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FOREWORD

BY MIKE DITKA

When I first came to the Bears as head coach, my wife and I went out to dinner at a place in Lake Forest on a Friday night. We had a game coming on Sunday.

I’d never been to this place, but she wanted to go, so we went. We got seated at the restaurant, and a couple minutes later the waitress came back and said, “A couple of your players would like to buy you and your wife a drink.”

I said, “OK,” and asked, “Where are they?” She said, “Out in the bar.”

So I went out to the bar, and there was Steve McMichael, Dan Hampton, and Mike Hartenstine—three of my key players—doing shots of tequila. What could I do?

I said, “I’ll see you at practice tomorrow morning.” They were all there and they were ready to go.

I never tried to treat those guys like kids. They weren’t kids; they were adults, they were men, men who went out and busted their ass. So what am I going to do, get on them because they had a couple beers or whatever?

What can you say? That’s the way that group of guys was. They were throwbacks to the old years I had with the Bears as a player. We played hard, we ran hard and we took our chances. That’s what I liked about them.

That’s what I liked about Steve McMichael.

Steve’s a throwback to the old ballplayers. What you see is what you get, whether you like it or not. He’s the teal deal. I always liked Steve, because he gave me everything he had on the field. He played like a warrior, and that’s what I appreciate most about him.

Vince Lombardi said you’d never have a great player until you get one who knows how to play the game not only with his head, but also with his heart. Steve knew both. When I looked at him, I looked at a guy for whom things didn’t come easy, but his work ethic was second to nobody on the football team.

When he went on the field, I don’t think he ever got the recognition he deserved because we had a lot of good people on our defense—but our defense would not have been nearly as good without Steve McMichael, believe me. He made everybody else’s job a little easier with the way he played the game.

When we had Steve and William Perry playing the tackles, and Dan Hampton, it was as good a group of guys as you could ask for, really. Then you bring Richard Dent on the outside, and of course we had great linebackers with Mike Singletary, Wilber Marshall and Otis Wilson. Add in the secondary led by Gary Fencik, and it was just a great defense.

I think Steve was an integral part of that defense in every way. When you look at our stats and find out how many pressures he had on the quarterback, how many knock downs—he didn’t always get the sack, but I know he was there chasing him into somebody else’s arms.

He doesn’t try to impress anybody with the fact that he is smart, that he knows what he’s doing. Steve can sense things, he can feel things out, he can anticipate things on defense.

He wants to give the image that he’s the guy digging the ditch, that he’s the hard worker. Nobody’s ever going to accuse him of being Phi Beta Kappa, yet he’s very smart about the way he played the game of football—and he had to be, because our defense demanded players recognize formations and adjust.

A lot of what Buddy Ryan did, what we did, was confusing the offense. If they can’t recognize, they can’t block. If you’re going to screw up their blocking assignments, there’s nobody for them to block, they’re not going to do a good job. We did that, and we had athletic ability. You can play any defense, but if you don’t have the athletes to do it, it’s not going to work. We had the athletes to do it, and that’s what made it so much fun.

Of course, there’s no question Steve had a lot of fun. Very few people had more fun than Steve McMichael, but that’s OK. There’s a time to work and a time to play, when it was time to work and practice, he did that, and when it was time to have fun, he did that. I never had a problem with guys like that.

Steve never wanted to give the impression that he did all the right things, but he did a lot of the right things, believe me.

His honesty—you may not like what he says, but he’s going to say it. He doesn’t pull any punches.

I knew I could count on Steve. On that football team, I was lucky in the sense that there wasn’t anybody, really, whom I couldn’t count on. They were all guys that kept the other guys in line. Steve, though, was really in that core group of players that controlled the other players—and you do that basically through example.

The example Steve set on and off the field, was good. He was one of the best in practice. He practiced hard. He was a guy who practiced to get better.

Also, I think he was a role model for other guys. Not rhat he did everything in the world right, but he certainly did it at a full-speed pace.

Steve was small for a defensive tackle even then, but he was strong—exceptionally strong. As far as his upper body went, he was as strong as anybody we had on the football team. He spent a lot of time in the weight room.

When I first got there, I realized he was a player. I didn’t have a lot of decisions when I looked at some of the other guys we had. Some of the other guys had bigger reputations than Steve, yet when I watched Steve play I liked what I saw. I liked the way he practiced; I like the way he worked. He just went about his job as a man.

Steve was a lot like I was when I played. He liked to raise a little hell, and on occasion I did that myself.

What I looked for from Steve is what I had as a player. I played hard, I didn’t want to get beat by anybody, I didn’t want to take a back seat to anybody. I think that’s the way Steve played the game.


