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FOREWORD


BY TONY DUNGY


THE first time I met Mike Tomlin was when he walked into my office at One Buc Place in February of 2001. I was the head coach of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers and Mike was a twenty-eight-year-old college secondary coach at the University of Cincinnati. My assistant head coach, Herm Edwards, had just left our staff to become the head coach of the New York Jets and I was looking for someone to coach our defensive backs. Several members of our scouting staff had recommended this young coach from Cincinnati, saying he was a bright, energetic, teacher who was a great communicator.


After hearing the same type of accolades about Mike from several people, I called him and asked him to come to Tampa to interview with our defensive staff. We were about fifteen minutes into the interview when I knew that I was going to hire him. For a young coach he was very composed. He wasn’t awed by the situation at all and he knew his craft. He was confident in what he wanted to teach and how he would get it across to our players. And our scouts were absolutely right about one thing—he was a great communicator!


At that moment I felt Mike Tomlin was going to be a very good defensive backfield coach for us. I could see he had some special qualities but I never imagined that less than six years later he would be named head coach of one of the most iconic franchises in the NFL, the Pittsburgh Steelers.


When Mike joined us, our defense was loaded with All-Pros and future Hall of Fame players, including John Lynch who was six months older than Mike. But from day one he had total control of his meeting room and it didn’t take long for him to earn the respect of every player. He was instrumental in helping make that defense better and in raising the level of play of the entire secondary. That’s when I first heard him use the phrase “The standard is the standard,” and it was clear Mike Tomlin set very high standards.


Mike and I were only together for that one season. I was fired after a playoff loss to the Philadelphia Eagles and eight days later the Indianapolis Colts hired me to be their coach. I asked the Bucs to let me take Mike with me to be my defensive coordinator but they would not let him out of his contract. The Bucs knew they had something special in Mike, and I did, too. I would have to watch the rest of his career from afar but there would be some moments where our stories intertwined.


The Bucs went on to win the Super Bowl in 2002 and one of their young defensive backs, Dexter Jackson, was named MVP of the game. I was proud of Mike and thrilled to see how that secondary was progressing. Others in the NFL were noticing too and in 2006 the Minnesota Vikings hired him to be their defensive coordinator. At the end of that season our paths would indirectly cross again.


In late January of 2007 our Colts team was preparing to face the New England Patriots in the AFC Championship Game when I got a call from my old boss, Steelers owner Dan Rooney. I thought he was calling to wish me luck on our effort to get to the Super Bowl but he had something else on his mind. “What can you tell me about this young coach in Minnesota, Mike Tomlin? We’ve talked to him and he seems phenomenal,” Dan said. I could tell from his voice that Dan was very interested in hiring Mike. He was calling me because he knew Mike had been on my staff but also because I had worked with and for the two previous Steeler head coaches, Chuck Noll and Bill Cowher. I told Dan I thought Mike had a lot of the same qualities as those two and that he would be just as successful.


That Sunday we beat the Patriots to earn the right to play in Super Bowl XLI. The next day Mike Tomlin was announced as the new head coach of the Pittsburgh Steelers. That was an awesome weekend for me and I was obviously excited about going to the Super Bowl. But I was just as excited for Mike, and for the Steelers, because I knew my old team was getting a great young coach.


While my coaching career was winding down Mike’s was just beginning. For the next seventeen years he would lead the Steelers to some great moments. In the 2008 season, my final year of coaching, we beat the Steelers in Pittsburgh. It was the only time I coached against Mike and it was gratifying to see him on the other sideline. Two months later I retired from coaching and joined the NBC Football Night in America team. My first broadcast was the Steelers’ Super Bowl XLIII win over the Arizona Cardinals. Incredible!


Mike Tomlin has maintained those high standards his entire career. What is his secret? What makes him special? There are a few things—intelligence, hard work, dedication, and preparation—for sure. But there’s something else. There’s the special sauce that winners have and I think in reading this book you’ll find out more about what has made Mike Tomlin so great. I am so proud of Mike not just for his record and his ability to put winning teams together, but for his ability to shape men. I believe that as you read this book you’ll learn just how he has done both.











INTRODUCTION


ON January 22, 2007, Michael Pettaway Tomlin was named as the new head coach of the Pittsburgh Steelers. Replacing the future Hall of Famer Bill Cowher—who had won Super Bowl XL just two seasons earlier—he would become the sixteenth coach in the franchise’s history and only the third the organization had known in thirty-nine years.


At only thirty-four years of age, Tomlin had just completed a season as the defensive coordinator for the Minnesota Vikings. In fact, it was his only season as defensive coordinator, with five previous years as the defensive backs coach for the Tampa Bay Buccaneers.


So the storied Steelers had brought in the young Tomlin, with just six years of coaching experience on the NFL level, to be the new leader of the franchise.


The question on many people’s minds—both those in Pittsburgh and across the NFL—was, Who is Mike Tomlin? On the surface, he was young, black, and had only a few years of professional coaching experience. What did the Rooney family know that nobody else did?


Now going into his seventeenth season at the helm, Tomlin brought a championship to Pittsburgh in just his second year as head coach (in Super Bowl XLIII), led the team to Super Bowl XLV two years later, and has never suffered a losing season. Yet the same question asked in 2007 still rings true:


Who is Mike Tomlin?


To understand Tomlin is to read through his “Tomlinisms” to the type of person he is, the obstacles he’s faced, and the mindset that has allowed him to fight off the constant barrage of doubters to his success—both on and off the field.


Five years after the creation of the “Rooney Rule”—named after former Steelers chairman Dan Rooney, which stated that every franchise was to interview at least one minority candidate for their open head coaching position—Tomlin’s hiring was only the tenth of a black man in league history, and the first since the Cleveland Browns tabbed Romeo Crennel in 2005. It was also the same year that two black head coaches—Tony Dungy of the Indianapolis Colts and Lovie Smith of the Chicago Bears—made history when they faced off in Super Bowl XLI.


More than twenty years later, the issue of race in football still casts a shadow over the NFL (as well as, it is to be assumed, some of the ire and criticism directed toward Tomlin).


While that’s not the goal of this book, it must be noted, as it’s a part of his story.


From day one, he had skeptics questioning his age and experience level; perhaps focusing on his skin color instead of respecting his ability to communicate, teach, motivate, and connect. Maybe they were just reading his book by its cover.


Yet, at the end of the day, the NFL is a results-driven league. If you win, you stay. If you lose, you’re out. So it goes without saying that Tomlin’s tenure in Pittsburgh could have gone sideways if he didn’t connect with his veterans.




There had to be something there for it to work; for those players to regain their Super Bowl mojo from two years earlier. How much change would there really have been if the Steelers had gone another way? Maybe the holdovers would have continued to play the way they did when the team went 8–8 in Cowher’s final season. Meet the new coach, same as the old coach?


When you’re talking about a football team—the players in the locker room—they are the ones putting their bodies on the line for the greater good of the team. And to have somebody you want to go to bat for? Well, that has to be earned. Is this person a leader of men for these Pro Bowlers, All Pros, and Super Bowl ring–wearing players earning millions, regardless of who’s standing in front of them delivering the message?


“When Coach T walked in the building for the first time, I saw this young face, Afro, he definitely had a swagger about him,” said former Steeler Willie Colon, who played tackle for six seasons under Tomlin. “He was very direct. Very honest. When you’re in a Coach T meeting, he doesn’t just stand in front of the podium. He walks the aisles. Kind of like that old-school teacher. And he’s not afraid to call somebody out. There was a sense of order, a sense of direction. There was a sense of there was a standard. Like, ‘I’m not coming here to be the token black coach. I’m coming here not to drop the torch. If anybody’s not a part of what I’m trying to do or the culture, I think you know where the exit is.’”


