winning. No one comes looking for that anyway. They come instead for ideas formed over four decades that were mixed with the hard work and perseverance that built champions in Miami and Dallas.

These visitors don’t fly into Miami, drive through the Everglades, and visit the Keys just to see me.

They come to hear what I learned.






2 SWAGGER


We talked loud. We laughed hard. We danced across the end zone most Saturdays right into America’s living rooms, Michael Irvin punching both arms high in the air in his self-anointed “Playmaker” pose or defensive tackle Jerome Brown high-stepping out of a scrum after sacking a quarterback.

Old, frumpy college football never met anything like my University of Miami team in 1986. I hadn’t, either, to be honest. All the coaching philosophies that I developed over the previous two decades finally came together in a breakout crescendo.

The full coming-out party was one of the season’s first home games at Miami’s Orange Bowl stadium, with all the proper dressings: No. 1 Oklahoma versus No. 2 Miami; me versus my old coach and colleague-turned-rival, Barry Switzer; a nationally televised event with the top broadcast team of Brent Musburger and Ara Parseghian; and poor-little-ol’-us cast as six-point underdogs to the defending national champions.

“We’re the better team,” I told my players that week. “We’re going to kick the shit out of them.”

That’s who I was, how I talked, and how I wanted my team to play, too. The first sign of our new style came during the pregame coin toss. The marketed rebel of college football, Oklahoma linebacker Brian Bosworth, with his trademark Mohawk haircut, stood at midfield opposite our raw and real rebels, Jerome Brown, Winston Moss, and Alonzo Highsmith. Our guys were upset that Bosworth’s mug had been splashed across our hometown paper, the Miami Herald, the previous day. It was disrespectful, they thought. But if it hadn’t been that picture irritating them, something else would get them going.

There they stood at midfield, angry and arms defiantly folded, sweat pouring off their scowls in the subtropical heat, as they stared flat-eyed at Bosworth.

“Don’t be afraid, motherfucker,” Moss said to him.

When Bosworth said something back, Highsmith said, “I ain’t scared of you, bitch.” National television picked up the sound enough that it’s a GIF all these years later. I see it on social media and chuckle.

Oklahoma won the coin toss, and Brown said to everyone standing there, “Fuck ’em. Give ’em the ball at the fifty-yard line. I don’t care. We’ll kick their ass.”

The ceremonial, have-a-good-game handshake between captains? Sorry, not here. Not as we rewrote college football’s unwritten rules. That midfield scene was the public sequel to a private episode that morning. Several of our offensive players called Bosworth’s hotel room and woke him up. Normally, you couldn’t find the room where a player stayed, much less call through to it. But this was my players’ town. Running back Melvin Bratton knew someone working the reception desk at the hotel Oklahoma was staying at. Bratton, Highsmith, and some other offensive players called Bosworth, woke him up, and shouted, “We’re going to kick your ass!” and other good-morning greetings.

When our defensive players heard about the offense’s wake-up call, they wanted in, too. They called Oklahoma quarterback Jamelle Holieway’s room. He picked up the phone to hear several players deliver a mocking rendition of a singsong line from The Warriors, a popular gang movie at the time.

“Jam-e-l-l-e, come out to pla-a-ay!” they said in the character’s falsetto voice.

When I walked into the team breakfast, these players came up to me, laughing and telling the story of the phone calls. “We got ’em this morning, coach!” they said. “We told ’em we were going to kick their ass.”

My reaction?

“Okay, let’s go do it,” I said.

My way wasn’t the old and ordered college way of coaches like Knute Rockne or Bud Wilkinson. Their quaint game grew out of small college towns on lush campuses and regimented behavior. The game I coached at Miami came right off the streets. Many of our players grew up in tough neighborhoods close to the Orange Bowl. We kept the game on those mean streets, too, with a style and substance much of America couldn’t grasp or didn’t bother to try. That loud style was evident in my nationally televised interview immediately after we dragged Oklahoma up and down the field to an easy, 28–16 win.