FOREWORD

BY DAN HAMPTON

Author’s Note: Dan Hampton, who stepped into Pro Football’s hallowed pantheon, the Hall of Fame, in 2002, lived his professional life down amid the sound and fury of the trenches, where the game always was won or lost and always will be. He was voted to the Pro Bowl four times, twice as a defensive end, twice as a tackle, and was the anchor on one of the greatest defensive lines in the history of football. In his 12 seasons, “Danimal,” as he was known by teammates and fans alike, played in 157 regular season games, starting 152, and was named defensive Most Valuable Player in 1982 by Pro Football Weekly. He was the fourth player taken in the 1979 draft following a senior season at Arkansas in which he recorded 18 sacks on the way to being named Southwestern Conference defensive player of the year. As long as there is football played in Chicago, they will tell stories of “Hamp,” and the author is grateful not only to Dan for his own contributions to this collection, but also for his part in the stories told by others. More than one Bear; talking about his own experiences, insisted, “Hey, you have got to talk to Hamp. He’s got the best stories, and besides, he’s in em too!”

*   *   *   *

When I was drafted by the Bears in 1979, I was horrified. That’s the truth; like all young college players, I wanted to play in Miami, Los Angeles, San Francisco, any place warm. Little did I know that I was on a collision course with destiny.

In 1979 the Bears were going through a down cycle. Everyone knew of Butkus and Sayers and other greats. But that was in the past, and even with Walter Payton here and a decent year here or there, the franchise was down. You almost felt that something of the greatness that had been the Bears was past.

All that was to change when, in one of his final acts, Papa Bear George Halas hired Mike Ditka because of his burning desire to rekindle the flame of the Monsters of the Midway. It didn’t happen overnight, but within a few years, with great players like Walter, Mike Singletary, Richard Dent, Steve McMichael, Jim Covert, Mark Bortz, Jay Hilgenberg and others, we had returned the greatness of the tradition to the Chicago Bears.

It doesn’t take long in the league to figure out what the Black and Blue Division was all about.

These stories weave in the tales of the greatness that went before with the rekindling that I was privileged to play a part in, and on into the years that followed. The stories are more than just stories. They define and reveal a little about the men who played this brutal game the way it was meant to be played, in a city where it was meant to be played, and in front of fans who are simply the greatest in any town or sport.


INTRODUCTION

In Steven Spielberg’s Raiders of the Lost Ark, archaeologist Indiana Jones battles to secure the Ark of the Covenant, the repository for the stone tablets given by God to Moses on which were inscribed the Ten Commandments. The Nazis wanted it for its supposed power.

Jones sought to find it as well but was most interested in keeping it from the Nazis. At one point Jones threatens to blow up the Ark with a bazooka.

Jones’s adversary, a French archaeologist named Belloq, challenges Jones to go ahead, destroy the Ark. Jones can’t. Belloq knows it, and knows why.

“Indiana,” Belloc chides, “you and I are just passing through history. The Ark is history.”

We as fans, media and others watch football history. The Bears in these pages are history.

The Chicago Bears are more than a football team. They are part of the civic fabric of a city and its people. Carl Sandburg was close when he titled Chicago as the City of Big Shoulders. He just didn’t go far enough; Chicago is the City of Big Shoulder Pads. Chicago fans want to love their Bears because the Bears are much of what Chicagoans like about themselves: Big. Tough. Champions.

And characters. The Bears, like Chicago, are not just people. They are personalities, for better or worse. They have their mean side, their fun side, their quiet side, their tender side. Their stories. Their tales.

The history of the Bears is the history of pro football. Just about everything that could happen to a pro football team has happened to the Bears; just about everything that could happen to a pro football player has happened to a Bear. Or has been done by a Bear.

George Halas founded the Bears in 1920, not as the Bears and not even in Chicago. He and representatives of 12 other clubs met in Canton, Ohio, and worked out plans for their venture into professional football, which was no small gamble at a time when college football was king of the pigskin landscape.

It was the beginning of a litany of adventures, and sometimes misadventures, that would culminate in a sport that, if it couldn’t be America’s pastime (baseball had already laid claim to that honor), then it certainly became the king of America’s sports interest. The Super Bowl trophy is named for Vince Lombardi, winner of the first two. It should be named for Halas, the man who made it all possible and on whose shoulders Lombardi and so many others would stand.

Halas was a Chicago native and three-time letter winner at the University of Illinois playing under legendary coach Robert C. Zuppke. Ironically, “Zup” would also coach Harold “Red” Grange, the player whose signing enabled Halas to truly launch pro football and enabled him to become a charter member of the Roaring ’20s Golden Age of Sports. Zuppke advised Grange against signing to play pro football. Fortunately for Halas and America, he didn’t have any more success stopping Grange in that effort than most defenders of the era had in stopping Grange with a football in his hands.

What brought Halas to that Canton meeting was a dream of Mr. Arthur E. Staley, who’d gambled on himself and eventually built a highly successful cornstarch manufacturing company in Decatur, a small town 175 miles southwest of Chicago. As a promotional vehicle and to build employee morale, Staley, through the company’s Fellowship Club, sponsored the Staley Starchmakers, a semipro football club, and in March 1920 persuaded Halas to coach the team, which traveled to face other semipro clubs in the Midwest.