For the Steelers to go to battle for a rookie coach they may have not been familiar with (as most weren’t) and buy in the way they did? Well, that’s special.


Perhaps he was in the right place at the right time. Perhaps he benefitted from the Rooney Rule. Perhaps he knew the right people. Perhaps all of those things are true. But making those assumptions would be unfair to Tomlin the man, and especially Tomlin the coach.


* * *


When you take into account the criticism of a coach who has never had a losing season and led his team to a Super Bowl victory, it seems that the same lines are used to discount his success. “He won the Super Bowl with Cowher’s team.” “He had a Hall of Fame quarterback.” “He wouldn’t have had the same success had he joined a losing team.” “What has he done lately?”


We understand how the coaching carousel works, how coaches come and go, how they may have success in one place but not another. And then you have Tomlin, who has been a mainstay in a top football market—and succeeded—for a decade and a half.


Knowing all this, he has worked to keep his thoughts close to his chest, avoiding the opportunity for the media to use his words against him or his team. A coach who has had strong personalities in his locker room and worked to keep all the situations—both good and bad—handled behind closed doors. And not only to be selfless, but work to understand human beings—whether that be his players, coaches, those in the front office, and even team employees—and be a constant for them all in whatever capacity they might need, both on and off the field.


In speaking on the Pivot podcast, hosted by former Steeler Ryan Clark, along with Fred Taylor and Channing Crowder, Tomlin talked specifically about “intimacy” in terms of the relationships he has with his players.




I’m open to intimacy but at the same time I realize that I’m not gonna have intimate relationships with everybody, everybody don’t want intimate relationships with me, everybody’s not comfortable with intimate relationships with me, but everybody knows I’m open and some people take advantage of it and so then we end up with something that’s cool, that’s beyond our professional relationship that lasts a lifetime like me and my bro right here but it doesn’t always come to that and it doesn’t have to, but as a leader, I better let it be known that I’m open because you can’t do ordinary stuff man and expect unique results that don’t make sense. We can’t have ordinary relationships. I coach, you play do this good job, bad job and expect like the end of our journey for the confetti to be raining down on us. No man what we’re chasing is scarcity to that, like its scarcity to that and so you better be willing to do unique things in order to expect unique results and that’s just life and so I’m always like as a leader, how do I wear that responsibility? How do I, how do I create that, How do I create an atmosphere where that happens, I gotta be vulnerable, I gotta be open, I gotta be open to intimacy. I can help these dudes with every aspect of their life football and otherwise I got to let them see me, my successes, my failures, everything like that’s, that’s the only way. That’s what it is.





* * *




Every coach has his own way of leading. Some are loud, while others are quiet. At the end of the day—as previously mentioned—each franchise is looking for a leader of men. Someone who understands the numerous personalities that are in a single locker room and that not everyone is created equal. Not everyone responds to coaching the same way and that you must adapt and adjust to reach each person to get the most out of their potential.


Tomlin has shown the persona of someone whose goal is not to “change” a player, but rather learn who they are and how to work with them, get the best out of each and every one of them—not for his personal benefit, but rather the team.


During the same interview on the Pivot podcast, Tomlin verbalized one way in which he looks to connect with those in the facility, leading as both a coach and a human being:




I better be sensitive to the needs of the group and I better work to meet them. And that’s what I mean when I say, I better be what they need me to be. So it’s gonna be different things at different times, and I’m open to that part of coming ready. Like I talked about coming ready and coming in. The spirit in which I come is just that because, day to day, I don’t know what they need me to be. I better have my ear to the ground. I better get a feel for it. I think that’s one of the reasons why I established the routine that I do right. You ever noticed there’s a certain point in the morning when I’m walking around on the first floor with a cup of coffee? I come in early, I get all my necessary business out of the way, because I want to get a feel for the group as they come into the building.


That gives me a directive in terms of what maybe I need to be for them that day. And so how the hell am I gonna get a feel for that if I’m upstairs hiding behind my desk or something to that nature. So I have established little routines that provide me the information that I need to be that.





From the players to the coaches to even the staff, he’s cognizant of everyone in the building.


“Coach T would get his cup of coffee. He called it his ‘daily lap,’” said West Virginia tight ends coach Blaine Stewart, whose late father Bill Stewart hired Tomlin for his first coaching job at VMI. Blaine was an assistant on Tomlin’s staff from 2018 to 2022. “If a guy had a professional routine, whether it’d be cold tubs or treatment or weight room or breakfast, that was kind of a measuring stick to make sure the guys were doing well. Coach T was used to seeing a guy at a certain time and a certain place. If a guy wasn’t there, that may be an indicator that something’s going on in his life. It gave him kind of a one-on-one relationship with guys.”


Imagine you’re a rookie or a ten-year veteran, and you’re having a really bad day. You enter the team facility not in the best of moods. For you not to say a word, and your head coach says, “I saw you this morning. How are you feeling? You want to talk? Let me know what I can do.” Knowing a player can talk to his head coach about football or anything else going on in their lives, and that they’re going to do what they can for that player because they read their body language and have worked to understand them as a person . . . well, those types of people (and coaches) are few and far between.


* * *


When I came up with the idea to write this book in the fall of 2022, Tomlin appeared to be headed toward his first losing season as an NFL head coach. The question I kept asking myself was, Would this affect his legacy?


Writing a book about Tomlin, one of the winningest coaches in NFL history, made perfect sense. After all, I covered his early years in Pittsburgh for the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review. I attended all his press conferences and watched all his games in person. I listened to his cliches and tried my best to decipher them. Back then, I thought I knew him. But after doing research for this book, I realized I didn’t really know him at all.


You may have preconceived ideas about who Mike Tomlin is, as I once did. As someone whose job it was to interview him at least once a week during the season, whose job it was to speak with him and get quotes from him, I often left frustrated because he would only give me what he wanted or needed me to hear, but that’s not what I wanted or needed.


Through interviews with colleagues, coaches, teammates, players, and family members, my eyes have been opened. I now have a far greater understanding of the “real” Mike Tomlin—the man, the coach, the teacher, the strategist, the motivator, and, yes, the future Hall of Famer.


Looking back to when the Steelers were 2–6 last season going into their bye week, I realized Tomlin’s story needed to be written—even if the team finished with a losing record. As anyone knows, you often learn more about a person when they are faced with adversity than when things are going right.


This I know to be true about Tomlin, whose team won seven of its final nine games to finish 9–8 and keep his record intact. Yet, with all that said, he hasn’t been spoiled by success.


Tomlin still coaches with the same vigor and wide-eyed hunger, the need to prove himself despite all the accolades he’s received, that he had when he first joined the Steelers.


If nothing else, 2022 was the year to discover if Tomlin still had that “it” factor he displayed the first time he met Dan Rooney, who flew to Minneapolis to meet Tomlin before inviting him to Pittsburgh for an official interview.


Tomlin didn’t have a loaded roster like he had on his Super Bowl teams, but to quote one of his all-time favorite sayings, “The standard is still the standard.”


“Mike Tomlin is the Coach of the Year, end of story,” former NFL general manager and three-time Super Bowl winner Michael Lombardi said on Twitter at season’s end, “One of the best coaching jobs ever.”


But now that I know him better, as you will within these pages, it’s obvious that wasn’t good enough, and a new year brings new challenges he must face for the betterment of himself and the Pittsburgh Steelers.
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HUMBLE BEGINNINGS


WILLIAM & MARY


(WIDE RECEIVER, 1991–94)


“It’s not what you’re capable of, it’s about what you’re willing to do.”