“I made no bones about it before the game,” I said to CBS’s Pat O’Brien on the field. “I said we were the better team. And we were.”

Yep, that was my kind of performance, saying you’re going to kick someone’s ass, doing it thoroughly, and then gloating about it afterward. What’s the point of winning if you can’t gloat a little? Or sometimes a lot. My style was never to act humbly in victory the way the old unspoken rules read. Nor were my players going to go quietly into the night. We changed the look and feel of college football right then like Muhammad Ali changed boxing with his fast mouth and faster fists.

It wasn’t always popular, being bold and brash and so damned dominant that we won 40 of our final 44 games at Miami. That afternoon against Oklahoma cemented the national narrative that began a few games earlier, at the end of the previous season, when we hammered Notre Dame coach Gerry Faust in his final game, 58–7. That was a day. Michael Irvin shouted on the sideline to me, “Pour it on! Pour it on!” Parseghian, the former Notre Dame coach who poured it on opponents for years, tut-tutted from the broadcast booth how we should “show some compassion” after our reserve quarterback threw a touchdown to a reserve receiver to make it 50–7. When we had ten men on the field and still blocked a Notre Dame punt, Musburger sermonized about why I’d “humiliate” another coach. Humiliation wasn’t my idea. But let’s be clear: I sure wasn’t apologizing then or now for that score. It was fun kicking their ass. It’s fun thinking about it now.

The funny thing is, I grew up a Notre Dame fan, admiring how they won stomping lesser teams like we crushed Notre Dame that day. Who knows? Maybe that’s where I learned that pour-it-on style.

It always interested me how the big-school bully changed the subject once he got punched in the mouth. Bosworth, who lost to us a second time that day in the Orange Bowl, told Sports Illustrated we were the “University of San Quentin,” referring to the infamous California prison. Notre Dame’s great receiver Tim Brown lost all three games against us and fumed, “If they can taunt you and talk about your mama, well, that’s the way they play. They play with no class, definitely no class.”

So some hated the manner my Miami teams played. So what? Some loved it, too. We were that type of new idea to college football—just as my Dallas Cowboys were on deck to be in the NFL. When Sports Illustrated ranked the twenty-five most hated teams in history, our 1986 Miami team was No. 1 and our 1992 Dallas Cowboys team was No. 3. I’m not sure how the 1988–89 Detroit Pistons slipped in there at No. 2. All I know is it takes rare achievement and a different style to be disliked as much as my teams were.

Michael Irvin came into my office one day during that 1986 season when the outside noise about our program was especially loud and asked if I was okay.

“You just keep winning and I’ll be fine,” I said.

I didn’t mind us being branded as villains. It was disappointing and disparaging, the manner it was done at times. But I knew what kind of people we had. I also knew that in every great story there’s a good guy and a bad guy. The only thing I demanded in our story was for the bad guy to win. And keep winning.

Something being said did bother me, though, especially as we became a national conversation. It was a developing story line around this team—around me, actually. It accused me of allowing players to act like the uncontrolled renegades the Parseghians, Bosworths, and Browns claimed we were. The story line said I just sat there, doing nothing, as all these on-field celebrations and loud proclamations changed the look of college football.

That’s not how it worked at all.

I didn’t sit there passively, looking the other way, as players danced and pointed to the skies.

I encouraged them to act that way.

I wanted them to play to their personalities.

That’s the same mind-set I had as a coach, too. Why follow someone else’s rules? Why not unleash who you really are, and by doing so, become the best version of yourself? Step over a player? Talk some trash? Redefine how college football was going to be played?

I coached everyone to play freely under my rules.

That’s not a contradiction. I thought if players talked loud and celebrated, they’d have to back it up. Their energy would run like an electric current through the team if you had similar-minded players, too. But my players were also coached that there’s a line out there, even as they played freely, and that line stopped at taunting the opponent, or committing dumb penalties.

That meant we needed a certain kind of player on my team. South Florida was full of them, too. We just had to find the right ones. Later, with the Dallas Cowboys, I’d ask a shorthanded question about draft prospects that my longtime assistants understood: “Is he a Miami guy?”