A problem with scheduling prompted Halas to write a letter to Ralph Hay, manager of the Canton (Ohio) Bulldogs and suggest forming a league. Hay had been thinking the same thing and already had met with representatives of teams from Akron, Dayton, Cleveland, and Massillon, all Ohio towns.

On Sept. 17, 1920, representatives of the teams met in Hay’s car dealership, in a showroom big enough for only four cars—Hupmobiles and Jordans—and formed a league that would far outlast those present that day, automotive and athletic. There wasn’t enough room for chairs. Halas sat on a running board.

From that two-hour meeting, more than a dozen teams joined the new American Professional Football Association. Besides the newly named Decatur Staleys, there were the Buffalo All-Americans, Canton Bulldogs, Cleveland Indians (headed by the great Jim Thorpe), Dayton Triangles, Akron Professionals, Massillon Tigers (the city from which Paul Brown came and the nickname to this day of the local high school gridders), Rochester (N.Y.) Jeffersons, Rock Island (Ill.) Independents, Muncie (Ind.) Flyers, Chicago (Racine) Cardinals, and Hammond (Ind.) Pros.

Not all would even make it into the season that started Oct. 3 with Halas’ team defeating the Moline Tractors 20-0, and through the years others would come and go from what Halas and the others created.

That first Halas team set a standard. In its 13 games (10 wins, one loss and two 0-0 ties), only three opponents scored, one being the Chicago Cardinals for a 7-6 win.

But in 1921 Staley told Halas that the company, while basking in the regional exposure the team gave its name, couldn’t underwrite the expenses any longer. And Decatur was too small to support a professional franchise. He suggested that Halas take the team to Chicago, where it was drawing its best crowds, and staked Halas to $5,000 seed money, for salaries of $25 per week per player and other expenses, on the condition that Halas call the team the Staleys (officially “The Staley Football Club”) for one more season.

Halas happily agreed, then struck a deal with Bill Veeck Sr., president of the Chicago Cubs, to use Cubs Park. Since the park wasn’t being used after baseball season, Veeck liked the idea and let Halas play there in exchange for 15 percent of the gate and concessions. Halas bargained back for the program rights, and the verbal agreement between the two stood for 50 years.

After that first Chicago season, the “Staleys” ceased. Halas wanted to show his appreciation for how Veeck and the Cubs had helped him and considered naming his team the Cubs. But he reasoned that football players were bigger, stronger and (except for maybe Ty Cobb) certainly a lot meaner than baseball players, so he went bigger with his name: The Chicago Bears.

Halas’ team, like the football league he and the others started, became bigger in many, many ways. But underneath the glitz, the money, the celebrity, it was always still people: young men with fears, hopes and dreams, playing ultimately for themselves and each other.

It was that way in the beginning. Deep down, it still is.
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PART I


Chapter 1

THE JAURON ERA

Dick Jauron took over as Bears coach in 1999, beginning a tenure marked by upheaval and changes within the organization itself. The Bears changed presidents, added a general manager and went through quarterback changes on what seemed like an hourly basis. It was a time that left the Bears changed for all time.

NOT MY FAULT

Quarterback Cade McNown made himself an outcast almost from the moment he arrived in training camp; not the way for a future leader to start off, particularly after being the 12th player taken in the 1999 draft. McNown was 11 days late after a contract impasse that was in fact not his fault (the Bears eventually gave him exactly the deal that agent Tom Condon asked for at their first negotiation), but he wasted little time irritating teammates.

[image: image]

Cade McNown            AP/WWP

In one of his first practices, he rolled out the way he had at UCLA and cut loose a pass to wide receiver Macey Brooks, who happened to be covered by three defenders.

The ball was intercepted, after which McNown chided Brooks for running the wrong route. Not bad for a quarterback who was two days in camp and who’d been the one to cut the ball loose into triple coverage.

In his first preseason game, he mishandled the snap from center Casey Wiegmann. McNown had pulled out too soon but blamed Wiegmann for not getting the ball back to him properly.

Because 1999 was his rookie season and Shane Matthews and Jim Miller were much of the quarterback story, McNown’s growing problems were overshadowed, particularly because it was also the first Dick Jauron season and there were many events to occupy fans’ attention. But the pattern was set for deeper McNown difficulties.

His already shaky relationships within the locker room worsened after a loss to the New York Giants in early 2000. One week earlier he’d been destroyed in a 41-0 loss to the Tampa Bay Buccaneers in the second game of the season, after which offensive linemen were furious over McNown’s failure to get rid of the ball on time, his stupidity in the pocket, running his way into sacks, and not being prepared to recognize his responsibilities on plays, a problem that would be his ultimate undoing later in the season.

“He tells everybody in the huddle, ‘Look out for the blitz,’” recalled tackle James “Big Cat” Williams. “He drops back and gets hit—BAM!—right in the mouth. We’re walking to the sidelines then and he’s cussing and fussing, ‘Who’s fucking guy was that?’ We all said to him, ‘That was the ‘hot’ guy. That was YOUR guy.’”

