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FOREWORD

BY PEYTON MANNING

I REALLY enjoyed getting to know Edgerrin and being his teammate. He was an unbelievable talent. I liked him from the get-go. To me, one of the best things players can say about you when you stop playing is: He was a great teammate. I remember telling my father, Archie Manning, that Edgerrin James was the best teammate I ever had. I really meant that and still do to this day. He was dependable. He always played. He always practiced. He didn’t miss practice because his back was hurting. He was a quiet guy who didn’t say a lot, but instead spoke with his actions. He didn’t boast about what he was going to do. He just did the work. And he was unselfish. Edgerrin took a lot of pride in his pass-blocking and he took a lot of pride in his ability to catch the ball. He always picked up the blitz. He was a great runner but, to me, he was equally as great of a pass protector and he knew who to block. You didn’t have to worry about him being in there on a pivotal play. He was an every-down back who never came out of the game. There are a lot of great players who do this well or that better, but as an overall teammate, he just had it. He’s a guy you liked having in your huddle with you. I liked having him behind me.

I have good memories being Edgerrin’s teammate. You watched him score a touchdown, and he was like Barry Sanders. He’d hand the ball to the referee, or he’d keep it and give it to the equipment guy if it was special. He acted like this is what I’m supposed to do. Some guys spike it and celebrate. There was no dancing, no spiking the ball. He didn’t bring attention to himself. I always appreciated that.

I still remember the first time I saw him run with the ball after we drafted him out of Miami. We played the Saints in a preseason game. I knew who Edgerrin was, that great game he had against UCLA when he rushed for 299 yards. When I heard Edgerrin’s name called on draft day, I was excited because he was a special running back who was coming to the Colts. He held out for a few weeks and missed training camp, but I saw him in minicamps so I knew what he could do in practice. But you always want to see it up close and personal on the field in a game. He didn’t come in boasting about what he was going to do. He just came in and went to work. We ran a draw play against the Saints and our line didn’t block anybody. This defensive tackle had him right in his grasp. He spun out for a nice gain and later ran for a touchdown in the same drive. I remember saying, “Wow. This is gonna be fun.”

The biggest compliment I can give Edgerrin James is that I took so much pride in faking and carrying out my fake after handing him the ball. It’s not a rest play for the quarterback. Faking is about discipline and effort. That all changed with Edgerrin. You would call me the biggest hypocrite if you watched film of me and Edgerrin. A lot of times I wasn’t carrying out my fakes because I wanted to watch him run the ball. If I handed off to him, I didn’t want to run to the other side and carry out the fake. I wanted to see. I had the best view of anybody in that stadium. Nobody had a better view because I was right behind No. 32. My coaches would say, ‘Peyton, come on.’ I couldn’t help it. It was too good of a view to miss.

I think somehow it had gotten in the narrative that the reason Edgerrin had such great success with the Colts was because we had great receivers and we threw the ball so well and that allowed him to be a great running back because teams wanted to stop the pass. I’m saying no, no no, it worked the other way. The reason we threw the ball so well is because we knew we were going to get one-on-one coverage outside on our receivers because the defense was keying on the run. Edgerrin took a lot of pride in knowing that defenses had to put an extra defender down there close to the line of scrimmage to stop him. He allowed us to throw the ball because teams were trying to stop him. Our offense started with him and his ability to run the ball.

Edgerrin helped establish a winning culture in Indianapolis. After he arrived, free agents wanted to come and play in Indy. The Colts had some good teams through the years, but there were a lot of years when they were considered an easy win. Edgerrin James helped change that. For us to win 12 games seven seasons in a row, he was a big part of that. Indiana is a football state now. When Edgerrin and I got there, it was a basketball state, it was a car racing state. It was a combination of people who helped change that perception. Edgerrin will always be remembered as one of the pillars who transformed the Indianapolis Colts.





INTRODUCTION

BY JOHN HARRIS

THE night before the UCLA game, the most important game of his life, University of Miami running back Edgerrin James, sans a crystal ball, boldly and correctly predicted his future.

It was a heartfelt, business-driven prognosis based on years of not only enduring but overcoming the slings and arrows of living a hard knock life circa 1998.

Among the greatest offensive players in the storied history of Hurricanes football, James bet on himself, and won—big. A well-balanced running back, James was deceptively fast and possessed the speed to burst through holes and locate daylight (he was timed in a blazing 4.38 seconds in the 40-yard dash at UM’s pro day), with the raw power to break tackles and create his own holes. In his three years at The U, he averaged an astronomical six yards per carry.

With the NFL draft only a few months away, James set his sights squarely on securing the bag of cold hard cash that would forever lift his family out of poverty and guarantee generational wealth.

“I just needed one time to get the money,” James said. “I get the money one time, and I’m not worried about it anymore. I’m not worried about the money because I can live without doing all the things that a lot of people try to do with money. I never cared about money, as far as I’ve got to use it. I just wanted money for the safety and to be able to provide for my family.”

This book is about James’s rise to prominence, as a football phenom from the Deep South who didn’t permit himself to be shackled by life’s circumstances and evolved into a college legend on his way to becoming an NFL superstar, culminating in the rarified air of the Pro Football Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio. The book’s title, From Gold Teeth to Gold Jacket, identifies James as a unique personality whose nontraditional appearance countered societal norms—from his gold teeth to the long dreadlocks dangling outside his helmet. To be blunt, some segments of society prejudged him without really knowing him. This book traces James’s roots as a young entrepreneur who played football to satisfy his deep-seated business instincts, creating remarkable riches.