Did he have that open attitude to accompany his talent? Would he work hard, think big, and behave with the discipline our teams needed? Yes, discipline. That was a crucial component to our success. People looked at Irvin throwing his hands in the air after scoring, or Brown cursing at Bosworth, who claimed we had no discipline. What is discipline? Just winning “the right way”? Forever following an old-school ideal of “acting like you’d been there” when scoring a touchdown?

Listen: Discipline is your mind demanding you run that final 110-yard sprint in practice when your body refuses. Discipline is getting up for that early class to keep grades in line for football. Discipline, as Michael Irvin put it about my teams, was when the Orange Bowl sits on you like a blowtorch—no breeze, humidity off the charts, the crowd going crazy—and it’s fourth-and-one with two minutes left, everyone exhausted, and the opponent’s quarterback comes to the line and gives our defense a hard count. Hut-HUT!

And we don’t jump offsides.

And we stop them on fourth down.

That’s discipline: mental, physical, emotional discipline. It’s needed to compete year after year for championships like we did at Miami. There’s a fine line, too, from what can happen if you lose control while coaching this way. A few years after I left for Dallas, Miami beat Texas in the Cotton Bowl, 46–3. The score wasn’t memorable. Miami’s ridiculous behavior was. That’s the word for it, too: Ridiculous. Taunting. Flaunting. Making a spectacle at midfield. Miami broke the Cotton Bowl’s ninety-year record for penalties—in the first half. A good coach, Dennis Erickson, lost control of his team that day. That was never my way.

At Dallas, too, some of the crazier antics like “The White House,” a party house bought by players, came after my time. That wasn’t my way, either. Discipline, you see, was the everyday guardrail of any team I ran, even if it wasn’t the traditional yes-sir-no-sir brand people recognized. I never felt the need to follow convention. That went for hiring coaches, building game plans, and especially the substance of my coaching strategies, which was sometimes overshadowed by our playing style.

That substance can be reduced to one idea that no one quickly grasped in college or later, in the pros: speed beats size. We took slower safeties at Miami and converted them to fast linebackers, slower linebackers and made them into fast defensive ends, and bigger defensive ends and made them quick tackles.

That made for tired conversations the week before we whipped Oklahoma in our 1986 coming-out party. Their offensive line averaged 280 pounds. Our two defensive ends, Bill Hawkins and Dan Stubbs, weighed 241 and 245 pounds, respectively, but were quick and strong.

“How will they hold up against Oklahoma’s power game?” a reporter asked before that game.

“You’ll have to watch,” I said.

I started answering that question at Oklahoma, of all places, as defensive line coach in 1970. The conventional college defense waited at the line back then and reacted to the offense. I wanted my linemen to attack. Shoot the gap. Cause havoc. Make the offense react to us. It’s how I succeeded enough as a 195-pound nose guard at Arkansas to be named all-conference and, later, to the school’s All-1960s Team.

“Upfield pressure,” I called this style.

It’s how I built teams all the way to winning a national championship and two Super Bowls, meeting conventional resistance all along the way.

“Committing kamikaze,” Oklahoma defensive coordinator Larry Lacewell called it my first summer there.

The previous year’s defense surrendered the most points in school history. Now, as he saw it, this kid coach whose five whole years of experience were at Iowa State, Wichita State, Louisiana Tech, and Picayune High School wanted to… what? Change how defense was played? We didn’t win a game at Picayune High that 1966 season, either.

Larry let me try it my way and, as he said, it saved that staff’s jobs. By 1972, our defense held nine of twelve opponents to a touchdown or less and Oklahoma was ranked No. 2 in the country.

It helped advance me to Arkansas’s defensive coordinator, then to Pitt’s assistant head coach, Oklahoma State’s head coach, and then to the big time at Miami. I collected ideas all along the way. Schemes. Strategies. Philosophies. I tucked big and small thoughts in my pocket—literally in my pocket sometimes. I kept an index card there about the referees. That came from how my boss at Pitt, Jackie Sherrill, interacted with the officials during games.