Against the Giants, McNown overthrew Brooks once and Marcus Robinson twice on wide-open deep passes where they were behind the defense. Afterwards, McNown put the blame on the receivers in a unique bit of subtle slam: “I think I just need to be aware that during the game those guys get a little tired and aren’t running as fast,” McNown told the postgame press corps.

The receivers were incensed at the not-so-subtle shift of blame for McNown’s own bad passes. Robinson went to McNown privately and told him he needed to watch his mouth, that he was losing respect and tolerance among his teammates.

It got worse.

McNown hurt his shoulder at Philadelphia, after which the team picked up noticeably under Jim Miller and then Shane Matthews after Miller tore his Achilles at Buffalo. McNown sat out for six weeks, then was judged healthy enough to return. Mysteriously, coach Dick Jauron chose to start McNown at San Francisco right after Matthews had been near-perfect in a win over the New England Patriots.

McNown, despite having six weeks off to study and prepare for a fresh start after a 1-7 record in the games he’d started before the injury, effectively ended his Chicago career that week. Players said the practices leading up to the 49ers game were some of the worst they had ever been part of. McNown not only threw badly but did not know his assignments, reads or anything else. Clearly he had done nothing with his time off and was phoning it in at game 15 of a lost season.

Trouble was, the players were not quitting, even with their 4-10 record. They were determined to prove that they were not a bad team and that the main reason for their problems was McNown, and his performances Wednesday, Thursday and Friday at practice were proving it. At one point, offensive lineman Todd Perry approached Bryan Robinson and members of the defensive line and apologized in advance for the way they were looking.

On Friday afternoon, after the brief practice, the defensive linemen met for their regular Friday huddle. Instead of settling on one last 49ers point or scheme thought, they decided among themselves that above all else, they needed to go into Sunday expecting to play at least 40 minutes, because the offense under McNown was simply not going to stay on the field.

They were prophetic. McNown began calling non-existent plays and protections for the line, mixing routes and blocking, failing to get his check-off calls correct. The game was a disaster, a 17-0 loss to the 49ers in which the play of McNown and the offense was overshadowed for the moment by Terrell Owens’s record-setting 20 receptions.

“He didn’t know what he was doing,” Big Cat says. “He didn’t know his audibles, would come up to the line and at one point audibled to a play that didn’t exist. We were up on the line saying to each other, ‘What the fuck did he just say?’

“It was so bad that they asked Dick if he wanted to pull him out and Dick said, ‘No, let him finish the game.’ It was almost like he was smirking and saying to management, ‘You want this quarterback? I’ll show you what you’ve got in this quarterback.’

“I think it was more to the people upstairs than to Cade. He already had his opinion of Cade.”

Privately the players were enraged. The anger was not at Jauron, whom the players all believed was being pressured by management to play McNown, if for no other reason than to find out whether or not the kid could play, even though the locker room had long ago decided he couldn’t.

There was talk that if Jauron insisted in starting McNown at Detroit, more than a few players simply did not want to take the field. McNown’s lack of commitment and preparation put them at risk and made all of them look terrible as a group. Because of the players’ respect for Jauron, a true rebellion and sit-down strike was unlikely, but as defensive back Frankie Smith and others said privately, “There would have been an awful stretch of ‘slight hamstring strains’ that week if they stuck with McNown for that last game.”

Several players talked with Jauron and let their feelings be known. Jauron was not one to be pressured and the players weren’t trying to do that. But Jauron also was a former player himself and knew what they were feeling, and that McNown did not deserve to play, not with a group that was still willing to play hard. Any rebellious thoughts were quelled when Jauron announced that Matthews would again start, and a Paul Edinger field goal gave the Bears a 23-20 win at Detroit, knocking the Lions out of the playoffs and giving the Bears two wins in their last three games and some momentum into next season’s 13-3 season.
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Dick Jauron            AP/WWP

And McNown? He never made it out of preseason. He was called into a closed-door meeting with Jauron and quietly cut to ribbons for his conduct, unprofessionalism and failure to be an NFL player. When GM Jerry Angelo arrived in June, he familiarized himself with the McNown situation and had his own meeting with McNown. There he told McNown that the quarterback had “taken on too much water in Chicago and with this team.” He began shopping McNown in trade and eventually dealt him to Miami for a late-round draft choice. Miami’s personnel department was under Rick Spielman, who’d been the pro personnel director in Chicago when the Bears drafted McNown.

After a wasted season, McNown was sent packing, released and sent to the San Francisco 49ers—the very team against whom he’d show he had no business in an NFL uniform.

TOGETHERNESS

Offensive lines are traditionally one of the closest-knit groups on a football team, but the Bears took that to a new level. At one point before the 2002 season, the wives of center Olin Kreutz and guards Rex Tucker and Chris Villarrial all were expecting babies. Joked Kreutz: “We do everything together.”

