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This book is dedicated to my No. 1 fan and the bravest, strongest person I’ve ever known, Angie. Hers is the brightest star in the night sky.

And to my wife, Cathy, who always has been supportive of me chasing my dream despite the late telephone calls from agents and interrupted dinners.

And to Matt, Becky, Ashley, and Johnny, and grandkids/future Colts fans Aaron, Levi, Luke, and Delaney.

And, finally, to my late parents, Dick and Evelyn.
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FOREWORD

Through a half-century of life in the NFL, the game of football has left me with so many indelible moments. Football mirrors life. When we look back on our own lives, it’s the unforgettable times that truly resonate with us.

The same can be said about my time with the Colts. Our history in Indianapolis began with a vision. Indianapolis and the state of Indiana have always done wondrous things. The Colts’ beginnings in the Circle City started with building a stadium, the Hoosier Dome, when there wasn’t even a team here. That was unprecedented and led us to moving here in 1984.

The inaugural season of 1984 included a miraculous home comeback victory over the Pittsburgh Steelers, one for the books. Three years later, we clinched our first division title with a memorable home victory over Tampa Bay; and nearly a decade later, the Colts and Steelers would once again meet in a nail-biting AFC Championship game that showed the rest of the league they would be dealing with the Horseshoe for a long, long time.

When January football rolled around for the next 20 years, the Colts set records for victories in a decade and consecutive seasons with 12-plus victories.

A new millennium saw the Colts embark on the winningest decade in the history of the NFL. The highlight came in the 2006 season. The New England Patriots were coming to town with a Super Bowl berth on the line. Down, 21–6, at halftime of the AFC Championship, there was no panic inside the home locker room. The greatest comeback in championship game history was capped two weeks later in the rain in Miami. Hoisting the Lombardi Trophy in the air was the ultimate dream come true. I was lifting it for the millions of Colts fans everywhere, signifying a team that had united a community over the years.

The memories haven’t stopped there. Along the way, there was the thrilling one-point win over the reigning Super Bowl champion 49ers in 1995; and in 2003 in Tampa on national television, down, 35–14, with FOUR MINUTES REMAINING in regulation, Peyton Manning directed a comeback for the ages. Remember “4th-and-2” against New England in 2009? How about the historic playoff comeback victory over the Chiefs?

There are too many memorable games to recount in this Foreword, but there is one in particular I want to mention.

Indianapolis played host to perhaps the greatest Super Bowl week ever in 2012. After years of successfully hosting the NFL Scouting Combine and other major events, Indianapolis took the world’s stage like never before for Super Bowl XLVI. The level of support that we have in our town is unparalleled. That’s how we do it in Indiana. We take immense pride in our community, and there are so many people who have come before us who worked hard to make this city and this state very special.

The 2012 Super Bowl was something that is a tribute to all the people who have passed the torch in Indianapolis to make it such a great place to live and raise our families.

I am blessed to live and work in a very special community, and the memories are endless. And there are many more to be made!

Jim Irsay

He oversees one of thirty-two franchises in the country’s most popular and lucrative professional sport, the NFL’s Indianapolis Colts. When the team arrived in Indianapolis in 1984, Jim Irsay was twenty-four and the league’s youngest-ever general manager.

Yet there were humble beginnings and lessons to be learned.

Flashback to 1972, when the Colts called Baltimore home and spent one summer in Golden, Colorado, for training camp. One afternoon, Irsay, thirteen at the time and the team’s newest ballboy/gofer/grunt, ventured into the players’ dining area. The crowd included so many franchise luminaries: Bubba Smith, Tom Matte, Mike Curtis, Jerry Logan, and others.

“I remember getting my food tray and sitting down and being nervous as hell with all those big guys—these heroes—standing around,” Irsay said. “And I remember getting a tap on the shoulder and someone said, ‘Hello, son, my name’s Johnny Unitas. Move your ass.’”

Young Jim Irsay followed orders.

Now, more than four decades later, he’s giving them.

Irsay assumed ownership in 1997, when his father, Robert, passed away. At thirty-seven, he became the NFL’s youngest owner. Currently, his is a shared venture: daughters Carlie, Casey, and Kalen hold the title of vice chair/owner.