From Gold Teeth to Gold Jacket reveals that James, despite his humble beginnings, was ahead of the curve financially among his NFL peers, prompting legendary sports agent Leigh Steinberg to marvel about James’s “steel-trap mind.” An early example of James’s astute financial acumen emerged when he chose not to hire an agent, and instead negotiated his rookie contract after he was drafted, saving a small fortune in agent fees. “There were two sides to Edgerrin,” said Steinberg, who, along with eventual MLB team owner Jeff Moorad, negotiated James’s first pro deal in 1999. “There was the superficial Edgerrin who had dreadlocks and interesting teeth that would tend to give people a perception about who he was. The real Edgerrin was extremely bright . . . and incredibly organized in how he went about things.”

* * *

Edgerrin’s story is meant to both entertain and educate, and put his vast accomplishments and contributions into historical perspective. To wit: He’s second on the NFL’s all-time list of money earned by running backs. He’s unofficially the first NFL player to be selected as high as No. 4 in the draft without an agent. At the time of his signing, his rookie contract was the largest ever for an NFL running back, and his money grab during the 1999 season was the highest single total for a rookie. He is one of only four players in NFL history to compile four 1,500-yard rushing seasons. In college, he was the first running back at the University of Miami to post two consecutive seasons with 1,000-plus rushing yards, and he’s tied for first in school history with 14 career 100-yard rushing games. He holds the two best single-game rushing performances at Miami. He’s also the first former Miami student-athlete to make a major financial contribution to the school’s athletic department.

Growing up dirt poor in rural Immokalee, a little over an hour’s drive from tony Coral Gables, his home away from home for three years, James learned, for better or worse, how to do without.

As a youngster, he once slept three to a bed with his brothers in his grandmother’s house when his mother worked three jobs to support them. He paid for his college education with a football scholarship and Pell Grants. He became a teenage father.

In other words, he grew up thinking fast on his feet.

At Miami, he chose an academic major that provided him with enough free time to learn the team playbook and hone his football skills, while keeping him academically eligible.

His path to the promised land was clear from the beginning.

No grades meant no football, and no football meant no NFL, which, of course, meant no big-time money for the James household. Keeping it real, James’s aptitude for football and the lifetime financial security it could provide him and his family is why he repped Miami Hurricanes gear so fiercely on Saturday afternoons.

“I totally committed to football, even adjusted my school schedule,” James said. “Everything was based around football because I found a love that I can attack and take my family to a whole new level.

“I didn’t drink. I didn’t smoke. I totally locked in. And then I had my daughter. That’s another thing that got me focused: my daughter. My mom. My daughter’s momma. I’ve got to make sure they’re all good.”

He loved playing football, of course. One of his fondest memories about playing Pop Warner as a kid was that the first day of practice always fell on his birthday (August 1). Since his family didn’t celebrate birthdays, due to the fact that he was raised as a Jehovah’s Witness (who do not celebrate birthdays and holidays), the opening of Pop Warner season each summer became, in essence, his birthday gift.

James was confident he would perform spectacularly against UCLA, telling teammate Santana Moss of his lofty goal to rush for 300 yards against an opponent some viewed as the best college football team in the country, and use that performance as a springboard to the NFL.

So what if the Hurricanes, recovering from the effects of NCAA probation, were embarrassed the previous week at Syracuse, 66–13? Or that unbeaten UCLA was in national championship contention and flaunting a 20-game winning streak?

Didn’t James always say that football came easy to him—so easy that he chose football over his beloved basketball because running to daylight and scoring touchdowns was ingrained in his DNA?

None of it mattered because James bought into his own hype; that the stars were perfectly aligned for him to live in the moment and ride the wave of good fortune that would surely come his way as a result of him doing what he was destined to do.

Damned if he didn’t do precisely that.

In what became his watershed moment at Miami—and a career-defining moment overall—James tied a school record with 39 carries. He rushed for a school-record 299 yards and scored three touchdowns in the Hurricanes’ 49–45 upset victory over UCLA at the Orange Bowl on December 5, 1998. In doing so, James broke his own single-game rushing mark of 271 yards, set the previous season against Boston College.

At one point in the fourth quarter, James made good on his prediction to Moss when he crossed the 300-yard milestone, but he was later stopped in the backfield for a loss. His third and final touchdown of the game—a 1-yard bolt around left end in the waning seconds—fueled a furious comeback and provided the winning margin.

More than two decades later, UCLA linebacker Ramogi Huma recalled James’s performance with reverence.

“Edgerrin was extremely hard to tackle. He should probably be the biggest UCLA supporter of all time because we put him so far on the map,” Huma said.

“On the national stage in a very significant game, he ran through us. Most of those yards were after contact. He was the real deal.

“There’s some big guys that can move. But what stood out to me was his balance. His balance was impeccable.”

Soon after the regular season ended, James, emboldened by his breakout game against UCLA, a 156-yard, two-touchdown follow-up performance against North Carolina State in the Micron PC Bowl, and a pressing need to provide for his family, bypassed his final year of college eligibility to enter the 1999 NFL Draft.