“Hey, motherfucker, come here!” he would yell at one. Or, for variety: “Hey, asshole, get over here!”

I went a more diplomatic way. My secretary put the names of the referees and their pictures on a card with their children’s names, where they went to school, and any other relevant personal detail.

“Hey, Clemson played pretty good yesterday,” I might say to an official who attended there before the game. Or simply, “Jim, watch the holding on that play.”

So, by that 1986 Oklahoma game, all my ideas were on display, whether college football was ready for them or not. Everything mattered. Nothing was too small. That day against Oklahoma, for instance, just before kickoff, Miami’s public address announcer gave the day’s temperature and made up the humidity at something over 90 percent—just like I had him announce every game. That planted a seed in the opponent. Some said a few shoulders on the other sideline sagged at that announcement.

My plans were meticulous that way. I also had our band director play an inspirational song linked to the trendy television series Miami Vice at the time, “In the Air Tonight,” by Phil Collins, just as I’d go around to players with a word of encouragement during pregame stretches. It created a motivational moment, I had hoped. That song was part of an electric time in a changing Miami. We were part of that changed profile, too.

After we laid out Oklahoma that game, we moved to No. 1 and were on our way. We trailed Florida State at half that October, playing tight and tense, and I had everyone hold hands at halftime to make a chain of energy.

“Let’s go have fun,” I said.

That’s what it was always about for me, coaching these teams, playing on this platform. Fun. It was fun playing top opponents, fun being on a nationally televised stage—fun leading players I enjoyed coaching in a city I came to love.

We drubbed Florida State that second half to win, 41–23. We went undefeated in the regular season and advanced to the national title game in the 1987 Fiesta Bowl, where one final lesson awaited me. But my brand became set that 1986 season. All my ideas, all my years working in Ames, Iowa, and Stillwater, Oklahoma, bore that team. I never had more fun in coaching and never was happier on the sideline than watching all my ideas come to life over those years at Miami.

“Go out, play hard, play fast, but play the way you know how to play!” I’d tell my Miami teams in the pregame locker room.

Talk. Strut. Celebrate. Dance across the end zone. Tell the opposing captain at the coin toss, “I ain’t scared of you, bitch.” But be smart, strong, and disciplined at the same time. We introduced college football to a new style right off America’s streets. I coached in a way some moralizers and sermonizers weren’t ready to accept.

“Showboating,” some called it then. “Hotdogging,” said others. Those were all words from some previous era of college football in America. The truth is our style was so out on the edge, the word to describe it hadn’t been used.

It came later.

We had swagger.






3 WES AND ME


Before talking image and perception, before addressing St. Joe Paterno or Catholics vs. Convicts—before even mentioning my University of Miami teams and race in America of the 1980s—there’s a scene you need to see: I’m sitting in a gym outside Camden, New Jersey, to watch a Pennsauken High School basketball game. I’m here with my Miami assistant, Art Kehoe, to recruit a talented player named David Griggs.

This was the age before Google and Twitter, so we had a small issue.

“Which one’s Griggs?” Art asked a young man seated next to him.

“Griggs is over there,” he told us, pointing to a player. “But the best player on the floor is the white kid who will be jumping center.”

There were nine Black players on the court and the one white kid jumping center. He stood out as the night went on for more than his color. He dunked. He defended hard. He ran the fast break. He was the best player in the game that night, his 6'4" frame and obvious athleticism piquing the interest of a football coach.

We talked during the game, the three of us in the bleachers—us two middle-aged white men and our new friend, Wes, who was Black. Wes said this white kid was a talented football player, too. It turned out Wes was his neighbor and surrogate big brother. He drove the kid around Camden to get into pickup basketball games where he was the only white player.

“You’re going to want this kid for football,” Wes said. “And when he goes down to Miami, I’m coming down to watch, too. I want good seats.”

Griggs, it turned out, had no interest in talking much to us that night—even if he was the talent we thought. He went to Virginia and had a good NFL career before tragically dying in a car accident at age twenty-eight. But, at the time, with him spurning us…

“Let’s get that other kid,” I told Art.