DAN Quinn, who by his job description was in his first year as a college football assistant coach, felt more like a college student when the team’s star wide receiver approached him with a bold, almost audacious, invitation: “Q, I’m picking you up. We’re going to a fraternity party.”


“I was like, ‘OK,’” said Quinn. “We just kind of hit it off. I’m a year older than him, so, I’m thinking, That’s my dude.”


“Q, I’ll pick you up around nine o’clock.”


“I’ll be ready.”


“I didn’t even think about saying ‘no,’” said Quinn.




The player extending the frat party invitation to Quinn was Mike Tomlin, future head coach of the Pittsburgh Steelers.


The year was 1994.


“We were around each other when we were all doing that stuff at that age,” Quinn said. “We were at frat parties before there were cell phones with pictures on them. We had a good time together.”


Tomlin was a senior on a William & Mary football team that finished the season 8–3 and tied for the Yankee Conference Mid-Atlantic Division title. A three-year starter, Tomlin (1991–94) finished his career with 101 receptions for 2,052 yards and 20 touchdowns. He established a school record with a 20.2 yards per catch average.


“I believe leaders aren’t born. They’re made,” said Quinn, who led the Atlanta Falcons against the New England Patriots in Super Bowl LI two decades later and has been the Dallas Cowboys’ defensive coordinator since 2021. “I’d say Mike T was damn near born with a ‘C’ on his chest. He was the captain out there.”


In ’94, Tomlin was twenty-three, Quinn twenty-four.


Quinn was struck by Tomlin’s fearlessness to navigate the divide between player and coach. Tomlin’s confidence level and poise was uncommon for a college student-athlete.


“His last year playing in college was my first year in coaching,” said Quinn. “Two weeks in, he’s inviting me to a party.”


Tomlin played wide receiver. It was obvious that Tomlin was strong, fast and tough. He was a born leader whose nonstop motor and competitiveness was contagious.


In one of William & Mary’s early games that season, the Tide put together a scoring march that could break the will of an opponent. “It was Mike making the catch for another first down, or making the big block,” said Quinn.




On a football team, most wide receivers are the prima donnas in the locker room. The best wideouts with Type-A personalities like Tomlin often have a “just give me the damn ball” mentality that can divide a roster. Not Tomlin, who was a leader for all positions on both sides of the ball.


“Mike was a person that bridged position groups, offense to defense. It’s rare on a football team to see that happen,” Quinn said. “Most guys might be the leader of the offense or the leader of the defense. It’s only been a few times in my career where a player was the team leader.


“What I saw in the early ’90s with Mike,” continued Quinn, “was his ability to instantly connect with the receivers, quarterbacks, defensive guys, the GA (graduate assistant), me, to anybody else there.”


Tomlin was popular away from the football field in the small college town of Williamsburg, Virginia, with a population around 12,000 people. He was always on the move—working, talking, meeting people, studying, playing football. Included among his several jobs: checking IDs at Paul’s Deli, a popular student hangout across the street from Zable Stadium where the football team played its home games.


“From the first day he walked through that door, he was a guy you could talk to,” Paul’s Deli owner Peter Isipas told the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review.


Shawn Knight was Tomlin’s roommate for three of his four years at William & Mary. The Tribe’s record-setting quarterback, had rare insight into Tomlin the football player and Tomlin the person.


“Mike had the ability to connect with and relate to people no matter what their background,” Knight said. “Virginia’s an interesting state. You’ve got urban areas. You’ve got very rural areas. You’ve got densely populated areas. So when you bring people and bring players together from very different parts of the state, and then adding to that players from different parts of the country with the various cultures and subcultures, Mike connected with people no matter where they were from. That was one of the reasons he was voted a captain.”


Tomlin’s engaging personality and magnetism broke down barriers and opened lines of communication with teammates.


“Sometimes people can relate to others who can’t always relate to them,” Knight said. “Mike always had that personality that, no matter where people were from, they could relate to him and connect with him.


“Mike’s sensitivity to people, to personalities, to building chemistry, he was always very, very reflective, very introspective in terms of assessing his own performance, assessing team chemistry and understanding people from different backgrounds, being able to relate to them and understanding what different people needed.”


In Tomlin’s big, wide world, everyone on his football team was the same. On every team, white players mingle with white players and black players hang out with black players. In Tomlin’s case, there were no limits to the company he kept on the team. It’s naïve to say that Tomlin didn’t see color; everybody sees color in some form or fashion. Growing up playing sports with kids from different races and backgrounds, Tomlin became a product of his environment in a literal sense.


“We came up in a pretty much diverse area in Newport News,” said older brother Ed Tomlin, who played safety at the University of Maryland. “We played ball and went to elementary school and played Little League with white kids. Unlike some of my teammates when I got to Maryland, there were guys who came from a lot of urban areas. It was their first time being on a team with white kids. It was less of an adjustment for us.


“We had white Little League coaches,” Ed Tomlin continued. “They loved you up . . . We were pretty good so they treated you good anyway if you were the ‘guy.’ We had those influences in our lives that were white, black . . . One of our coaches was Greek. He told us a lot about his culture.


“Mike was a product of his environment. There were some rough parts of Newport News. We didn’t have any white neighbors. We went to white schools. There was a pool that wasn’t technically segregated that was right across the street from my grandmother’s house that no black people could use. We used to walk past this school every day from K through 6. Walked past the swimming pool that in the summertime we could not swim in. I went to Mallory Elementary. It was the Mallory pool.”


Ed was four years older and three and a half grades ahead of Mike. When they weren’t attending school and doing homework, their world revolved around sports. One of their favorite hangouts was the Peninsula Boys and Girls Club in downtown Newport News. Julia Copeland dropped her sons off on her way to work in the shipyards along the James River coastline when they weren’t staying with their grandparents.


“I was a Boys Club kid,” Mike Tomlin said on the Footbahlin with Ben Roethlisberger podcast. “We weren’t a day care family. My mom was a single parent. At the Boys Club, it was two dollars for a summer pass. Mom dropped you off on her way to work. That was day care. It shaped us.”


Mike Tomlin was too young to remember when his parents separated; he was ten months old. Julia and Leslie Copeland married when Mike was six. Leslie Copeland was a former semi-pro baseball player around Hampton Roads who taught his stepsons how to play. Mike was a quick learner; his team won the district championship in his first baseball season.


“To tell you the truth, I used to feel sorry for Michael,” Julia Copeland told the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. “He’d have to come home after the games with the coach. He’d have to listen to everything that was done wrong and not to repeat that anymore.”


“We grew up in a situation where we didn’t necessarily have a dad—understand?” said Ed Tomlin, who said their stepfather taught them the mental aspect of sports. “We both pride ourselves on the type of fathers we wanted to be.”


No big fan of football due to a mother’s instinctive fear of injury, Julia Copeland wasn’t pleased when the boys’ uncle, Howard Pettaway, signed up both of her sons to play youth football when they turned eight. Two years after Mike signed up, his team won the Pee Wee city championship. His performance earned a mention in the Newport News Daily Press.


“We kind of got, not necessarily the best of both worlds, but a diverse cut of both worlds,” Ed Tomlin said. “I think a lot of that had to do with athletics. Our upbringing wouldn’t have been nearly as diverse had we not participated in organized sports and interacted with white kids and coaches on that level. There’s a lot of guys who grew up in our neighborhood from some of the projects that we grew up in who didn’t necessarily participate in sports and didn’t have that experience and probably don’t have those skill sets either.”