INTRODUCTION

The Colts have forged distinct histories in two cities, one of which wants nothing to do with the other. Understandable, considering Baltimore hasn’t forgiven the late Bob Irsay—never will, for that matter—for uprooting its beloved Colts in March 1984 and trucking them to that basketball hotbed of Indianapolis.

We’re not here to criticize Irsay. Nor are we here to applaud Indianapolis’s movers and shakers for capitalizing on the disintegrating relationship between Irsay and Baltimore city officials to give the Colts a new home, the spiffy 60,000-seat Hoosier Dome.

We’re here to chronicle the second chapter of the Colts’ NFL life.

It’s one that began with a geeked fan base that quickly was introduced to the realities of the NFL: a 23–14 loss to the New York Jets on September 2, 1984. Those of us on hand for that first step into professional football remember the epic quarterback duel. It was Mike Pagel versus Pat Ryan.

It intermixed occasional flashes—Eric Dickerson trampling the Broncos in 1988 on Monday Night Football, beating the defending Super Bowl champions in three consecutive seasons, the magical 1995 playoff run that ended with the oh-so-close Hail Mary in Pittsburgh that trickled off Aaron Bailey’s belly—with too many losing seasons.

Then came 1998 and the arrival of Peyton Manning. Then, after that 3–13 start during Manning’s rookie season, sustained excellence.

Yes, frustration continued to lurk, ready to keep Colts fans in line. They learned to despise Tom Brady, Bill Belichick, and the New England Patriots because they too often stamped out their playoff aspirations. Until January 21, 2007. Redemption was incredibly sweet and wrapped in a 38–34 victory over the Brady-led Patriots in an exorcising AFC Championship.

Throughout the years, the stars came out to play. Peyton Manning. Andrew Luck. Marvin Harrison. Edgerrin James. Dwight Freeney. Robert Mathis. Reggie Wayne. Dallas Clark. Adam Vinatieri. Jeff Saturday. Tarik Glenn. And so many others.

Throughout the years, that collection lifted the Colts from just another NFL team to one of the NFL’s flagship franchises. During one stretch, they reached the postseason in 11 of 12 seasons, including nine straight. They won at least 12 games in seven consecutive seasons, most in league history.

The overall picture is a montage of moments.

Finally clearing the Patriots’ hurdle in the 2006 playoffs and using that historic comeback in the AFC Championship game as a stepping-stone to Super Bowl XLI and the franchise’s first world title in more than three decades.

The utterly impossible comeback at Tampa Bay in 2003 that undoubtedly was among the most prized presents on Tony Dungy’s forty-eighth birthday.

A meeting with the Patriots during the ’09 season. Fourth-and-2. Enough said.

Manning’s successor, Andrew Luck, pulling off an absurd Houdini act against the Chiefs in the ’13 postseason.

Reggie Wayne willing the Colts to an emotional comeback win against the Packers in 2012 with his close friend/coach Chuck Pagano battling leukemia in a nearby hospital, stretching for the goal line with the game-winning touchdown.

So many personalities. So many moments.

We were fortunate to be on hand for each and eager to help refresh everyone’s memory on what has made the second phase of the Colts’ franchise so special.

As I rehashed those moments with those personalities, everything came flooding back.

I hope you enjoy the stroll through the past three decades.

I certainly did.

Mike Chappell

March 2016


CHAPTER 1

ANDREW LUCK

Quarterback 2012–present

January 4, 2014, vs. Kansas City Chiefs at Lucas Oil Stadium

2013 AFC Wild Card Playoffs

INDIANAPOLIS COLTS 45, KANSAS CITY CHIEFS 44

There was no avoiding the hype, or the comparison.

Andrew Luck wasn’t replacing just any quarterback. He was replacing the quarterback—Peyton Manning, the face of the Indianapolis Colts since 1998.

Listen to Indianapolis Colts owner Jim Irsay after the team used the No. 1 overall pick in the 2012 draft to select Luck, the can’t-miss All-America quarterback out of Stanford.

“All of the things that Andrew brings to Indianapolis and to the Colts are really special,” he said.