BLACHE BULLETS

Defensive coordinator Greg Blache, whose hobbies include serious hunting, wanted to motivate his players to become more physical. He decided upon a reward system based on high-impact hits that involved presenting a player with one high-powered rifle shell for a major hit on an opponent.

The player who earned the most bullets during the season would receive a color television.

It worked. Players prized the gesture and lobbied for the bullets after big hits. Safety Rashard Cook, a 1999 draft choice who played only in preseason before being cut, still has his one Blache Bullet earned for huge hits delivered on kickoff coverage during the preseason.

The system came to light when cornerback Tom Carter, whom Blache rode hard because of Carter not being a more physical player, was cut in midseason. Carter had won precisely one Blache Bullet before his release, and when he cleaned out his locker, he left absolutely nothing in the stall, only the solitary bullet standing on the shelf, where the world could see it. It was his special “goodbye” to teammates, Carter said.

The problem was that the NFL doesn’t allow teams to compensate players without it counting under their salary cap. The story on the bullets reached the NFL office, which promptly called Blache and told him to cease and desist, as did coach Dick Jauron. But not before the incident became a huge topic on talk shows in town, which unfairly portrayed Blache as some gun-toting violence monger in a time when guns and such had become such a huge issue for society.

BLACHE WATCH

Dick Jauron’s defensive coordinator Greg Blache rarely has kind words for the media. “You guys would find holes with Mother Theresa,” he complained. “If it was up to you she wouldn’t get into heaven because she didn’t cure cancer.”

Blache accused the media of leaking game plan information to the Baltimore Ravens before the Bears played them to open the 2001 season. His source of inside information? Television psychic Miss Cleo.

“Oh yeah, that’s where I get my information,” Blache deadpanned. “She’s more informative than you guys are, I’ll tell you that.”

Muttered one press room wag: “Yeah, and she’s probably a better defensive coordinator than you are, too.”

Asked if he was having fun as a defensive coordinator getting ready to face the Minnesota Vikings with Randy Moss and Daunte Culpepper, Greg Blache shook his head: “No, no. I don’t know what gave you that idea. The only thing B.B. King’s got on me is guitar and sunglasses. I got the blues, trust me.”

Things were getting so bad during a seven-game losing streak in 2002 that “we’ve been getting calls from Division II schools trying to schedule us for Homecoming,” Blache moaned. “I turned them down because I didn’t want to overschedule.”

BAD INTRODUCTION

When Jerry Angelo arrived as general manager in 2001, he wasted no time in angering most of the team, which turned out to have good results, at least initially.

An introductory team meeting was called and coach Dick Jauron made his remarks, then invited Angelo up to address the team. Instead of a welcoming comment, Angelo shocked the room by essentially threatening everyone’s job, beginning with Jauron. It was not a great start, given that Jauron had established a bond with the players, who felt he’d taken the fall for management the year before with the McNown fiasco.

The players were angry and there are those who believe a lot of the 13-3 mark in 2001 was their way of denying Angelo the chance to fire Jauron and bring in his own head coach. Others weren’t so sure.

“It wasn’t so much motivation as far as something he did, more of a ‘Fuck you, really don’t need you,’” says James “Big Cat” Williams. “Our big thing that year was we stayed healthy and didn’t have a lot of people hurt. We had some good bounces that went our way. I don’t think it had anything to do with Jerry.

“A lot of people want to say they played for Dick because Dick’s job was on the line. He’s a good guy a player’s coach; I can’t take that away from him. But we were just on our game, we stayed healthy and were able to do what we wanted to do.”

A lot of that started with a defense that played so well the offense could relax, and with an offense that went to Jim Miller after Shane Matthews was injured in the second game of the season.

“Everybody believed in Miller,” Williams says. “He could come into the huddle and might say the dumbest shit as soon as he walks in, but you knew Jim was trying to get you going and he was ‘real’ about it. He’s one of those quarterbacks like you see in the movies, where everybody is just ready to rally behind him. We know he doesn’t have the strongest arm and he’s not the most mobile guy. But we knew he was going to get up after a hit and he’s not going to make a lot of mistakes.”

DANCE FEVER

Minnesota Vikings defensive tackle John Randle found out that center Olin Kreutz was a native Hawaiian. The first time the Bears broke the huddle and Kreutz headed for the line, Randle broke into a hula dance that had the Bears’ offense howling and almost calling for a timeout.

Less amused was running back Curtis Enis. He married a former exotic dancer and had to be restrained from going after Randle, who tucked a dollar bill in the belt of his uniform pants and as the Bears came to the line, yelled to Enis, “Hey, how ’bout having your lady do a table dance for us?”

BIG MONEY

With all the money in sports, the numbers that get reported in the news can be pretty numbing. But what do you do, literally, with a check for millions of dollars?