Mike Tomlin loved to talk. A sociology major with the pipes of a Motown lead singer, he sized you up and analyzed how to push your buttons.




He invited assistant coaches to frat parties. He talked up teammates and opponents alike, and he did it all with a natural swag. Talking smack to an opposing defensive back was as satisfying to Tomlin as pumping up or challenging a teammate.


“Talk about a vocal leader. He did it in practice. But he also would talk a lot in games. He got in a lot of DBs’ heads,” former William & Mary strength and conditioning coach John Sauer told the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review. “Looking back on it all now, everybody gravitated to him.”


“There was stuff going on in the locker room all the time,” former William & Mary assistant Matt Kelchner, who recruited Tomlin, told the Newport News Daily Press.


Kelchner recalled one-on-one battles between Tomlin and fellow wide receiver and Kappa Alpha Psi fraternity brother Terry Hammons—who referred to themselves as “The Bomb Squad”—and the defense.


Tomlin and Hammons wore cut-off shirts to show off their abs during pregame warmups. They even had a slogan: We might not be the best wide receiving corps in the nation, but we think we are.


“He wasn’t a fast wide receiver, but he was a long strider,” Buffalo Bills head coach Sean McDermott, who played safety at William & Mary and was Tomlin’s college teammate for two seasons, told CBS Sports. “He had length and he was willing to go over the middle to make great catches.”


There was one unforgettable day at practice when Tomlin, after catching a long pass against McDermott, flipped the ball at assistant coach Russ Huesman, who swore aloud. McDermott gritted his teeth.


“Terry Hammons and Mike, they’d come in [the locker room] after wiping out the defense in a one-in-one drill,” Kelchner said. “They’d put their helmets on with their ear pads upside down, like horns coming out of their ears, just their jockstraps on, and go parading down to the defensive back corner just to abuse . . . those guys.”


* * *


How Mike Tomlin ended up at William & Mary was a story unto itself.


The Tomlin brothers attended former Maryland head coach Bobby Ross’s football camps. Maryland was about three hours away. “We both wanted to go there. I fell in love with Maryland as a teen,” Ed said. “We had interest in anybody who had interest in us. We wanted to go to school for free and play pro ball.”


“We were Terps,” Mike Tomlin said in 2020 on Maryland’s website. “We were Bobby Ross football campers. That was the first football camp I ever went to.”


Mike Tomlin’s oldest son, Dino, a three-star prospect at wide receiver rated as the thirty-fifth best player in Pennsylvania, signed with Maryland in 2018. He later transferred to Boston College. Three decades earlier, Dino’s uncle, Ed, signed to play football at Maryland.


A Washington Post article prior to the start of the 1989 season said Ed Tomlin “might be the hardest hitter on the team.” Tomlin made a quick adjustment from junior college linebacker to Division I safety. “Being a linebacker, my makeup mentality was to hit,” he said in the article. “Now the problem is taking care of my responsibility and then coming up to lay a lick on the guy.”


“I didn’t play in the secondary until I got to Maryland,” Tomlin said. “Me and Neil O’Donnell were co-captains in 1989. They recruited me and signed me as a linebacker. I told my recruiter I want to play in the secondary.1 He told me we will put you on the clock and if you run fast enough, we’ll start out there. I ran 4.41, 4.38. I was special teams captain my first year. I started in my second season and had three picks and was third on the team in tackles and first in the secondary in tackles. In the short time I was there, I was honored to be voted a captain my senior year.” Ed Tomlin’s football career ended when he suffered a broken foot entering the final two games of his senior season against Penn State and West Virginia.


Mike Tomlin graduated from Denbigh High School in Newport News in 1990. He was an outstanding student-athlete whose academic ability was considered to be greater than his athletic potential. Producing superior grades was second nature to Tomlin, who participated in a statewide scholastic competition called Odyssey of the Mind his final two years in high school. Tomlin and his fellow students placed second in the state championship one year.


“I just wanted to be one of the guys, hang out with the ballplayers,” Tomlin told Clifton Brown of the New York Times. “But, eventually, word got out . . . because my mother sang about my academic achievements from the rooftops.”


Tomlin received commissions to West Point and Annapolis and he could have attended several Ivy League schools. “The service academies were interested and he was naturally interested in the service academies,” Ed Tomlin said. He also considered Hampton University, a historically black college located in his backyard, but the feeling wasn’t mutual.


Mike Tomlin’s future William & Mary teammate, Shawn Knight, grew up on the other side of Chesapeake Bay, in Norfolk. “Growing up on the peninsula in Hampton Roads, Mike really wanted to go to Hampton University and tried to get them to be interested,” Knight said. “Sent them film. And couldn’t get any interest. I had a similar experience. The HBCUs in our area (Hampton, Norfolk State) did not really recruit me. It was a different time, I think, for HBCUs. I think some of them felt like players that were being recruited at a certain level were not in their reach so they did not go after them.”


The Tomlin brothers’ biological father, Edward Tomlin, played running back at Hampton on a football scholarship. He was selected in the 10th round of the 1968 NFL Draft and later played football in Canada. “Our biological father starred at Hampton,” Ed Tomlin said. “We have a special connection with Hampton University. They ran a summer program that bussed kids from the neighborhood and did camps in that setting. We were very familiar with Hampton. That’s home.”


At the end of the day, the College of William & Mary made perfect sense for Tomlin. Only twenty-two miles from Newport News on Interstate 64, it’s the second-oldest institution of higher education in the United States (trailing only Harvard) and the ninth oldest in the English-speaking world. William & Mary’s football team was coached by Jimmye Laycock, who was an impressive 18–6–1 in 1989 and 1990 with back-to-back NCAA Division I-AA playoff appearances.


Ironically, Tomlin and Knight made their recruiting visit to William & Mary on the same weekend. They were the only two recruits visiting the law school, young African American men from nearby Hampton Roads visiting a predominately white academic institution with a black student population of around 5 percent.


Their ethnicity, love of football, and love of the law drew them together.


“We got to talking and really took to each other right away, just really connected,” Knight said. “Our personalities, our commitment, and our values aligned.


“Mike and I had a similar experience that weekend. When we visited William & Mary, we felt very good about that being the place for us. We knew we’d be challenged [academically]. It was an institution where I knew an education there would set me up for success in my life.”


Within six months of graduation, the “career outcomes” rate of William & Mary’s class of 2021—graduates employed or attending graduate/professional school—was 93 percent.


Often on those recruiting visits, the last thing student-athletes and their families do before departing is to have breakfast and meet with the head coach. Tomlin and Knight ate together with their families.


Both of their fathers were employed by the US Postal Service in Norfolk, which required them to work at night. Knight’s father, William Smith, attended his son’s entire recruiting visit. Leslie Copeland, who was a sorter at the post office, got off from work in time to join Mike in the school cafeteria on the final day.


“My dad would come home from work and tell these stories about his co-worker, this guy named Les,” Knight said. “We later found out that Les was always talking about Smitty, who was my dad.




“Les walked into the cafeteria that Sunday while we were having breakfast. Our dads looked each other like, ‘Hey, Les. Hey, Copeland.’ It turned out they were good friends on the job. Nobody knew anything about it until Mike and I connected that weekend.”


The recruiting visit clinched it for the pair from Hampton Roads. “It was nice to have someone, not only as a teammate, but somebody that really was family,” Knight said. “Our families connected. Our dads already knew each other from working together.