Despite languishing below the national radar and performing in the shadows of Heisman Trophy winner and fellow running back Ricky Williams, James was the surprise and unpopular No. 4 overall selection by the Indianapolis Colts—one pick ahead of Williams, his college albatross. Not only did the Colts, who targeted a running back in the draft, pass over Williams to grab James (to the dismay of their fans and local media covering the team), but rewarded him with a seven-year, $49.5 million contract—the highest pact given to a rookie running back in NFL history. In his first year alone, James netted $14.8 million, a rookie record regardless of position.

James was worth every dollar. He joined Eric Dickerson and Earl Campbell as the only players since the 1970 merger to lead the NFL in rushing in each of their first two seasons.

With James cracking the starting lineup as a rookie, Indianapolis improved from 3–13 to 13–3 for the greatest one-year turnaround in league history, won the AFC East, and hosted their first-ever playoff game since the franchise had moved to Indy in 1984.

The UCLA game was James’s inspiration for everything that followed.

“Everything was lined up the right way,” James said. “I was aware of what was at stake. The UCLA game gave me the opportunity to show what I could do.”

James made his bold prediction to Moss, his roommate for the UCLA game, the night before the clash at the Orange Bowl.

Miami’s football players were traditionally paired up the night before a game. On the occasion of the Hurricanes’ final regular season contest, James roomed with Moss, the flashy wide receiver. Though normally rooming with fellow running back James Jackson, he was paired up with Moss, as Jackson was sidelined with an injury.

Moss usually roomed with fellow wide receiver Reggie Wayne, who was out for the season with a knee injury. It was the first time James and Moss had roomed together. The players discussed their individual goals for the game when James dropped his bombshell.

“EJ shared some things with me before the UCLA game,” Moss said. “He told me he was going to rush for 300 yards. He also said, ‘If I go out here and do what I plan on doing, I’m out of here. Between me and you.’”

“My confidence, my belief, comes from a person that’s prepared, a person that’s ready,” James said. “People want to follow people that bring something to the table. Nobody wants to get behind a person that don’t know nothing, that don’t bring nothing to the table. I’ve always been a real quiet, positive leader.”

James’s confidence and belief rubbed off on his teammates. The Hurricanes couldn’t have beaten UCLA without him.

“We were always all ears when EJ opened his mouth,” said Moss, who caught a long touchdown pass in the UCLA game. “He was a big reason why we were so successful because we actually got a chance to play alongside him. Just seeing how he went about his business motivated everybody.

“I’m looking at him as a young buck like, I know that’s something he’s keeping to himself. But to actually share these words with him before the game, and he went out and did exactly what he said he was going to do, I never saw it done in my life like he did it.

“All I could do was shake my head.”

The uncertain buildup to the UCLA game was fraught with challenges. The game, originally scheduled for September, was postponed because of Hurricane Georges blowing through the Florida Keys. It was later canceled due to the incompatibility of both teams’ schedules. The on-again, off-again cross-country matchup was eventually rescheduled and finalized for the first weekend in December.

For James, the UCLA game provided a second chance, a welcome opportunity to not only prove to the college football world that the Miami Hurricanes were indeed back, but also to validate his own legitimacy as a special running back with high-end NFL potential.

“No one really knew who we were. We knew we were good. Everybody in the locker room, anybody around our team, knew we were good. We were on our way to getting our program back, but we were coming off probation so we didn’t play a lot of games on national TV. We didn’t normally get to play against a top-ranked team like UCLA in the Orange Bowl. All eyes were on this game. We had nothing to lose.

“James Jackson, the guy I split carries with, didn’t play. That meant a bigger workload for me. I think that game told people on the national scene this kid right here can play, he’s the real deal. My last carry in the Orange Bowl was the game-winning touchdown. UCLA had a national championship on the line that was stopped by an underdog. You can’t write it any better than that.”

Wayne recalled the exact moment he knew James was leaving Miami for the NFL

“Something got into him that day against UCLA,” Wayne said. “As he’s running up and down the field, you could see those gold teeth flashing in between his facemask. He’s just lit up.

“He was our offense. He was everything we needed. I’ll never forget this one time he came to the sideline. He was already well over 200 yards.

“I’m like, ‘Damn, bro, what’s next? You hit ’em with the long run. You hit ’em with the short game. You hit ’em with the pass out of the backfield.’

“EJ looked at me and said, ‘The NFL is next.’ That’s when I knew we done lost EJ.

“In the next couple weeks, EJ declared for the draft. As teammates, everybody knew he was gone and all the backups were glad that he was gone because then they got a chance to play. That’s Clinton Portis and Najeh Davenport and James Jackson. These dudes are some of Miami’s greats. They were excited for his opportunity but happy to see him go.”





PART I:

IMMOKALEE

(1978–1993)





1

THE EARLY YEARS


Edgerrin got his business sense from my mom. He would leave school and go and get on her couch. One thing about my mom, m-o-n-e-y meant a lot to her, okay? She drilled that into his head about making money. She said there’s so many ways you can make money legal. He listened to her.

He had a grind in him that was unreal. It was an eat, sleep, and grind mentality . . . and our entire family is grateful for that.