Wide receiver Marcus Robinson signed a contract in 1999 that included a $5 million signing bonus. After taxes, that meant Robinson was handed a check for about $3.5 million at Halas Hall. What does someone do with a check for $3.5 million?

“I walked down the hall into DJ’s [Dwayne Joseph’s] office and sat down,” Robinson said, shaking his head. “I didn’t even look at it. I signed and they gave me the envelope. They gave me a folder for it, but I didn’t want to be walking around with some folder in my hand, so I took the check and stuck it in the sleeve of my jacket, so I could feel it next to my skin.

“I walked straight to DJ’s office. I said, ‘DJ, open it.’” He knew I had signed but he didn’t know how much. I went and bought a car, that day.”

Fellow wide receiver Marty Booker had “number-shock” when he looked at his own signing bonus check. “I just opened it up, looked at it and went ‘Wow, would I ever see this many numbers on one check?’” Booker marveled. “Oh, my goodness. I just put it in my pocket in case I needed security getting out of the parking lot.”

GOOD IMPRESSION

Coach Dick Jauron was a former standout NFL player, a fact that was not lost on his players, who sensed in him an understanding of the little things that made pro football tough and thus an awareness of when to push and when to ease off.

Jauron also lived by “The Code” of playing the best player. If you were the best at your position, you played, not someone who was there just because he was a high draft choice. One exception was Jauron’s playing of Cade McNown through the first half of the 2000 season despite it being obvious every Sunday and every day in practice that McNown was not the best at his position. The reason Jauron never lost the respect of the rest of the players: “We knew that Cade wasn’t the best guy,” says tackle James “Big Cat” Williams. “We knew it wasn’t Dick [pushing him into the lineup]. It was the front office.”

Jauron delegated full responsibility to his assistants and did not insist on hands-on coaching for himself. Instead, he was simply a presence that the players understood and appreciated, sometimes more than others.”

“Dick will walk around all the time with this serious look on his face, and then walk up beside you and crack a little joke,” Williams says. “A stupid joke, but it cracks him up. And you stand there and laugh because you have to, and then he’ll walk off laughing, and two of you are standing there asking, ‘What the hell was he talking about?’

“That was just him. He didn’t talk to you that much like he was trying to buddy up or be one of the guys. But he is a good guy.”

RIVALS

The Bears-Packers rivalry is not the only one with some bad blood and tradition among the Bears. Former defensive end Trace Armstrong was once asked who his most-hated player ever was. “Tim Irwin,” Armstrong answered immediately, identifying the longtime right tackle for the Minnesota Vikings. “If I ran over him with my car, I’d back up to make sure I got him.”

The Vikings disliked the Bears back in the 1980s when a very talented Minnesota group was being upstaged by the Ditka Bears, not only for division titles but also for Pro Bowl honors. That dislike was fueled in 1998 when linebacker Dwayne Rudd returned a fumble recovery for a touchdown and backpedaled across the goal line with the ball extended, taunting running back Edgar Bennett, who was pursuing on the play.

But not all the “rivalry” thoughts are bitter.

“The only reason I really felt that rivalry was because of Korey Stringer,” said defensive lineman Bryan Robinson, referring to the outstanding right tackle who died during training camp 2001. “That was my most intense, because we were both from the same state, I watched him come up and followed him through high school and I know he followed me. It was just an honor. When I finally got to start, it was against Korey Stringer. Then the situation with him dying, its tough for me to look at it like that now. They’ve got a different guy in there and, not saying Korey was better, but that was something special, we were good friends, and it was an honorable rivalry.

“We did talk off the field and were pretty good friends. That whole thing kind of screwed me up. And I was here when Dwayne Rudd did his thing and when they went 15-1. When we go up there, it’s sold out and they hate the Bears.

“I don’t think it compares to the Green Bay-Chicago rivalry because that’s so old. But any team that’s in your division, you want that extra edge to beat that team. And they hate you.”

LOOKING AHEAD

Few coaches have taken as much criticism as offensive coordinator John Shoop did in 2002. Injuries gutted the line and took No. 1 quarterback Jim Miller out for sizeable chunks of the season, but fans weren’t interested in the problems; they wanted offense.

But even while players sometimes grumbled about excessive conservatism, they also understood that Shoop had a plan, like it or not.

“Shoop has to call his game, get to a point where he’s comfortable calling his plays,” says “Big Cat” Williams. “He won’t score a lot of points early but he needs time. But you will have the opportunity to score points later because he is very good at making one thing look like another.”

THE MCGINNIS FIASCO: THE REAL STORY

The disastrous hiring-then-not-hiring of Dave McGinnis to coach the Bears in 1999 was a turning point in the organization and led to the hiring of Dick Jauron. The McGinnis debacle led to the “firing” of Michael McCaskey by his mother and the installation of Ted Phillips as president of the team. But what really happened that day?