“We had already made up our minds that we wanted to be roommates,” Knight said. “All of that took place before we realized our dads knew each other. We were supposed to room together as freshmen. Somehow housing mixed that up so we didn’t room together that first year. The next year we moved off campus to an apartment complex where several other athletes lived. That was our home the rest of the time we were there. It was our little corner apartment, our respite. One of the most enjoyable things after football games was having our families back at the apartment together.


“I’m about family, I’m about people. Mike is built much the same way.”


Kelchner projected Tomlin, who was 6-foot-1 and a slender 160 pounds soaking wet, for what he could be in college rather than what he was in high school. “He didn’t put up big numbers from the wide receiver position,” Kelchner told the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. Denbigh High featured a run-oriented offense and didn’t pass much, but Tomlin, who also participated in the triple jump on the track team, oozed with athleticism. “When Mike was coming out of high school, he really wasn’t highly recruited,” Sauer said.




“He was a strider, tall, kind of gangly. It wasn’t like he came in as the guy,” former William & Mary offensive coordinator Zbig Kepa told the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review. “His learning curve, he cut it down pretty quick.”


Tomlin bulked up to 6-foot-2, 205, ran the 40-yard dash at a top speed of 4.4-plus seconds, and improved his vertical jump to 40 inches.


“Mike worked his tail off in the weight room,” Sauer said.


As a black quarterback who stood 5-foot-10 and weighed 175 pounds, Knight’s options were limited where he could play college football. He was looking for a coach who valued his quarterback skills and accepted him for who he was.


“There were some schools who thought I was too short to play quarterback for them,” Knight said. “‘OK, I’ll show you how I can play this position.’ It always baffled me that some of the larger schools just decided I wasn’t tall enough.


“Coming from my area, the kids I knew, the athletes I knew, they didn’t go to a William & Mary. William & Mary never had a black quarterback to start there. That was not lost on me. I wanted to show cats you can go to a school like that and ball, too.”


William & Mary head coach Jimmye Laycock tried to convince Knight he wasn’t like other coaches who weren’t sold on his skill set. Laycock didn’t want Knight to change positions; he considered that a waste of talent.


“I can remember looking at him in high school, looking at his release point and how he threw the ball over the top,” Laycock told the Virginian-Pilot. “Even though he wasn’t tall, he had that high release point.”


Like most William & Mary football players, Knight was a student first, an athlete second. There were no exceptions.




“Coach Laycock would bring in athletes and their number one goal was getting a degree,” Sauer said. “To do that, with all the demands that were put on them by coaches, by me, and by professors, you had to have your stuff in order. It’s not a school where if you’re an athlete, they might kind of bend over to help you. There’s none of that going on. None. It’s not like some schools where you don’t have to worry about going to class. The people they bring in are very disciplined. If they’re not, they don’t last.”


“You have to go to class here,” former William & Mary offensive coordinator Zbig Kepa told the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review. “You don’t go to class, you have problems.”


Tomlin was a perfect fit at William & Mary.


Hammons described Tomlin in two words: “closet nerd.”


“He doesn’t let on how intelligent he is,” Hammons told ESPN. “He used to read the newspaper every morning. I didn’t know anybody our age who did that.”


Said Knight: “I wanted to go to an institution where two things had to be assumed if you were playing quarterback. You had to be able to handle the intellectual part of the game, in terms of understanding offenses, reading defenses and playing the position of quarterback that way because you were not going to be able to survive there at quarterback if you couldn’t. That my ability to pass the football would never be questioned because coach Laycock’s programs are synonymous with the passing game.


“Me being a shorter, black quarterback who could run, I didn’t want to be pigeonholed into that stigma or category because I could also throw the football.”


Laycock challenged his players to think football and not just play the game. It wasn’t enough for them to memorize his offense. He wanted them to learn it inside out so they could not only talk about it but offer suggestions about what they saw in the defense and what plays in William & Mary’s pro-style offense might work.


“Coach Laycock wanted to hear from his players, wanted to understand what his players were seeing,” Knight said. “Some coaches just want the information flowing one way, from coach to player. That was not coach Laycock’s way. We had the freedom to communicate those things, to share what we were seeing from the field and share our perspective.”


When Knight became the starting quarterback in 1993, he and Tomlin found themselves spending more time in their apartment discussing the gameplan, their relationship as quarterback and receiver, and how each of their roles connected with the rest of their teammates on offense.


Knight marveled at Tomlin’s sensitivity to other players and his ability to realize the importance of building chemistry. Tomlin was extremely reflective and introspective in terms of assessing his own performance and how it related to team bonding, and understanding what different players required.


As the starting quarterback and starting wide receiver who happened to be roommates, Tomlin and Knight were constantly discussing ways to improve, individually and collectively as a unit, and analyzing the pieces of the offensive puzzle and how to put everything together.


Tomlin was particularly adept at understanding his teammates and knowing who they were as individuals, where they came from, and what made them tick.


“He was definitely a guy who was diagnosing things as much as I was from under center,” Knight said. “We often were seeing the same things.




“I can remember after a game my first year as a starter, we had another receiver and there appeared to be a little tension in the film room.”


There may have been some feeling that Knight was trying to get the ball to Tomlin and needed to pass the ball more to fellow receiver Corey Ludwig, who was the main target of now departed quarterback Chris Hakel from the previous season.


In response, defenses shaded more coverage toward Ludwig, resulting in Tomlin becoming Knight’s primary target.


“Mike and I had a conversation about that after film study,” Knight said.


“It wasn’t about invalidating those feelings or pushing back against that other player’s feelings. Quite the opposite. It was about validating those feelings and understanding where it’s coming from. And, so now, how does the team go about keeping that player engaged without increasing that tension?”


In William & Mary’s 47–23 victory against Maine, Knight completed 15 of 21 passes for 322 yards and a school-record six touchdowns. Ludwig had a season-high seven receptions for 123 yards and tied a forty-four-year-old school record with four touchdown catches.


It marked the continuation of a concerted offensive shift that resulted in Ludwig scoring nine touchdowns in his last four games after going scoreless the first five games.


When Chris Hakel was the quarterback, “we’d throw thirty or forty times, but we haven’t done that the last couple years because we don’t have to,” Ludwig told the Newport News Daily Press. “[W]hen you’re only throwing fifteen or twenty times a game, somebody is going to get left out.”




“We navigated that very well,” Knight said. “That player became a pretty hot target and we had a great relationship. On game day, I was still throwing to the open receiver. That didn’t change. But it was about building that relationship and affirming confidence in that player so that he understood this is not a situation where Knight is just trying to throw to his roommate.”


In the same game, Tomlin had three receptions for 151 yards, including an 85-yard touchdown on the first play that spoke to the importance of film study and the synergy between Tomlin and Knight.


“Mike and I saw the same things in our preparation that we could strike early,” Knight said. “Part of the gameplan was we were going to take a shot the first play if we had decent field position.”


“I remember games where we started off with Mike on post routes or deep routes and it was 6–0 right off the bat,” said Kepa. “He got behind people.”


“Mike and I talked it over in our hotel the night before the game,” Knight said. “There was no question we were going to execute the play, if I was going to deliver the football, and if he was going to catch the football. It was about the preparation, it was about the film study, it was about understanding the game plan, understanding the opponent and trusting each other. Me trusting he was going to run his route and be open. Him trusting that all he had to do was run his route and the football would be there.”


Tomlin said playing wide receiver at William & Mary prepared him to think like an NFL head coach.