That’s how Greg Mark attended Miami and became an All-American defensive end, the school’s all-time sacks leader, and a third-round pick by the New York Giants.

Greg, as good as he became, isn’t the point of this story. The kid in the bleachers, William Wesley, is. We struck up a friendship that night. He was smart, aggressive, ambitious—all qualities I’m drawn to in people. Wes had recently graduated from high school. He sold sneakers at an upscale store. We stayed in touch after that night. Wes even called to say we had to take another recruit, a good friend of Mark’s named Jason Hicks. We had a scholarship open and signed Hicks, who became a defensive end and earned his degree.

The season following our bleacher conversation, I left a pass for Wes to stand along the sidelines of our game at Maryland. He was walking by the locker room just as I opened the door to lead the team out on the field to start the game. I hadn’t seen him since that night in Camden.

“Hey, Wes, you get your pass?” I said.

“Yeah, coach,” he said.

“Let’s go!” I hollered.

I started down the tunnel and looked back at the team following behind me. Wes didn’t realize I was talking to him, too.

“Wes, come on, we’ve got a football game to play!” I said.

Greg Mark redshirted that freshman year. But before the next season, Wes popped up on campus to help him. He knew Greg was a white player on a predominately Black team. He asked a few players who the team leaders were. He then knocked on the dorm room of Jerome Browne, Alonzo Highsmith, and Melvin Bratton. As Wes recollected: “There’s the biggest Black guy I’ve seen in my life at the door.” That was Jerome. Wes introduced himself, told them about his friend, and asked if they’d watch out for him. Wes promised he’d get them good sneakers if they did.

With his good smarts and personality, Wes soon became friends with several players and coaches. He got some players Nike shoes to wear in games that hadn’t been released to the public (an orange version of the red-and-black Air Jordan high-tops). He’d run beside me to midfield at game’s end when I shook the opposing coach’s hand. He helped me manage some players in subtle but significant ways, too. For instance, I asked him to help keep Michael Irvin in at night. Michael liked to run around town. Wes played the card game Tonk in Michael’s dorm room. The winner got Air Jordans. Years later, Michael told people how he’d won the shoes from Wes. That made Wes let Michael in on our secret: he let Michael win to keep him home at night for me.

Through the years, Wes and I remained friends. There he is, for instance, in the picture as I’m getting doused with Gatorade after our first Super Bowl win for Dallas. After the following season’s NFC Championship Game, he came with a buddy to the after-party in the Dallas stadium for coaches and families. I mentioned wanting to get my Corvette to my home in the Keys. First, though, came the Super Bowl in Atlanta.

“Give me the keys,” Wes said.

Wes convinced his friend, who was Jewish, to drive with him to Atlanta.

“Can you imagine a Black guy driving through the South alone?” he said.

His friend answered, “Can you imagine a Black guy and a Jew driving through the South alone?”

Once, when the NFL restricted sideline personnel to only football people, it sent a memo noting people on our sideline not officially with our team. One was my lawyer, Nick Christin. One was our team chaplain, Father Leo Armbrust.

“The third man is someone named Wes,” the NFL memo said.

If Wes was a mystery then, he remains one in a different manner today. He’s known around the sports world as “World Wide Wes,” and the relationship he developed with Nike’s Phil Knight helped broker shoe deals for college teams like Miami and NBA stars from Allen Iverson to LeBron James. He became a confidant and business partner to players and executives alike.

“Is This the Most Powerful Man in Sport?” the cover of a GQ magazine read with a long story about him—a story he didn’t talk for, by the way, just as he doesn’t for other media stories. He branched out to the music world, too. I found myself standing for photos through the years with Wes and rappers like Drake and Jay-Z. He also comes on the yacht of another friend, Michael Jordan, to my fishing tournament most years.

Wes never stopped rising. He’s now executive vice president of the New York Knicks. And the president of the Knicks? His Jewish driving buddy of my Corvette to Atlanta, Leon Rose.