Irsay had done his due diligence as the 2012 NFL draft neared. He quizzed league general managers and personnel experts regarding the worthiness and readiness of Luck to make the transition from collegiate star to franchise cornerstone.

“The comment you always got from them was, ‘He is the best player I’ve scouted in twenty-five years. He is the top prospect I’ve graded for twenty years,’” Irsay said. “That sort of reputation of greatness has followed Andrew around, and he’s handled it with so much humility.

“He probably doesn’t even like me saying that, but it is true.”


Notes on Andrew Luck







	Joined Colts:

	No. 1 overall pick in 2012 draft.




	Jersey No.:

	12




	Birthdate:

	September 12, 1989




	Height:

	6-4




	Weight:

	240




	Games/starts with Colts:

	55/55




	Highlights:

	Posted a 35–20 record in his first four seasons. Selected to three Pro Bowls and directed the Colts to the playoffs in each of first three seasons with 11–5 records. Led team to AFC Championship game after 2014 season. His 12,957 passing yards were the most by a quarterback in his first three seasons, while his 86 touchdowns were second to Dan Marino. Set club single-season record with 4,761 passing yards in 2014 and led NFL with 40 touchdowns. Established club records with eight consecutive 300-yard passing games in 2014, including 10 overall. Two-time Heisman Trophy finalist in 2010 and 2011 at Stanford. Started all 38 games and passed for 9,430 yards. Set school records with 82 touchdowns and 67 percent completion percentage.







Circumstances convinced the Colts to move on from the Manning era in March 2012. The team faced serious salary-cap issues with an aging roster, Manning was due a $28 million option bonus, and his future was very much in doubt. Four neck procedures forced him to miss the 2011 season, and Manning still was in the early stages of his rehabilitation.

Thanks for everything, Peyton.

Welcome to Indy, Andrew.

Luck did his best to keep things in perspective.

Was he concerned he had big shoes to fill?

“I think big shoes may be an understatement,” Luck said. “What he did is, obviously, legendary for this city and for the state. 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 am going to go out there and do the best I can. If one day I can be mentioned alongside Peyton in quarterback lore, it would be a football dream come true.”

The early returns have been encouraging.

And most encouraging has been Luck’s ability to replicate Manning’s late-game heroics. He directed 14 comebacks in the fourth quarter or overtime during his first four seasons. Manning engineered a league-best 56 during his 18-year career, including 11 in his first four seasons.

Luck’s greatest come-from-behind performance transpired in a 2013 wild-card playoff game against the Kansas City Chiefs. The Colts trailed, 31–10, at the half and 38–10 early in the third quarter before Luck led them to a 45–44 victory. It marked the second-biggest comeback in NFL postseason history. Luck passed for a career-high 443 yards and four touchdowns, and added a 5-yard touchdown when he picked up a Donald Brown fumble and stretched to the goal line.



The Game

By Andrew Luck

I remember that playoff game against the Chiefs. It was a late-afternoon game, a Saturday. There’s always a good buzz. You can feel the energy. Great crowd. Raucous crowd.

We had a great first drive. We didn’t score a lot of touchdowns on opening drives that year. There were constant questions from (the media) every week. “Slow starts. Slow starts. Slow starts.”

On that opening drive, T.Y. (Hilton) caught a little inside post. Just a great route and we scored. It was great to start off like that. The Chiefs already had scored, so you’re thinking, “OK, it’s going to be a race track game.”

Then, I wouldn’t say it was a comedy of errors by the offense, but (the Chiefs) started rolling on offense and I started turning the ball over. It was interceptions. It was balls just a little behind guys, or trying to force a ball into a window.

We go in and we’re down, 31–10, at the half. On our first drive (of the third quarter), Donald Brown had a free release, and I just threw it behind him (an interception by Chiefs safety Husain Abdullah). It was the worst possible way to start a second half when you’re down like that. Just the worst, absolute worst, especially after all the adjustments at halftime and the time you put in to regroup.

Always the big points at halftime when you’re down is number one, you can’t do anything about what just happened. The score is the score. Number two, there is no 21-point touchdown. Just get positive plays and get back in a rhythm. I truly believe that. You have to as a player. And it’s worked. We’ve come from behind a lot of times in the past. We did the year before.