—Julie James, Edgerrin’s mother



IMMOKALEE is a special place to me. It’s unique. It shapes you.

To give you a better understanding, Immokalee was a small town, one of the poorest cities in the whole state of Florida, if not the entire country. It has one high school. You grew up there, hung out there, went to school there, so it becomes all you know. The way we look at things, the way things go for people who live there, it’s just real tough.

With everything going on there, the hardest thing to do is make it out. You’re living below the poverty line; there are so many things that work against you. There’s other places, bigger cities where there’s bigger opportunities. But if you make it out, you can make it anywhere.

With all that said, we’re still in the richest county in the state. You got a chance to actually see things, see the dream. Twenty minutes away in the same county, Collier County, you have people that actually live good. Naples was predominately white. Naples represented the wealthy, the upper echelon of the area. I grew up around a bunch of minorities. Blacks. Mexicans. Haitians. Migrant workers. There weren’t a lot of whites around. When you see that, you start understanding why a person moves the way they move, why they think the way they think. For me and my family, it was a whole different world.

Those are things that stand out when you’re young.

It was definitely motivation for me because when you can see it, you realize you can be it. It’s a matter of if you’re going to do what it takes.

I was always determined to do more. You don’t have nobody to give you nothing; the only way you can get something is you’ve got to do what it takes. Whatever it takes.

For me, it was always how can I get the advantage, how can I get the upper hand? I’m always looking for an advantage—even to this day. To get the advantage, you have to do more. The bare minimum, that’s what everybody else does. I had to ask myself, how can I push myself so that I’m not in the same category as everybody else? That’s always been my mindset. I made sure that I’m always going to do more just to give myself a chance to be successful.

But it all comes back to the beginning. All the things I’m able to do and accomplish is because I know where I came from. It gives you a greater appreciation for things other people take for granted.

I come from a tight-knit group. Everybody knows everybody. Outsiders, we look at them like, “Hold up. I just met this guy. I don’t have to trust you. I don’t have to do nothing with you. I don’t know you. I’ve been going my whole life without you. You’re not important to me.”

It’s instinct, personality, and upbringing.

When you’re out of your comfort zone, you usually stay in your shell. It worked perfect for me because I’m not used to talking to everybody or knowing everybody. I’d rather stay over here.

When I played for the Colts I was up for an ESPY award. I was sitting in the projects back home. We were watching the ESPYs on TV. Someone said, “Why aren’t you at the ESPYs?” I said, “The season is over. I’m not interested in going to that. That’s not my bag.” Any time you live in areas where there’s poverty, all those areas are the same. They all run parallel. Immokalee was a typical Florida town. If you’re there, you look at it one way. If you come from another situation, you look at it another way. I’ve never been afraid to say where I’m from because that was all part of my ammo. That’s what drove me. It’s how you represent where your feet are. You can put me in any city, any place, and I’m always going to be me. It’s just the way we look at things. The way we do things. Making the most out of everything, and then outlasting everybody.

When I got older, I would go back to Immokalee or go through there, just to get that fight, just to get that hunger. It brings that realness out in me.

It’s like, “Everybody else is soft. Everybody else is spoiled. We’re real grit.”

When I go back through there now, I’m like “Dang, we really used to live like this?”

It makes you understand that anybody that’s complaining, whining . . . well, you guys are trippin’. When I go back home, I try to get refocused. Sometimes I go through there just because. Just to get that perspective that says, “Don’t get too comfortable. Don’t relax. They’re not like you. They can’t be like you. Nobody else is going through this.”

That’s why I’m driven. What shaped you? What made you? You have to know where you’re coming from.

If you ever go to a Third World country and see the way they’re living, you get a greater appreciation for the ones that made it out and why they’re willing to work so hard. Why they’re willing to work in the hot fields and do hard labor.

You wonder why, until you go over there.

When you go over there, you get a greater appreciation for them. You come to understand. “I see why they’re willing to do all these things just to come to America.”

For me, it’s the same thing. Immokalee felt like being from one of those Third World countries, because it kinda is. When people would ask, “Was Immokalee really that bad?” all I would says is, “Go live there.”

I can truly say sometimes when I went to a Third World country, I didn’t feel out of place or out of touch. It wasn’t foreign to me. I could relate.

We had trailers in Immokalee. There were huts. The way people actually lived, it was a bunch of migrants that came to live there. Mexicans and a bunch of hard-working people. Haitians came over there to live. There were a lot of immigrants. It wasn’t high end.

Looking back on one of the buildings me and my brothers lived in with my momma, I remember that it had a flat roof. The rain would come pouring in. There were rats. It was an American version of a Third World country.

When it was time to take a shower, you got your towel. You walk barefoot or you walk on the back of your shoes to the shower and leave your shoes right at the door. You walked to the bathroom because we didn’t have our own bathroom. That’s where we took our showers. It was a little community area with showers. It was like a locker room shower. You go in there, turn the water on, take your soap, take your shower. There’s no privacy. Everybody knows you’re taking a shower. They know when you’re going to the bathroom. After I took my shower, I went back to the house, and I’m happy. People don’t really know what happiness is.

Years later, after I made it to the NFL, I bought that building where we lived. We made every improvement that we could under the codes. You had to tear stuff down to bring it up to the new building codes. After I bought it, that building doesn’t look nothing like it used to. And it still looks bad.