McGinnis was one of five finalists screened by personnel VP Mark Hatley and McCaskey. The others: Gunther Cunningham, then defensive coordinator for the Kansas City Chiefs; McGinnis, the former linebackers coach under Mike Ditka; Sherman Lewis, offensive coordinator for Mike Holmgren in Green Bay; Jauron, defensive coordinator at Jacksonville; and Joe Pendry, offensive coordinator at Buffalo and the Bears’ running backs coach from 1993-94 under Dave Wannstedt.

McGinnis was McCaskey’s first choice. He was popular in Chicago, and when Ed and Virginia McCaskey visited the Phoenix area, they stayed with Dave and his wife Kim. So there was a special bond and comfort level.

That started changing almost from the moment McGinnis woke up on Friday morning, Jan. 22, 1999. First, based on Michael McCaskey’s directives, the Bears put out a press release announcing McGinnis’s hiring as the new head coach. It wasn’t true; McGinnis hadn’t worked out a contract, and in fact was in Chicago to get that done, but it wasn’t a fait accompli. McGinnis heard about his hiring while he was shaving and getting ready at his hotel to meet with the Bears.

But the premature news announcement was not the real story of the disaster.

McGinnis was extremely upset at the news release but went to talk contract anyway. Significantly, McCaskey convinced McGinnis not to bring his agent with him, that the special relationship between McGinnis and the Bears made that unnecessary.

It turned out to be quite necessary. McCaskey immediately began playing hardball as the meeting got under way. The dollars were way below market rate for a head coach, and McGinnis several times was set to walk out. But finally the money was close enough to where McGinnis wanted on a four-year deal, and it looked like McCaskey would have his head coach in place after all.

But McCaskey in early 1995 had given Wannstedt a multi-year contract extension that shocked everyone. McCaskey was concerned that Wannstedt would be too hot a coaching property for him to afford if it came to bidding against other owners. Wannstedt had in fact chosen the Bears’ top job over the New York Giants’ offer when he left the Dallas Cowboys and Jimmy Johnson.

McCaskey hadn’t negotiated a buyout into Wannstedt’s deal and was on the hook for the final two years of Wannstedt’s contract when he fired him, a $2.5 million hook. McCaskey was determined not to be in the same bind if things didn’t work out with McGinnis.

So McCaskey wanted a clause that let him buy out the McGinnis deal after two years. Absolutely not, McGinnis said, correctly noting that such an arrangement made the contract basically just a two-year pact. Then came the deal-killer.

McGinnis: “And Michael, how can I convince assistant coaches to leave jobs or move families here for a coach with just a two-year contract?”

McCaskey: “Do they have to know?”

At that moment, McGinnis would say later, he knew he could never work for Michael McCaskey.

McGinnis would go on to succeed Vince Tobin, another Bears coach, the defensive coordinator under Mike Ditka, as coach of the Arizona Cardinals. McCaskey, rebuffed in his push for McGinnis, turned his attention to another alternative. He put in a call to Steve Mariucci, the head coach of the San Francisco 49ers and who was on vacation in Mexico, and got a final opinion on Dick Jauron. This time the agent, Don Yee, was involved in the negotiations, which were done by 9 p.m. after McGinnis had left to return to Arizona.

Dick Jauron was not McCaskey’s second choice. Michael wanted then-Green Bay Packers offensive coordinator Sherman Lewis. Mark Hatley, whose first choice was Joe Pendry, whom Hatley knew from their days with the Kansas City Chiefs, was adamant that if McCaskey hired Lewis, Hatley would resign immediately.

The mutually agreeable compromise: Dick Jauron.

McGinnis’s four-year contract started at about $800,000 and went up each year. The deal Yee worked out for Jauron was $1 million per season. So McCaskey lost money as well as his coach. And several weeks later, after the franchise was dubbed the laughingstock of the NFL, McCaskey lost his job.

GET TO THE POINT

Middle linebacker Brian Urlacher was in charge of the defensive huddle, the eyes, ears and voice of defensive coordinator Greg Blache. But that doesn’t mean teammates didn’t get a little scratchy with him.

The routine was for Blache to signal in the defensive call to Urlacher, who then silenced all talk in the huddle—there’s often a lot of it between plays, not all for family listening—with one word that ends all chatter: “Listen.”

“One of the things that irks me about Brian,” says defensive lineman Bryan Robinson with a laugh, “is that he’ll know the huddle call and we’ll be sitting out there during the timeout and I’ll say, ‘Did he give you the call?’ And he goes, ‘Yeah, I got the call.’ And I’m like, ‘Well ^%#$, give it to me, so I can get it in my mind, know what I’m going to do.’

“I’m always trying to get out of the huddle. I can’t wait to get out. I’ve got to get this call and then I’ve got to walk around and dissect the play. Brian’ll sit there and he’ll probably be thinking of his child at home, some good moments, and I’m like, ‘Excuse me, can you please give us the %$#@# call?’”

“Oh yeah,” said Urlacher. “Yeah, B-Rob, I got it. Listen.”