Let’s return to that first scene. A couple of middle-aged white men whom no one knew came to a high school gym to recruit a Black player. A young Black man, who was friends with a white player, sat beside them. We began talking. And listening. We saw color, of course, but like age and background, it didn’t matter. I saw Wes as a fun go-getter whose smarts and energy I admired—and have kept admiring through the years.

And Wes? He saw something beyond my coaching jobs and championship rings as we became friends. He has told people that college basketball coach John Calipari and I are the two most color-blind white guys he knows.

I grew up fortunate that way. I was granted the freedom from racial hang-ups as a kid in Port Arthur, Texas. That might sound odd considering my youth was in a segregated state of the 1940s and 1950s. Schools. Restaurants. Restrooms. Everything had a Black side and a white side. The Black community in Port Arthur was a couple of miles away from my home at the corner of DeQueen Boulevard and Procter Street.

That was the racially divided world around me—but it wasn’t my world. I played football starting at age seven or eight on empty lots with Black and white friends. I was called “Scarhead” because of the notches in my scalp from being tackled on the ground by white friends named Wayne and Jimmy and Black friends named Baby Joe and I.E. We didn’t always know last names. They didn’t matter. My dad always said I saw no difference between my Black and white friends. And why would I? They didn’t have any money, same as me. We talked the same, laughed and ran and bled the same in our afternoon football games. No one mentioned race. I never thought about it.

After fourth grade, I took a job at the dairy where my dad worked. Black and Mexican women worked there. I helped on a delivery route with a Cajun named Blackie. There, too, no one mentioned race. We just did the same job, side by side every day.

Looking back, it probably was this foundation that allowed me to avoid making assumptions based on race. When I first heard a racial epithet in my segregated grade school, I spoke up because that’s not how I knew the world. When I first played against Black players in sports, I didn’t think anything about it like some whites. Throughout my career—from player to coach, from high school to college to the pros—I never felt burdened by prejudice in ways others did. I never pretended to understand what Black people went through. I didn’t go through it myself, after all. But I’ve always accepted people for who they are and had compassion for the journey some made due to the color of their skin.

I noticed some of that segregated Port Arthur in the Miami I arrived to in 1984. “Miam-uh,” as some said, southern accent intact. I love the school, love the city—but let’s be honest about how it was. One practice in my first season there I talked with Walter Highsmith, Alonzo’s father and a longtime high school coach. That was a difficult year for many reasons. The previous coaching staff stayed in place when I took over as head coach, and a few were angry at not getting the job themselves. Some media missed my predecessor, Howard Schnellenberger. Maybe there was something more to the uncomfortable undercurrent around me, too.

“Well, coach, one of the biggest reasons you got a cool reception is that people are concerned you’re going to recruit too many Black players,” Walter Highsmith said.

I was stunned.

“That’s kind of your reputation,” he added. “And I think some people probably don’t want that.”

I laughed and guaranteed there would be no head count on whites or Blacks—only on good football players. They weren’t hard to find, either. South Florida’s backyard offered the most fertile recruiting ground in the country. Our winning fed our recruiting, too. The sales pitch of our offensive coordinator, Gary Stevens, consisted of dropping a championship ring on the table and saying to a prospect, “You want one of these?” Plenty of these local players played for us, too. Their complexion never entered the discussion. I was a coach. I’d recruit Beverly Hills 90210 if it helped win games. But that wasn’t the zip code of our backyard.

I had to reach, not just recruit, these players. The message was the same talking to inner-city Black kids and suburban white kids. But the delivery was different. Years later, I gave an R-rated talk to my Dallas team, bringing the high energy of a church revival. On the way out of the room I walked by two white players, Troy Aikman and Daryl Johnston.

“That wasn’t for you,” I said.

“We know, coach,” one of them said. “We were onto you a while ago.”

I learned that at Miami. Maybe it’s why, when my career was condensed to A Football Life by NFL Films, former ESPN and current radio host Dan Le Batard said, “Jimmy was the first Black coach at the University of Miami.”