I’m quite sure there’s a lot of people that can’t relate. We were living place to place, but it was cool.


“JULIE JAMES SAID IT WAS A CONSTANT STRUGGLE RAISING HER YOUNG SONS BY HERSELF

My kids came up tough. Being a single parent was no joke. I don’t wish that on anybody; to raise children by themselves, as it was overwhelming. I reminisce a lot about how I even made it.

I walked to work a lot of the time. I finally got an advance and bought a bicycle and started riding it to work. Sometimes I worked three jobs. Two of them would be temporary. I did cafeteria work, but I also cleaned a lady’s house on Saturdays. There were certain things that you needed to know how to do.

I did tax work; I found a way to do somebody’s books. Side jobs like that. We had to maintain for three or four months until watermelon season. We would leave in June and not come back until November or December. We could actually live off that money we made those six months.

Me and the boys lived in a roach- and rat-infested apartment with the lowest of the low kind of people. We stayed there for a while before we moved into a house and stayed there for eight months. I was trying to see if I could handle such a big change, but I couldn’t. Me and my two youngest sons went to Tallahassee for three months. At the time, EJ was staying with his father. We were back within three months. Each time we made a move, it was better than the last place we stayed.

Growing up, Edgerrin was the oldest one in the house. I had two older sons, but they didn’t live with me. Edgerrin was the oldest one over my other two sons. He was the man of the house. I trusted him.

We had a bond. I used to sit him down and cry on his shoulder as if he was an adult. I put him up there. He was the one that I nurtured and believed in.

We would go up the street and stay there until two in the morning. There was a store where people hung out, and I’d just be there talking with different people. I allowed my kids up there with me because I didn’t have a babysitter. That was our form of entertainment. They had a good time with me.

When you come from a small environment like Immokalee, there were so many things to drag you down.

Everybody knows what everybody’s doing.

The only thing that was going on was illegal stuff.

Some gravitated to that. Some of them actually got on drugs. It was a wave that went through Immokalee like a bad storm.

Edgerrin was nine or ten. He saw all this stuff. It was nothing hidden from the eye.

It was just a fortunate thing. He could have easily succumbed to that environment, he really could have, because it was right in our family. It was a blessing, because when it’s that close to home, it’s only a matter of time before it penetrates one of the kids.

Praying is a good word for what I did. Prayer does help.

Edgerrin got his business sense from my mom. He would leave school and go and get on her couch. One thing about my mom, m-o-n-e-y meant a lot to her, okay? She drilled that into his head about making money. She said there’s so many ways you can make money legal. He listened to her.

He had a grind in him that was unreal. It was an eat, sleep, and grind mentality . . . and our entire family is grateful for that.”



You gotta understand. Kids. Racism. Material things. None of that matters until you make them matter. A Black kid and a white kid will play together, but if you make it a point of emphasis to divide them, what do you think it’s going to do to those kids?

If I’m eating, I’m eating good. It ain’t, “Oh, you’re eating welfare food.” No. My Momma cooked this food. It tastes good. Then you get introduced to some new or fancy food. It tastes good, but it looks better. It’s presented better. Now your thoughts change.

We lived in a lot of different places, so we never got settled in any one place. After we moved out of the efficiency with the flat roof, we moved to another house and stayed there for a little while. When we left there, we moved to a Habitat for Humanity house. With Habitat for Humanity, you were required to physically put in hours of work to help build houses. We lived in a three-bedroom house and I finally got my own room.

I ended up buying that house and we still have it today.

The crazy part about it is when things are embedded in you, they’re embedded in you.

My momma still goes to that house. I bought her a half-million dollar house, but she goes to the Habitat For Humanity house more than she goes to the half-million dollar house.

When you start putting things in perspective, it’s like, “We really lived like this. And I’m not going back.”

That’s how I feel. I promised my momma we’re not going back ever again.

That tells you how bad I am. I’m a bad motherfucker because I made it out of this shit. You have to take that approach.

That’s why I don’t beg and I don’t lean on anybody. I’m off the muscle. I had to train my mind to say, ‘I’m built different because I didn’t have those opportunities.’ I had to figure things out with little to no help. I had to put in a lot of work. I had to earn mine because I’m not the son of this person who can help me or that person who has all these connections. No. I’m the son of a man that has twenty-some kids—that’s who I am. You can’t make me flinch. I came out of a situation that you’re not supposed to come out of.

* * *

I have a big family. My childhood was built around my family.

My grandma had thirteen kids. All of her sons had kids. And a lot of them had double-digit kids. I don’t want to put a number to it, but that paints a pretty good picture right there.

My momma had me when she was eighteen. You didn’t know having a mother but no father in the house wasn’t the norm. I stayed with him for a while, but I didn’t live with my father. He was married to someone else. Me and my brothers grew up in a single-parent home, but it seems like everybody’s got single-parent homes now. I don’t like painting this picture that we were just so down, it was so bad. But that’s what it is.

Was it a happy childhood? I mean, we made the best out of what we had. When you’re surrounded by people that come from the same situation, it’s not so much that it’s bad, but rather just the norm.

At a young age, I knew I had to work to help my family. That’s the first thing I learned. Nowadays, kids learn if you just beg or cry, if you whine, you can get things. You can complain and get things. You can bullshit people and get things. That’s their approach. I realized that my approach had to be that if I wanted something, I had to work for it.