GETTING STARTED

Brian Urlacher had been a safety while at New Mexico but starred at middle linebacker in the Senior Bowl prior to the 2000 draft, making that his projected NFL position. But the Bears weren’t eager to just throw their prized rookie out at one of the game’s most difficult positions, so they put him at the strong-side linebacker position, where his responsibilities would be primarily to play over the tight end and he could ease into the NFL game.

Urlacher lost that starting job to Roosevelt Colvin before the preseason was half over. But he would prove to be a far faster learner than anyone thought. When Barry Minter was injured in the second game of the season, Urlacher became the starting middle linebacker and never looked back.

[image: image]

Brian Urlacher            AP/WWP

“He fooled us all,” said Dale Lindsey, then the Bears’ linebackers coach. “He caught on a lot faster than we thought he would. Anyone tells you different is lying to you.

“We started him at outside linebacker because that required the least amount of changes from college. We felt to take a rookie and put him at middle linebacker the first day training camp would be overwhelming. We didn’t want to have what happens to quarterbacks put in there right away: lose confidence. But he kept showing us more intelligence, that he was more instinctive. We thought he could command respect.”

“The difference between Brian and an average player, and it’s the same with [perennial All-Pro linebacker Junior] Seau,” said Lindsey, “is that Brian is so quick that he can screw up and still go make a play that the normal guy couldn’t even make if he hadn’t screwed up.”

In the huddle, “we tell them put your hands on your knees and rest,” Lindsey said. “Stare at the ground and be an idiot for a second, but when he says ‘Listen,’ we want your eyes up looking at him so you can hear and see him talking to you. That’s what he does. He says ‘Listen.’ Everybody is alert; they know the defensive huddle call is coming.”

HEARING THINGS

Because of their helmets, it’s sometimes difficult for players to make out some of the conversations taking place on the field. Then again, maybe it’s better that way.

“Somebody’s cussing usually,” laughed Brian Urlacher. “It’s not nice. You might tell ’em, ‘What are you doing?!’ Most of the time you’re yelling at them because it’s so loud out there.”

Urlacher got his share of the yelling, too. “One day in practice, I blew the call totally and did the wrong thing and Mike Brown yells, ‘What the fuck are you doing?’” Urlacher said. “And I said, ‘Don’t get all moist, Mike,’ which he always says.

“It’s like, ‘Shut up, dude. It’s no big deal.’

“If you talk, then you’re wasting your breath because you’re going to get tired from talking too much. Just keep it short and have some fun. And this is a fun group right here, I’m telling you. All of the guys out there have fun.

“Walt [Harris] would say, ‘Come on, Big Time.’ He calls everyone ‘Big Time.’

“Mike Brown will single out someone, even on his own team, even in practice. Once he says to Marty Booker, ‘Book, if you step on me, I’ll break your arm.’ Just something stupid.

“The last time I was talking to the Minnesota Vikings center, Matt Birk, a little bit. He kept cutting my ass. I said, ‘Hey, you’re 300 pounds, why do you keep cutting me? You’re bigger than I am.’”

Sometimes the talk has an edge, either mean-spirited or part of getting oneself to a higher level emotionally. “I’m always standing next to B-Rob [Bryan Robinson] and that’s always interesting,” Warrick Holdman said, laughing. “He’ll say, ‘See that guy right there? I’m going to beat him the next play. Look, he’s scared.’

“You hear all kind of things during TV timeouts. There might be a guy on the other team you went to college with, you’ll hear ‘How’s your wife doing? How’s your little boy doing?’ But then they’ll blow the whistle and it’s all right, now I’m going to try to beat you.”

LEVELS OF THE GAME

Players will tell you that the NFL game gets fast by levels and nothing in college can prepare you for what it is like. There is the shock of so much speed at the first minicamps right after the draft. Then training camp starts, when jobs are won and lost, and the speed jumps exponentially.

The first exhibition game, which for many will be the first time playing against another NFL team, takes the intensity to another level entirely. That happens again when the regular season begins and the games count. Waiting for the fortunate ones will be the playoffs and maybe someday the Super Bowl, played by the best against the best.

“It’s fast and it stays fast,” said Brian Urlacher. “Games are totally different. My rookie year I practiced and I was like, ‘I got this, this isn’t too bad.’ Then you get in the game and it’s so fast.

“It’s like you’re in the middle of traffic, because you have to weave around and avoid people. You don’t want to get hit. I’m trying to avoid people. If I have to hit them, I will, but you really don’t want to. You’re just trying to go get the guy with the ball.”

For linebacker Warrick Holdman, “It’s like the first time I went to downtown Chicago and I was walking trying to find, say, the Water Tower and I was getting bumped, everyone is rushing past me and was just confusing. On the field, it’s organized confusion. Everything is happening but all you can see is your man and what you have to do.”

Multitasking at the NFL level carries into the rest of life too. “I can play Play Station, talking to my girl and on the phone with my mom,” Holdman said, laughing. “I do that all the time.”
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