If that was the perception, it was fine with me—as long as we won. We had the kind of talent NFL scouts drooled over. They’d later tell Alonzo, who became an NFL personnel executive, that they didn’t need to attend games to measure our players. They just went to practices. They’d watch a future pro there compete against another future pro. We practiced hard and scrimmaged every day, too, so they saw the toughness and work ethic of our players.

As we rose as a program, the public perception took a turn. We went from “talented” to “thugs.” Admittedly, we had some misdemeanor arrests—a fight, an accidental shoplifting, an incident where our players and other students used someone’s phone card (this was the age before cell phones, kids). We had issues like college-aged kids had everywhere. But should I have kicked kids out of the program for misdemeanors, as some media and fans wanted? Where else would you want a kid to be other than in a structured program with a chance for a college degree? It was easy to lob a one-liner like Sports Illustrated’s Rick Reilly, who wrote, “Miami may be the only squad in America that has its team picture taken from the front and the side.”

Was there a layer of racism to our perception? There certainly was a layer of ignorance. But, looking back, I suspect many of the people judging our team didn’t have intimate relationships with Black people, which would have allowed them to view our players with a fairer perspective.

More media could have gotten to know our players better. No team was more open than my Hurricanes. Most coaches closed practices and shielded players from interviews. We opened practices many days, had players talk to media after practice, and opened our locker room after games. Our players were full of riveting stories that could have illustrated that we were more than end-zone celebrations, too.

Take Michael Irvin. He became a centerpiece of our team due to his outsized talent and over-the-top personality. Everyone talked of his arms-in-the-air pose after a big catch. But why wasn’t there more talk of how he grew up in a small brick home in Fort Lauderdale with sixteen siblings sleeping four, five, and six to a room? How he painted lines on his street at 40 and 100 yards and came home from high school practice each day to run more sprints? Michael then ran three miles around his neighborhood—literally trying to run to a better life. Michael’s father died when Michael was a senior in high school. I talked to him about that, assured him I’d be at Miami for his entire stay. Also, at Miami, if a teammate ran laps as punishment after practice, Michael would sometimes run along with him. Just to be a good teammate. Just because working more than everyone else is what he did all the way to the Dallas Cowboys and to the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

Randy Shannon was another member of that first recruiting class who later joined me in Dallas. He was a quiet, intelligent kid with an unbelievable story in a city full of the unbelievable. Randy was three when his father was murdered. Three older siblings—a sister and twin brothers—became addicted to crack cocaine and contracted AIDS. Randy’s mother, a nurse, worked her hospital shifts comforting her children as they died. As a player, Randy was the prototype for the smaller, faster outside linebacker that defined my defense at Miami. In Dallas, I bet on his character more than his talent and drafted him in the eleventh round. He played for two years before starting a career as a college coach. He eventually became Miami’s coach for a few years. Talk about a success story.

Jimmie Jones was another name off that team that the Reillys and Parseghians of the college football media world never bothered to meet. As a junior on the Okeechobee High School team, Jimmie started only four games. He was kicked off the team as a senior. Most recruiters passed. Why bother? But Butch Davis got film of those four games and thought we should help him develop at a local community college. I saw his size and speed and said: Why send him to a community college?

We looked into Jimmie’s story. He was kicked off the team as a senior because he didn’t attend spring practices. Why? He worked to help support his fatherless family of eight siblings. When I heard that, I wanted him on my team more. And he still had to help pay the family bills, by the way. He missed spring practices before his senior year at Miami to valet-park cars and support his family.

He developed into a third-round NFL pick, where we selected him at Dallas.

Here’s one more player at Miami: Claude Jones. He was thirteen when his father died of hypertension and diabetes. Claude’s boyhood plan was to follow his dad’s path into the air force. That changed when he became a Parade All-American offensive tackle at Dillard High in Fort Lauderdale and was offered college scholarships all over the country. Claude, as a freshman, put me on one shoulder to help carry me in celebration after winning our national title in the 1987 season. He won two more national titles at Miami. He played briefly in the NFL, then in Canada, before returning to the path he began at Miami. He went to medical school. A phrase I used when things got tough in practice—“Press on”—became his mantra to becoming a doctor. Today, Dr. Claude Jones works in Cleveland’s inner city in internal medicine.