That’s one of the things I look at with my kids now. Sometimes they want to fit in with kids that don’t have. The kids that don’t have, they’re so creative. Creativity comes from not having, so they use creative resources. And they’ll kind of trick your kids. These kids will make you think it’s cool to live in the projects, saying things like, “We had a ball last night. We were playing cards.”

First of all, there ain’t that much space where they live, but they’ll make it seem like it’s so fun. And it’ll have your kids saying, “I live a terrible life.” Trying to be thuggin’ and doing all kinds of crazy stuff.

They think that it’s better over there when, in reality, these people are making the best out of their situation. And they’re making it fun.

I was one of those kids.

The only time you realize you don’t have is when you see what other people have. They let you know that you don’t have. The world tells you those things.

You sit back and say, “I wish I had more than one pair of shoes.” My kids have twenty pair of shoes and it’s like, “It’s not good enough.” Get out of here. You crazy? The stuff I had to go through, my kids couldn’t care less about it. They’re not even aware it exists. They’re not conditioned to think how we used to think. As a parent, you have to find that balance. I want my kids to want nicer things, have nicer things—the best of the best. At the same time, I want them to appreciate those things, to understand that what they have I didn’t, and most don’t.

My momma, Julie James, raised me and my brothers Jeff, Bird (Cherron), GMan (Gerren), and Dederrian by herself. Me and my brothers slept three to a bed. If there wasn’t enough room in the bed, someone slept on the floor. No big deal, that’s just how it was.

Momma was always working. She worked in a school cafeteria and held other jobs to make ends meet. That was no easy task. They called her a single mom, but she was so much more to us.

She instilled in me a sense of pride and purpose. Thanks to her, I learned the importance of being true to myself no matter the circumstances, as well as being grounded. As I grew older, I really didn’t give space to newcomers and outsiders. I always surrounded myself with my people, my family. As a result, I’ve always been able to keep it real and live in my element. I never left my element and never forgot where I came from. A lot of people go outside their element, but that was never my style.

In terms of our family, we had each other—and that was good enough. We didn’t spend time thinking about what we didn’t have, or how good other people had it. There was always something for us to do, there was always family around. We had our friends, but we spent most of our time with family. We were always there for each other. We had a big family with lots of cousins and aunts and uncles. Even when we got older, we still spent a lot of our time with family when we weren’t at school or playing sports and hanging out.

We spent a lot of time at my grandma’s house. My grandma’s house was the center of my world.

Me and my brothers lived in different places, but we spent a lot of time at my grandma’s house. We were there every day. It’s where everything was happening. All of our cousins were there. We did everything there. We had fun. We played there. We ate there. We slept there.

Everything came full circle after I got to the pros. I was able to buy the building I grew up in. My grandparents were going to lose the property. It was a 16-unit building. I learned a lot from that situation.

One of my uncles came into some money and was able to save the property, and then, later on, I was able to buy it and keep it. It taught me a lot about deeds and taxes and how easily you can lose real estate. There’s so much more than people realize and understand. You can be a victim or you can be somebody that capitalizes on it.

* * *

Every day after school, from the time I was little up until high school, I’d come home, take a nap, and lay on my grandma’s couch. My grandma would always talk to me. She’d tell me about getting money, having money, having your own. She kept pounding that stuff into my head, even at a young age. She instilled in me the “get your own” mentality. Even though I was young, she knew it was important that I understand this, and she made sure I did.

Everybody in my family hustled in some shape or form. My granddaddy didn’t go to school for it, but he knew business. He was a contractor, as did my Uncle Ike and Uncle Johnny. As contractors, my uncles worked in Georgia, harvesting watermelons. When I was finally old enough to travel with them, I was able to make my own money and make my own decisions, learning and understanding the value of a dollar. I spent my summers working next to crackheads at twenty dollars a truckload. Hauling watermelons in the hot sun toughened me up for football.

Hauling watermelons at fourteen was my way to show people that I was a man. Grownups are doing this, I can do this, too. I can make the same money they’re making.

Kids back home were making five dollars an hour, while I was making $100, $200 a day. I had a chance to do what adults do. I’m younger and I’m holding my own. That was the initial motivation.

It wasn’t easy money. Far from it. You’re in the hot sun. After picking the watermelons, you gotta load them onto the truck. That ain’t no easy feat. Now you’re on the truck, and gotta drive to the next stop. Once there, you gotta pick them up again, and now throw them from the truck to the belt. Neither one of my teenage son’s can do that. Hell, I’m not letting them do that. One of my son’s said, “Daddy, I want to try doing the watermelons.” I said the only way you’re going out there is if I own the watermelon field. It’s hot as hell. I worked from seven in the morning to seven at night, seven days a week during the summer months right up until the start of school

Other kids would try it because they saw all the money you were making, but it will break you down physically. It makes a man out of you. There’s no way you want to do something like that. But when you’re got a mission and things you’re trying to accomplish—like needing clothes for school—that was my best shot at doing it without getting in trouble.

You got paid by the truck. Two people worked on a truck. If you did ten trucks a day, you made $100. And then I figured, why not do a whole truck by myself? That was $200 a day.