“Really, in pursuit of playing aspirations all along, I didn’t realize that I was sharpening my sword for coaching, because I was really passionate about the game, and playing to win, and leading, and really getting into the schematics of it,” Tomlin told Carl Francis and Vernon Lee of the Hampton Roads Youth Foundation. “Not only from the inside the helmet perspective, but just globally. When you’re a wide receiver, a lot of people have got to do their jobs in an effort for you to do your job. I would never take anybody’s word for it, so I had to gain global understanding of why I wasn’t getting the ball enough. That’s why to this day, I have so much patience for those that play the position, because, guilty as charged.”


In Knight’s first season as a starter, he set a Football Championship Subdivision (then known as Division I-AA) record for passing efficiency that still stands. He completed 125 of 177 passes (70.6 precent) for 2,055 yards, 22 touchdowns, and just four interceptions.


* * *


What makes a good head coach? There’s no better place to find that out than the College of William & Mary which, truth be told, cornered the market in developing NFL head coaches.


The common denominator is Laycock, who retired in 2018 following 39 years as the school’s head coach.


“Coach Laycock always had a lot of expectations for his staff,” said Sauer, who was William & Mary’s strength and conditioning coach for 31 years and now holds a similar position at Montana State. “My first year there in 1988 we were OK. But we started getting better and started getting other coaches in there and better players. It was an uphill battle for a long time. Our facilities were poor. If you were a coach, you went there to coach. You weren’t going there for anything but that. Those coaches were part of that approach.” Laycock’s teams were prepared, perhaps even overly prepared to some degree. No matter how successful a coach may be, there are going to be players who have a very good opinion about him, and there may be some who don’t adapt as well to the culture of the program. Laycock’s level of expectation was always clear. It was always about excellence. It was always about doing the right thing, and doing things the right way. There was an expectation that players were not only going to do what the coaches were instructing them to do. Those players were also made to understand why they were doing what we were doing.


That preparation, that base and that foundation, and the ability to adapt—to personnel, to changes in the game—when you look back over coach Laycock’s career, he was successful over a long period of time with very different personnel. It was his approach to the preparation that allowed for that adaptability and flexibility.


“You don’t think of William & Mary, from a distance, as a football power because of the academic reputation of the school,” Laycock told the Williamsburg Yorktown Daily. “When you combine a good, solid football program with players who come in here and [are] intelligent, and choose football as a profession and have the wherewithal, [they] go on and do pretty well.”


From 1991 to 1997, five men who either played or coached under Laycock during that span advanced to become head coaches and/or coordinators currently in the NFL. No other school can match William & Mary’s current total of three NFL head coaches.




It’s an impressive list, featuring one Super Bowl–winning head coach and a total of three Super Bowl appearances among two head coaches.


Alan Williams (1988–91): Chicago Bears defensive coordinator (2022–present); Minnesota Vikings defensive coordinator (2012–13). During Williams’s four seasons at William & Mary, he totaled 1,200 rushing yards and 15 touchdowns. He returned to William & Mary to coach running backs in 1996 and 1997 and defensive backs from 1998 to 2000. Williams has been an NFL assistant coach since 2001 when he joined the Tampa Bay Buccaneers staff along with fellow alum Mike Tomlin. Won Super Bowl XLI with Indianapolis Colts as defensive backs coach.2


Mike Tomlin (1991–94): Pittsburgh Steelers head coach (2007–present); Minnesota Vikings defensive coordinator (2006). Tomlin started three seasons at William & Mary. He was a co-captain his senior year. Tomlin averaged a school-record 20.2 yards per reception. When Tomlin led the Steelers to victory in Super Bowl XLIII, he became the youngest coach to win a Super Bowl. Tomlin led the Steelers to the Super Bowl twice in his first four seasons. He won Super Bowl XXXVII with Tampa Bay as defensive back coach. He did not have a losing record in his first 16 seasons as a head coach, which is the longest such streak in NFL history.


Dan Quinn (1994): Dallas Cowboys defensive coordinator (2021–present); Atlanta Falcons head coach (2015–20); Seattle Seahawks defensive coordinator (2013–14). Quinn did not play collegiately at William & Mary. He was a defensive line assistant there for one season. He has coached in the NFL since 2001 and led the Falcons to Super Bowl XLVIII in his fifth season. Won Super Bowl XLIII with Seattle as defensive coordinator.


Sean McDermott (1993–97): Buffalo Bills head coach (2017–present); Carolina Panthers defensive coordinator (2011–16); Philadelphia Eagles defensive coordinator (2009–10). A walk-on, McDermott played in all 46 games of his career at William & Mary. He made 322 career tackles and led his teams to a combined 32–14 record. McDermott has coached in the NFL since 1998.


Brian Daboll (1997): New York Giants head coach (2022–persent); Buffalo Bills offensive coordinator (2018–21); Kansas City Chiefs offensive coordinator (2012); Miami Dolphins offensive coordinator (2011); Cleveland Browns offensive coordinator (2009–10). Daboll did not play collegiately at William & Mary. He was a volunteer assistant for one year under Laycock where he developed a relationship with McDermott, who later made him offensive coordinator with Buffalo where he was credited with developing quarterback Josh Allen. Daboll left Buffalo to became head coach of the Giants. Won four Super Bowls with the New England Patriots as an assistant coach (XXXVIII, XXXIX, XLIX, LI).


Of the five, Tomlin has the most connections with his fellow alumni coaches. He was teammates with Williams for one season (1991) and teammates with McDermott for two seasons (1993 and 1994). Tomlin was a senior during Quinn’s one year as an assistant in 1994. McDermott and Daboll were together for one season (1997). Tomlin and Williams (2001) and McDermott and Daboll (2018–21) are the only William & Mary coaches to work on the same NFL coaching staffs.




When Tomlin’s Pittsburgh Steelers played host to McDermott’s Buffalo Bills in 2019, it was the first NFL matchup between two former college teammates-turned-head-coaches.


What was Laycock’s secret?


“Mike, certainly, and Sean, I think you see that in each of those guys,” Knight said. “You see that in their ability to adapt and not necessarily just be ‘systems people.’ But to be ‘people people.’ To be ‘players’ people.’ To be able to coach players to be able to coach people, to be able to motivate people, and to be able to relate to people. And have people be able to relate to you.


“During Mike’s time in Pittsburgh, I think that’s very evident. I think you’re hard-pressed to find a player who’s played for him who doesn’t have a high opinion of who he is as a man, in addition to who he is as a coach. There was a high expectation for that at William & Mary. There were some who even took that a step further. You could see that in Mike early on.”





1  “That don’t get me no tables,” added Tomlin, referring to O’Donnell’s three interceptions with the Steelers against the Dallas Cowboys in Super Bowl XXX.


2  Williams resigned two games into the 2023 season.
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MY FIRST JOB


VIRGINIA MILITARY INSTITUTE (VMI)


(WIDE RECEIVERS COACH, 1995)


“Eight pounds in a five-pound bag.”


IN Mike Tomlin, NCAA football programs across the nation were about to discover a young, upward bound, supremely intelligent and confident black coaching unicorn who checked all the boxes despite having no actual experience in a profession that was anything but welcoming to coaches of color.


Tomlin’s role models—i.e., coaches who looked like him—were few and far between. Tomlin faced a steep challenge in cracking the good ol’ boy code.


“Not a lot of people who looked like him for the position he wanted to be in,” said former Memphis head coach Rip Scherer Jr., who hired Tomlin after he left VMI.




Truth be told, Tomlin was blind to those impediments.


“Mike doesn’t see color,” Scherer said. “Maybe he looked at the landscape and it was like, ‘Hey, this isn’t something I can’t overcome.’”