As I said, those teams were full of great stories if you were open to seeing them. I enjoyed coaching inner-city kids and watching them grow as players and men. I was fortunate enough to grow up without racial hang-ups. Later in my career, walking on the Houston field while with the Cowboys, I heard a man calling to me from the front row. Finally, he said something that caught my attention.

“Coach, it’s Baby Joe!” he said.

My boyhood friend from Port Arthur and I caught up that day. Years later, when I was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame, there was a congratulatory message from “Baby Joe’s son.”

I was fortunate to know good people and high achievers from Port Arthur to Islamorada, Baby Joe to World Wide Wes. I built my teams with the same kind of people. They weren’t thugs or convicts, as was sometimes depicted by the media.

They were who I am.

They were who I’ve always been.






4 DEVASTATED TO DOMINANT


I coached the worst game of my career in the 1987 Fiesta Bowl. I suffered the most devastating loss of my life. I cost my most talented Miami team a national title.

Me. Alone.

That loss to Penn State changed me like no other game in my career. I stood before the team in the locker room afterward, telling our players to be proud of their season, to keep their heads up—even as my head couldn’t stay up. I could barely talk. My eyes watered. It wasn’t sorrow billowing inside me.

It was pain. Pure, gut-wrenching pain.

I collapsed on the floor of the coaches’ locker room a few minutes later, crying in agony, all my emotion gushing out in a manner that shook even my crew. I never lived in the middle of the road. It was agony or ecstasy after games. Tony Wise, back in his first year of working with me, was alarmed by my shuddering spasms of bawling after our Pittsburgh team lost to Notre Dame. After years with me, he lost count how many times that happened.

We started losing that Fiesta Bowl long before kickoff. As the top-ranked team, I could have demanded to play closer to our fans in Orlando’s Citrus Bowl. Instead, I accepted the school’s decision to play in Arizona and watched Fiesta Bowl officials bow down to Penn State coach Joe Paterno. Penn State, for instance, received first-rate facilities. Ours were so cramped and downtrodden, I demanded an upgrade. The locker room was re-carpeted. When that hit the media, we were labeled as pampered and demanding.

Thus began a national title game with story lines that exaggerated the realities. I sat with comedian Bob Hope at a five-hundred-dollars-a-plate charity function several days before the game when the first theme snapped into sharp focus. Someone said my players had just arrived at the Phoenix airport.

“They’re wearing army fatigues,” the person said.

That caused a stir. “We’re on a mission,” my players said, referring to making amends for losing our previous year’s bowl game to Tennessee. I wasn’t going to criticize them within sight of the game for being arrogant and cocky—just as I coached them. It fit our team’s psyche. It also fit like a puzzle piece into the media’s pro-wrestling-like buildup of Good Guys versus Bad Guys.

The white hat never did fit me. St. Joe and his Penn State team came out of central casting from college football’s nostalgic yesterday, living in Happy Valley, wearing black shoes and uniforms with no names, and coached by Sports Illustrated’s “Sportsman of the Year.” “Nobody has stayed truer to the game and at the same time truer to himself than Joseph Vincent Paterno, ‘Joe Pa’ to Penn State worshipers,” wrote our old friend at SI, Rick Reilly.

Everyone wants to create a hero and an antihero. I demanded our players attend a steak fry sponsored by the Fiesta Bowl organizers. Paterno didn’t attend, but I was there. My players wore inexpensive black warm-ups to the function because that’s all we could afford with our NCAA allowance. Penn State players showed up in these beautiful blazers. I don’t know how they purchased them. St. Joe wouldn’t break a rule.

Penn State punter John Bruno then joked in a skit at the steak fry about me keeping the hair spray industry in business. My players thought that joke was out of bounds. They liked his next one far less.

“We even let the Black guys eat with us at the training table once a week,” he said.
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