Hauling watermelons gave you grown-man strength. Grown-man strength was a different kind of strength. You’re not lifting weights, but nobody’s going to push you around. You’re throwing those watermelons. You’re using your legs, your back, and your arms.

When I was fourteen my momma pulled me aside and told me I was the man of the house. I was in middle school. I was the third-oldest brother—two years older than Jeff, and five years older than GMan. Bird is the oldest and Dederrian the second-oldest, but they were living with our grandparents. Momma made it real clear she knew I was the one who could handle that responsibility—even at that young age. I promised to take care of her forever, and promised to do whatever it takes. I took that role and that position very, very seriously because I was the one she trusted to step up.

Even with all that, she didn’t try to restrict me or restrain me. She just said, “Don’t get in trouble.”

When you’re young and your momma pulls you aside and has a serious conversation with you and tells you you’re the man of the house, there’s no turning back. It does something for your ego. “I’m going to do whatever it takes to protect our house.”

Though I was still a kid, I now had to act like a man.

I took pride in being the man of the house. It fueled me.

Though every kid feels this way, it was now my responsibility to do everything I can to make sure that she doesn’t worry. When you see your momma go through so much all by herself to keep our family together, I knew I had to lock in and make sure I do everything that it takes to make sure that lady is good.

I started doing things to get money, to make sure that I was able to provide. Part of being man of the house, you have to be able to bring things to the table. My momma knew I would always come up with some type of funding. She saw my drive, knew she could count on me. When she gave me that title, it felt like a chip on my shoulder. But there came a lot of responsibility too. I didn’t follow crowds or anything. I had to make sure I stayed out of trouble, make sure I didn’t do anything to lose those privileges. I had to buy my own clothes. If my momma needed something, I had to come up with it. That was my MO. I always came up with it. I took pride in being able to take care of her. I actually took more pride in not having to ask her for anything. That was my drive not to mess around. I had mouths to feed and a momma that needed me to handle my responsibilities.

It was a built-in situation because it wasn’t like there was another solution or another option for me. I didn’t have anybody to call. I had to come through, or I was going to be somebody that put more stress on my family. Today, when I see kids lean on their parents and ask their mom to stand in line and buy them $200 shoes, I’m like, “That’s crazy.” I could never ask my momma for those shoes, for nothing like that. My mindset was totally different.

Growing up in a Jehovah’s Witness house, I wasn’t expecting gifts. I learned how to be independent. That’s what being man of the house meant to me.

Even with all that, she didn’t try to restrict me or restrain me. She just said, “Don’t get in trouble.”

When you know, you know. My momma had been around me all my life. Certain things you see in certain people, and my Momma saw it in me. I was only fourteen, but I was a different fourteen. That’s what made her give me all the freedom and give me the reins in my younger years. My thing was to live up to it.

* * *

For me, it’s always been about football.

When you grow up in a small town—especially one like mine—you had nothing else to do but look forward to it.

My love for football goes way back to when I started playing Pop Warner at age eight.

However, I almost didn’t get to play.

Like most parents, my momma was worried about me getting hurt. For me, football is what I wanted to do. I knew this at a young age. So when the chance is almost taken away from you, it made the opportunity to play mean a bit more.

As a kid, you’re just happy to be able to play. All the while, you’re walking around with doubt.

I’m in Immokalee. There’s nothing to do. And football is everything.

At first, I didn’t think I would be allowed to play. My family knew I was good. My uncles told my momma, “You gotta let him play.” They did that for me, having my family fight for me. That was all I needed—to show them that they were right. That this was for me.

You have to be tough to play running back. You can’t be worried or be concerned about getting hurt. You gotta be tough. Then it becomes a mental thing. Worried? Concerned? That’s all mental. Your toughness takes all that out the way.

When it came to football, it gave me something to do. Something that kept me out of trouble. Plus, I was actually good at it.

We used to play football in the yard all the time. But now I had a chance to play organized football and play with other kids. Other than that, you’re just playing in the projects or playing in the neighborhood. Now you’ve got a chance to play against people you don’t even know. You get a chance to compare yourself to others. There’s a difference between street ball and playing on a field, with pads and a helmet. And I wanted that.

Football was my outlet, my chance to do something for myself. It also offered me the chance to experience new things. We can go out of town to play against this team, or that team is coming to town to play us. It was one of those things you sort of gravitated toward. It’s like the ultimate game because it brings people together. The camaraderie, being around the guys. It became something I really looked forward to.

When you played Pop Warner, it was a place to hang out. When your game’s over, you’re able to watch your brother’s game, or your cousin’s game.

I came from a football family. Everybody in my family played football. All my uncles played. It was a family thing. We all played backyard football. No pads, no nothing. We were really out there trying to mess each other up.

Football in Florida? I don’t care what city you go to, football is football. In Immokalee, football is life. It’s about family. Everybody knows each other and supports each other. One person’s success is shared by everyone. Everybody loves football. To be successful there, you’ve got to put in the work.

Coming from a football family, I was lucky to grow up and play against those older than me. And because my birthday was August 1, I actually could have played a level down because of my age. But that would have been unfair. I was always the youngest on the team, but I was the youngest and also one of the better guys on the team. There were some other people on the team that were good. I was younger, so I had to take a backseat early on. You had to earn your place on the field, yet I always held my own.