In 1994, Tomlin’s senior season at William & Mary, there were two black head coaches in the NFL—Art Shell of the Oakland Raiders and Dennis Green of the Minnesota Vikings. The number increased to three in 1995 when the Philadelphia Eagles hired Ray Rhodes, followed by the Tampa Bay Buccaneers hiring Tony Dungy a year later. Moving over to the college ranks, there were zero black head coaches among the Associated Press Top 25 teams in 1994. A total of three black head coaches were hired to lead college programs between 1981 and 1993, and two were at the same school (Northwestern). Green was hired at two schools (Northwestern and Stanford).


Those were the negative statistics confronting Tomlin and his decision to enter the coaching profession when he penned a letter of introduction to Virginia Military Institute (VMI) head coach Bill Stewart in February 1995, three months after the conclusion of his final year of college eligibility. In the letter, Tomlin referenced Dan Quinn—who coached the previous season at William & Mary and had only recently accepted a coaching position at VMI—regarding an opening on Stewart’s staff and expressed his desire to coach.


“Dear Coach Stewart . . . Through our mutual acquaintance, coach Dan Quinn, I have learned of a possible opening in your staff . . . I am extremely eager to pursue a career in coaching . . . Although I lack formal coaching experience, I consider myself a true student of the game,” Tomlin said in the letter written on his mother’s kitchen computer that appeared in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. “I have worked extremely hard as a student-athlete at not only understanding my duties, but at understanding how they fit into the overall goals of the system in which I played. I have put forth effort to understand other systems and their goals. I not only view coaching as an honorable profession, but as an opportunity to stay close to the game I love and hopefully be a positive influence to other young men who share that same love.”


Tomlin graduated from William & Mary with a degree in sociology three months after writing the letter to Stewart. Thumbing through his post-graduate options—continuing his football career in Canada, attending law school, or coaching—Tomlin, presented with the opportunity to tryout with a couple NFL teams, chose coaching.


“My mom wanted him to go to law school. Mike wanted to go to Canada to play football,” said older brother Ed Tomlin. “Those that don’t do, teach. He loved football and wasn’t good enough to do it at the highest level. This is the best way to stay closest to it and stay a part of it.”


“What inspires me as a coach to be blunt . . . my failures as a player I could never live with,” Mike Tomlin explained on the Pivot podcast. “I wanted to be a great player and I wasn’t. I never got over that.”


While many small college athletes were still figuring out if they were talented enough to stick it out and give the pros a try—either that or call it a day—Tomlin had already weighed his options. If he couldn’t play football, he would damn well live vicariously by doing the next best thing.


Coaching football.


“I think to some degree we both still had dreams and aspirations as players,” said Shawn Knight, who ultimately decided not to attend law school and became the pastor at Baptist Liberty Church in King William County, northeast of Richmond, Virginia. Knight is also an assistant director at the Virginia High School Coaches Association. “I was realistic about my opportunities in the NFL because of my height,” Knight continued. “I was also playing [minor-league] baseball, so my attention at that point as our college careers were winding down, were to baseball with a legal career on the other side.”


Instead of joining the San Diego Padres’ Class-A ballclub, Knight, who set two NCAA records for passing efficiency and finished his college career with 5,705 passing yards and 46 touchdown passes, signed with the CFL’s Toronto Argonauts. He played in five games during the 1995 season and was released the following year.


“I’m not surprised at all by Mike coaching,” Knight said. “When we first talked about it, I remember telling my mom and dad about it. They were like, ‘I thought he was thinking about law school.’ I said, ‘Mike is doing exactly what Mike is supposed to be doing.’ I firmly believe that.”


Now at VMI, Quinn kept thinking about the year he spent at William & Mary, what a great experience it was, and the wide receiver who took him under his wing and simplified his transition to the coaching profession.


Tomlin had a way of making Quinn feel like a member of his family while keeping it real on the football field.


Quinn couldn’t forget Tomlin and the fun times hanging out at those frat parties, even if he tried.


“I knew Mike wanted to play, obviously, but he also wanted to coach,” Quinn said. “VMI had played William & Mary that season. It might have been a day or two before spring practice. I hadn’t been there that long, just hired in February, so it was probably March. The receiver coach left. Coach Stewart opens it up: ‘We have a receiver job open. Does anybody have anybody?’


“I raise my hand, the new guy.


‘I got a guy.’


‘All right, who is it?’


‘Mike Tomlin.’


‘The receiver at William & Mary?’


‘Yeah.’


‘You think he’d be interested?’


‘Yeah, he’d be interested.’


“I called Mike. He may have interviewed two days later. In the morning. He was coaching spring ball that afternoon. We’re at practice and here he is with the receivers.


“It was easy for me to speak up for him at a staff meeting when I didn’t really know anybody to say, ‘I got a guy,’” Quinn said. “That was my way of wanting to pay it back to him to say, ‘In my first year of coaching he was looking out for me.’ I was going to look out for him.”


When William & Mary defeated VMI 45–7 in the fourth game of the season, Tomlin “had something like six catches for 130 yards in the first half,” Ed Tomlin said. ”Mike and Shawn Knight both wore baseball caps on the sideline in the second half.


“Mike is a verbal guy,” Ed Tomlin said. “He talked to guys. His best friend in high school played at James Madison. He’d be on the phone with those guys during the week talking trash. Coaches get a sense and feel for that type of stuff.


“When Mike finished playing,” Ed continued, “one of the VMI assistants called and said Bill Stewart inquired about his interest in coaching because he needed a receivers coach. He brought Mike down for a weekend of spring drills. He was still a student at William & Mary. When he got there, he thought they were going to be showing him around. Well, they didn’t have a receivers coach. They gave him a script and had him go through drills with the guys and do install. The guys he was coaching, he had burned their ass in the fall. He knew those guys. He played against those guys.”


Not unlike Quinn’s influence in the job search, the Bill Stewart-Jimmye Laycock connection was another example of a coach putting in a good word for Tomlin in an industry that thrives on word-of-mouth recommendations. Stewart was an assistant at William & Mary for three years. He came on board one year after Laycock took over as head coach.


“My Dad knew Jimmye Laycock really well from his time at William & Mary,” said Blaine Stewart, who was two years old when Tomlin joined VMI’s coaching staff and would later become a Pittsburgh Steelers assistant under Tomlin. “My dad told him to come down and spend the weekend with us and see if it’s something you’d be interested in. By the end of the weekend, he was coaching the wide receivers. My dad had a way of, not throwing you in the fire, but just kind of talking you into giving it a try and then—bang—it stuck.”


Next came the hard part for Tomlin: Explaining to his mother why he decided to become a football coach instead of attending law school.


There were plenty of black lawyers. Not so many black football coaches, college or pro. Not then. Not now.


Julia Copeland did what a good many mothers would do. She pushed back.


“He told me he wanted to be a coach, and I just went ballistic,” Copeland told the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. “We sent you to William & Mary, and you want to coach? What are you talking about? He said, ‘Well, I got a plan. I got to start somewhere, and I’m going to start at VMI.’ I was really upset. I didn’t want him to coach. I wanted him to go out and get a real job. ‘How much does that pay you?’ ‘Just a stipend? What is a stipend?’”


“I got into coaching my very first year,” Tomlin told the Footbahlin with Ben Roethlisberger podcast. “My mom made me promise that if I was going to continue coaching, I would get my masters. I made $8,000 a year. I was on top of the world. They used to call it restricted earnings coach. That just means you were broke.”


Tomlin wasn’t considered a graduate assistant (a mere technicality) because VMI (located in Lexington, Virginia, approximately three hours from William & Mary) didn’t have graduate students. He resided on the post and lived in the single men’s quarters (there were no female students). He ate all his meals with the football team at the training table.