Coach (Chuck) Pagano’s mantra is play hard, don’t look at the scoreboard whether you’re up or down. I firmly believe that.

(Then he suffered an interception on the opening drive of the third quarter.)

It was like, “Great, here we go again.” I don’t want to say something clicked or there was an epiphany or something like that. There wasn’t. But there wasn’t much worse you could do as a quarterback.

After that (and trailing 38–10), we got into a real high-tempo, two-minute mode. We had two or three drives that were two and a half minutes. We had some big plays. Da’Rick Rogers went up and jumped for a post and caught it. Griff (Whalen) was making plays. T.Y. of course was catching everything. Donald Brown scored on a little trap.

A couple of (Kansas City’s) guys got hurt, and offensively they slowed down a little. But our defense started creating stuff for us.

I remember Robert Mathis had that big strip sack. They were sort of in a four-minute mode, trying to run time off the clock. They had a play-action pass and it was vintage Robert Mathis, right? Off the edge, strip sack. That moment, to me, more than anything else was like (snapping fingers) “This is us. Rob’s getting strip sacks.” It just felt right.

(The Colts still trailed, 41–31, with 11 minutes to play when Luck picked up Brown’s fumble near the goal line and stretched for a 5-yard touchdown.)

I remember it being a loaded box at the goal line. It’s “OK, numbers-wise we really don’t have enough players to block it.” But sometimes you just let a Donald Brown make a play. We were going to stick our head in there and get the touchdown. Eric Berry made a great play. He just hit Donald perfectly, got his head right on the ball and it popped out. At that point, you just react. People made a big deal out of it, but I don’t think it was a big deal. Anybody is going to pick up a ball that’s on the ground and try to jump in. It worked out.

That’s when you’re thinking, “OK, maybe the ball is starting to bounce our way.”

On the deep one to T.Y. (64-yard TD that gave the Colts a 45–44 lead), he ran a post and split the safeties. We were talking and both of us knew before the play we had a chance. He’s the clear-out guy on that route. “Hey, clear it out and let’s hit whoever is underneath.” The other guy was primary underneath him. But the way the safeties had been playing, we left T.Y. at that place instead of moving him. We really thought there was a chance. He just ran, man. He did T.Y. stuff. He made a play.

We get ahead and then there’s that fourth down that we stopped them. They threw a fade to Dwayne Bowe, and Josh Gordy made a great, great play. Perfect coverage. We were sitting on the bench and it was like, “Do I watch or don’t I watch? Do I watch or don’t I watch?” We watched. He made the play and we all were like, “Yes!”

[image: images]

Quarterback Andrew Luck overcame a poor start, and the Colts chased down Kansas City, 45–44, in the 2013 postseason. Luck’s 5-yard leap for a touchdown with a recovered fumble was a key play.

People might find it hard to believe, but we never lost confidence in that game. I don’t know if it was because what Coach Pagano went through (with leukemia) and the way he approached it. Maybe a little bit of that. But it also was the way he structures it, the environment he has created: just play hard and believe in the players. If there’s time on the clock, you’ve always got a chance.

It’s not like there were two minutes left and we were down, 38–10. We had time. We had possessions and we were a good football team.

There was belief.

The Aftermath

Exhaustion, relief, and a sense of accomplishment engulfed Luck and his teammates. They had achieved the nearly impossible by overcoming a 28-point third-quarter deficit.

“I don’t think we thought of it as we just made the second-biggest comeback or climbing out of the biggest hole or anything like that,” Luck said. “It was, ‘Man, we won and we overcame a lot. That’s great, and we’re on to the next round.’ That’s what the playoffs are all about. It was time to move on.

“Looking back, a couple of years removed, you appreciate what we were able to accomplish. Right afterwards, you’re relieved, ecstatic, all those things.”

The euphoria didn’t last. The following week, the Colts saw their playoff run end with a 43–22 loss at New England.

“Yeah, unfortunately we didn’t keep it going that year,” Luck said.