My cousin Dedrin was our quarterback my senior year. After high school, Dedrin played college football at Central Florida. My younger brother Jeff went to Immokalee and played football at Illinois State. My cousin Javarris played football at Immokalee and was a running back at Miami. Jeff’s son—my nephew— played football at Miami and Florida Atlantic.

If you’re killing it in Pop Warner, and you’re good, it’s usually going to carry over to high school. I was good in Pop Warner. High school, I was good. It wasn’t really a surprise to anybody around me because everybody was kind of used to it.


“JULIE JAMES DIDN’T WANT EDGERRIN TO PLAY FOOTBALL WHEN HE WAS YOUNG

I was one of those mothers that was afraid for her child to play football.

I grew up with eight brothers. I was the tenth child of thirteen kids. Two of my older brothers, Isaac and Johnny, kept on me until they influenced me to let Edgerrin play.

He was excited because he wanted to play, but he knew how I felt about it: I was afraid of him getting hurt.

I was already into football because I was raised with my brothers, but when it came down to my own child, I was hesitant.

He was excited when my brothers convinced me to let him play, but I was always concerned.

Probably after that first year, I kind of got away from that.”



I always give credit to my mom. My mom brought us up under Jehovah’s Witness teachings. I’m not a Jehovah’s Witness, but we had to learn to accept things. It taught me so much. As a kid, to see everybody get gifts and toys and you just say, “Hey, we don’t celebrate.” Your birthday comes and it’s not a big deal. Your momma tells you: “Every day is a holiday. Every day is a good day. We don’t celebrate birthdays.” Happy Birthday doesn’t mean that much to me. The foundation is set. Things don’t matter. None of that material stuff matters. You don’t know why. You don’t know nothing. But you’ve got to weather that storm. It gives you a solid foundation of “I can do without.” I don’t have to have it. I don’t have to follow the crowd. I used to hate it (attending Jehovah’s Witness services). It was the most boring stuff in the world, but I had to go. I loved watching The Cosby Show, but I couldn’t watch because we had to go to those services. But you learned to accept things. You learned to accept where you’re at. That played such a big part. It came at a time when, dang, everybody’s getting something. Kids look forward to things. What made me so happy about my birthday being August 1 was that it was the first day of Pop Warner. I was just born to be a football player.

I found ways to manipulate myself, my mind, to try and trick me. People never knew it was my birthday other than when I had to bring my birth certificate. August 1, the first day of Pop Warner, that’s what I looked forward to. Christmas, we don’t celebrate, so it don’t matter. Everybody else gets all their toys. You watch them. You sit there. You just be happy for people. You can’t be happy for yourself because you ain’t got shit. You can’t feel sorry for yourself. My momma said, “We don’t celebrate Christmas,” and I ain’t going against my momma. Even though I’m not saying I’ve taken to that religion. That’s not my thing. But that was what my momma chose. My momma’s birthday was the other day. You say you’re going to have a party for her. She’s not doing it. You have to really be careful how you word things to her. You learn to respect things like that. You get a great respect for things and people and just life in general. It gave me a nice solid foundation to where things don’t matter. I don’t have to follow the crowd. The loyalty part? The loyalty goes back to when momma said we ain’t doing it. So we’re not doing it. I’m not going against her.

* * *

I was always quiet and I watched everything. I paid attention and looked at things from every angle. The more I observed, the more I learned.

When it comes to doing illegal stuff, the hustling and all that, I always say, “God’s been had his hands on me.” Because you’re only one little mistake from not being in the position you’re in.

I always think about the hustling part. There are some very interesting stories. I’m like, “Damn. That could have really gone left.” But it didn’t.

That’s why I didn’t go into those things because it must not be that important. I don’t want to mislead anybody and I don’t want to say, “I did this.”

What do I mean by hustle?

Hustle is hustle.

The reason I leave it like that because I don’t want to paint a picture of what I did.

Say my kids read it and say, “Daddy, you did this?” No, that ain’t cool.

When you hustle, you better be smooth. And you better know how to count. You’ve got to really understand money, and you’ve got to be smooth in everything you do. If not, you end up making a mistake.

I was in a different space when I was man of the house. If I didn’t hustle, I’d become dependent. If I became dependent, I’d have to become a worker. It takes everything out of what I created. I wasn’t going to be dependent on anyone or anything, and I wasn’t going to break my promise to my momma.

My momma had five boys, and three of them have been in prison for double-digit years. Same bloodline. I don’t know why things turned out the way they did. Even so, I do try to take the initiative and hold this thing down and protect my family, no matter what.

The thing about it is, no matter what happens, you learn to keep going. You hope to be an example. You hope to be somebody that says, “Hey, man. You don’t have to do all this stuff.”

I appreciate my older brothers. They’re showing me they’re going to take care of themselves.

Hopefully, I get put in a situation where business just kind of falls in place to where it’s something that both sides can come to a common ground and actually work together. That’s the toughest part to where, dang, I’m doing all this to take us out of this situation. But then, they’re doing stuff to put them in that situation.

I have an open-door policy. I make sure every one of my brothers, all of my family members, know they can always stay with me, always have a roof over their head. They’ve got a place to stay forever.

It’s one of those things that tests you as a man, as a family member, and as a brother.
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