“Everything at VMI had initials,” said Donnie Ross, the younger brother of NFL and college football head coach Bobby Ross. Donnie Ross was the school’s running backs coach upon Tomlin’s arrival and later became the primary fundraiser at the military academy. “Mike stayed at the BOQ—Bachelor Officers Quarters,” Ross said. “It was an old frat house that used to be part of Washington and Lee (University) years and years ago. We called it post because it’s a military school. We don’t call it a campus. Mike and a lot of the people there for the very first time, that’s where they lived. You slept there a couple hours a night. That was about it. We were in the football complex all the time.”


Ross arrived at VMI in 1994, one year before Tomlin. “Bill Stewart had been an assistant at William & Mary, North Carolina, and the Naval Academy,” said Ross, highlighting some of the area football programs where Stewart coached previously. “He always had the Richmond area recruiting-wise. I was coaching my high school team (Benedictine College Preparatory). Bill would always come by. He wanted a VMI guy on the staff.1 It’s important because you’re living on the post. Football players aren’t used to that kind of lifestyle.”


“Donnie Ross gave us the whole VMI history because none of us knew much about it. He kept us grounded,” said Dan Hammerschmidt, who was VMI’s secondary coach in his only season at the school. “I remember watching football players at the end of the Rat Line (referring to the tradition of new cadets walking at rigid attention along a prescribed route whenever they’re inside barracks). They had to climb a muddy hill. As they got halfway up, a kid would kick ’em down after they ran six miles. It was a whole day of brutality. I was like, ‘Oh, my God. These are our football players. What is going on?’


“The military thing was big,” continued Hammerschmidt, now the safeties coach at Oklahoma State. “They make those kids get up at 6 a.m., get in line. We recruited this big-time D-lineman from Florida and he’s getting yelled at by some little guy. The kids from military families, you had a better shot with them because they kind of knew that culture. It was hard to keep them from jumping on the midnight train. We did a lot of coddling.”


Stewart had an eye for identifying good coaches. In ’95, he combined young coaches like Quinn and Tomlin with more experienced coaches such as Hammerschmidt, Ross, Kevin Sherman, and offensive line coach Bobby Solderich and turned them loose at a school where they all had to work their butts off just to be in a game, much less win it.


“They allowed us to coach,” Quinn said. “It wasn’t a Power Five school. Mike London, the current head coach at William & Mary, was the defensive line coach at VMI. I was his assistant. Mike would take the D-ends and say, ‘Hey, Dan, why don’t you take the defensive tackles?’ That just doesn’t happen a lot for somebody right away.


“Mike going to VMI and getting to coach the wide receivers his first year out of college . . . you learn, you fail. You make mistakes. You fix your own problems. A lot of that goes on when you have your own room of guys. You’re responsible for them. I had to figure it out on my own, you know? There’s no other person who’s going to help me through this, so figure it out.”


“We were just having a good time,” Hammerschmidt said. “We would go out to restaurants together and hang out. We’d go golfing together. It didn’t matter if you golfed or not.”


Stewart needed Tomlin to find out if he really wanted to be a coach.


“That was a unique environment,” said Ed Tomlin, who visited his younger brother whenever he could. “Coach Stewart was a unique guy. He was a special dude. My brother was a young coach. And we were young people. That guy looked at us and knew exactly who we were. Mike would mess up and come to the bus late. He was like, ‘stay out of trouble.’ He would talk to us like some of the players, but in a respectful way. That guy had a lot to do with my brother’s growth and maturation.”




“Bill said we were going to teach Mike how to be a ball coach,” Hammerschmidt said.


Some things came naturally to Tomlin. He was the youngest coach on staff and related well to his players. “We really needed that,” Ross said. “Football coaches, sometimes, we can be like drill sergeants and run you into the ground. He knows how players react to certain coaches and had a calming effect. They gravitated to him. That makes a big difference, especially at a military school like VMI where they’re getting hounded all the time: ‘You gotta do this, do that.’ Bill wouldn’t ease up at all. At VMI, you want to have the true experience that all cadets have because that’s what we believe. To play Division I football on top of that is a lot of pressure.”


Tomlin’s peers soon discovered he was no soft touch despite his age and relative inexperience.


“Mike was not afraid to discipline,” Hammerschmidt said. “He wasn’t going to take any junk. He was going to coach them. He was like, ‘You’re going to have to run this route exactly right. I want to see your thumbs in catching the ball. If you’re a minute late, you’re getting a three hundred on the StairMaster, buddy. I don’t care what the excuse is. Go play someplace else if you don’t like it.’ He focused on the little things, which a lot of kids don’t want to hear.”


Hammerschmidt took Tomlin on his first recruiting trip. First stop? Tomlin’s old stomping grounds.


“We went to Virginia Beach. Every doggone school he walked in he was like the fricken mayor,” Hammerschmidt said. “I said, ‘What am I doing teaching you how to recruit?’


“We couldn’t talk to players. But we could talk to all the administrators, teachers and coaches. From one school to the next in Virginia Beach and Tidewater, Mike knew somebody everywhere. He was hugging them. He’d have stories. We were in those schools way too long. We’re supposed to hit eight schools a day and we’d get to four or five. We’d stay there for two hours and hang out: ‘Wait a minute. Bobby works here?’ ‘Yeah. He’s coaching track.’


“Really, that’s the best recruiting you can do,” Hammerschmidt continued. “It was fun listening to him. I got a lot from him as far as the social part. Dang, you mean I just can’t jump in here and get names and say hi to the coach for fifteen to twenty minutes? You’ve got to get to know these people. Mike enabled us to recruit some good receivers and defensive backs for the future. He kind of set the groundwork for that.”


Tomlin’s one season at VMI helped him decide he wanted to coach for a living.


“The thing I will remember about that season is when I got into it, I wasn’t sure how committed I was in terms of a profession,” Tomlin told USA Today. “I think I knew in an instant after that season that this is what I wanted to do for a living. That season left that type of impression. Working in that location with those men, those players, I knew what I wanted to do with the rest of my professional life.”


VMI finished the season with a 4–7 record after going 1–10 the previous year. Tomlin (Memphis), Quinn (Hofstra), and Hammerschmidt (Colorado State) all left VMI for new jobs.


“Mike’s the kind of guy that anybody who likes football would love to play for,” Ross said. “I never really heard him raise his voice at anybody. And when he does it’s in a positive manner: ‘You can do better. I know you can. I’m counting on you my friend. I know you’re going to be ready for your teammates.’ That’s the kind of guy he is. It was so much fun to be around a coach who was so upbeat and positive. He was just there for a few months for the ’95 season. And then he was gone.”


Hammerschmidt said being around Tomlin revealed to him there are different talent levels of coaches. After that one season, he realized Tomlin could be one of the best that ever was.


“There’s a lot of smart ball coaches, but then there’s guys that can multitask,” Hammerschmidt said. “They’re a step ahead. They know what the heck’s going on. I can’t multitask. I coach my guys, you know? I get locked in at a meeting. I’m a DB coach. It’s my deal. I know that position and I know what we’re going to do that day. Mike’s got that brain where he can multitask and plan and organize.


“He can carry on a conversation like anything. I’m one of those guys that talks too much football. You start talking ball, he can go there. He was a young guy and he knew offense, he knew coverage. We were at VMI. We had to make it simple, try to win games. I remember us talking a bunch of ball and what they did at William & Mary and could we handle stuff like that at VMI. You could tell that for a young guy, he loved it.”





1  Ross, who graduated in 1974, played baseball at VMI.
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