CHAPTER 2

PEYTON MANNING

Quarterback 1998–2011

January 21, 2007, vs. New England Patriots at RCA Dome

2006 AFC Championship Game

INDIANAPOLIS COLTS 38, NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS 34

His was the fat résumé with the glaring void. He was the ultra-productive quarterback who saw an unflattering codicil attached to his recognizable name.

Peyton Manning was a two-time NFL Most Valuable Player and seven-time Pro Bowl selection. Yeah, but…

He opened his NFL career with nine consecutive seasons with at least 25 touchdown passes, a league record. He authored the finest season by a quarterback in league history in 2004, breaking Dan Marino’s long-standing mark with 49 touchdown passes and eclipsing Steve Young’s single-season standard with a 121.9 passer rating. Yeah, but…

Before Manning’s arrival as the first overall pick in the 1998 draft, the Colts reached the playoffs three times in 19 years and never won more than nine games. In his first nine seasons, the franchise advanced to the postseason seven times and won at least 10 games seven times. Yeah, but…

Yeah, but Manning’s Colts never seemed to have an answer in the playoffs. They were one-and-done four times, including in 2005 as the AFC’s No. 1 seed, and never ever solved the New England Patriots.


Notes on Peyton Manning







	Joined Colts:

	No. 1 overall pick in 1998 draft.




	Jersey No.:

	18




	Birthdate:

	March 24, 1976




	Height:

	6-5




	Weight:

	230




	Games/starts with Colts:

	208/208




	Highlights:

	Announced retirement in March 2016 following decorated 18-year career. The NFL’s only five-time Most Valuable Player, with the first four occurring with the Colts (2003, 2004, 2008, 2009). The only starting quarterback in NFL history to win a Super Bowl with two teams (Colts after the 2006 season, the Denver Broncos after the 2015 season). Named MVP of Super Bowl XLI, a 29–17 victory over the Chicago Bears. Posted a 141–67 regular-season record with the Colts and was 186–79 during 18 seasons. Including the postseason, his 200 overall wins are the most in league history. Holds Colts franchise records with 54,828 passing yards, 399 touchdown passes, 4,682 completions, and 7,210 attempts. Holds NFL all-time records with 71,940 passing yards and 539 touchdowns. Was named to 14 Pro Bowls, 11 with the Colts.







Manning’s high-powered Colts reached the AFC title game after the ’03 season, only to be silenced on a chilly, snowy evening in Foxboro, Massachusetts, 24–14. There was a rematch the following season in the AFC divisional round, and the result was the same: Patriots 20, Colts 3.

As the ’06 AFC title game neared, Manning’s critics dusted off their biting material. Colts coach Tony Dungy sprang to his QB’s defense.

“I don’t think you judge him until his career is over,” he said. “I remember walking through the stands in Green Bay when I was a defensive coordinator at Minnesota, and people complaining after the games, ‘We’ll never win with this guy. He’s too spacey. We’ll never win. We have to get rid of Brett (Favre).’

“I can remember people talking about John Elway for years and years about how he wasn’t able to win the big one. And after they win one, at the end of their careers, we canonize them because we realize how good they were.

“You’ve got to wait until it’s over.”

The wait for Manning and the Colts ended on January 21, 2007. With a trip to Super Bowl XLI on the line, they finally solved the Patriots.



The Game

By Peyton Manning

Obviously, we had come off a big win over Baltimore the previous week. After we won the Baltimore game, being a three seed, we weren’t expected to be playing a home game for the conference championship. (No. 3 Colts won at No. 2 Ravens, 15–6; No. 4 Pats won at No. 1 Chargers, 24–21). When we found that out, it was obviously exciting. We had played well at home all year. Any time you’re playing the (conference) championship at home with the chance to go to the Super Bowl, we were excited about that.

The game certainly did not start out the way we wanted it to. I remember we took some shots early. The times we had beaten New England up there in ’05 and ’06, we had taken some shots early down the field, and that was sort of our plan. We had hit those shots, so we tried it again this game. New England made a couple of good plays. Their two corners—(Asante) Samuel and (Ellis) Hobbs—made a couple of good plays on a couple of post routes to both Marvin (Harrison) and Reggie (Wayne).
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