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Introduction

By Clay Latimer

BEFORE JOHN ELWAY ARRIVED IN 1983, IT TOOK A FIRM ACT of imagination for Denver Broncos fans to envision a Super Bowl on the Rocky Mountain horizon.

 


The team had finished the strike-shortened 1982 season with a 2-7 record, its first losing season since 1975. Three season-ending losses had left players weary and wary of the future, to say nothing of coach Dan Reeves.

 


But when Elway flew in for a whirlwind press conference, Broncos fans were blown away.

 


John Elway had raw star quality, he spoke in full paragraphs, he was school-boy earnest, he represented the promise of promise. And his arm was a fearsome weapon of mass production.

 


Not for a while, though.

 


Within months, Elway was sagging under the gathering weight of his own fame, and the overt hostility of opponents and some teammates, who were in league over their envy and scorn for him. The 23-year-old blond, blue-eyed Stanford graduate was the poster boy for California Beautiful People, Athletes’ Division. He had defied the NFL, refusing to play for the Baltimore Colts, the team that had drafted him. Then, after signing a $5 million contract with the Denver Broncos, he proclaimed his desire to win five Super Bowl rings, one for each finger.

But he barely had a finger-hold on his brilliant future after eight games. By the end of his first season, he was a bonafide bust. By the end of his second, he was making far more money than progress.

As a lifelong Denver resident, I’d never seen an athlete of Elway’s magnitude — other than the Denver Nuggets’ David Thompson — come to town with more plausible hype. He could have gone over the wall when his career started crumbling, as Thompson had, in his own self-destructive way.

 


Yet Elway went the other way by playing football like a back-up tackle, not a halo-ed quarterback. During high school scrimmages, his coaches wanted him to wear a red vest that alerted defenders not to hit him. “There were always arguments,” ex-teammate Darryl Stroh recalled. “It would make John go crazy. He hated the thing. He wanted to take it off. He’d scream: ‘Hit me, hit me.’ He hated to be special. He wanted to get into play and take his knocks.”

 


Not much has changed. Over the years, I’ve seen Elway launch himself like a missile to gain a routine first down at midfield during a game that meant little. I’ve seen him throw diving blocks to clear the way for his running backs, for little visible gain. I’ve seen him bitterly scold himself for a mediocre pass — in practice.

 


And I saw him in his ultimate moment of triumph, as his teammates carried him off the field following their 31-24 wins over Green Bay in Super Bowl XXXII.

 


John Elway is a player.

 


For this sportswriter, that’s more than passing praise.
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Elway can throw a football 40 yards at bullet speed and 60 yards with cross-hair accuracy. One of his passes tore the flesh off a finger of a Stanford receiver, exposing the bone.




Chapter One —

The Arm

AFTER A GLOOMY DEFEAT IN 1995, THE DENVER BRONCOS had nothing left to do but count the bodies. The injuries had been piling up for weeks, and even John Elway sounded as if he might become a casualty of another dying season.

 


In a weary monotone following a loss to the Kansas City Chiefs, which kept the team out of the playoffs for the second consecutive season, the graying, ashen-faced quarterback talked openly about retirement.

 


Eventually, however, Elway was stopped in his tracks by one of the NFL’s most durable and enduring legends: himself.

 


Although his numbers already made him suitable for framing in Canton, Ohio, Elway decided to continue to play the game of his life. Before he’s finished, Elway hopes to pass and run for more yardage than any quarterback in NFL history, including Johnny Unitas, Dan Marino, Fran Tarkenton, Joe Montana, — and Bobby Layne, one of Elway’s enduring role models.

 


During the past two decades, Elway has gone from blue jeans to power ties, frat boy to international icon, All-American letterman to filigreed businessman. But on the field, he’s still the same ol’ John, burning with timeless passion to run and pass and tackle any obstacle that stands in the way of winning, even if it means diving headfirst into a muddy end zone or lifting his fist in defense of a fallen buddy.

 


In an era of bejeweled narcissists and baleful outlaws, Elway is a football fundamentalist who missed only 10 starts in his first 14 seasons because of injuries; won more games than any starter in NFL history; led the Broncos out of the pocket of doom to victory with innumerable fourth quarter, game-saving drives; and, in an era of wandering stars, played in one city for one team, like the passing stars of old.
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Elway is a defense’s worst nightmare when he’s on the run, scanning the field for a receiver. “He was the only quarterback we were ever told not to chase from the pocket,” said former Cleveland and Oakland defensive lineman Bob Golic.




Moreover, Elway has survived countless surgeries, hundreds of sacks, a controversial showdown with the NFL, a harrowing rookie season, three humiliating Super Bowl defeats, devoted critics, the withering burden of a coach (Dan Reeves) with whom he couldn’t communicate, as well as his own ruthless perfectionism.

 


But Elway armed himself for the long run with the loyal help of his father, a college coach, and his own right arm, which just happens to be the most dangerous in the game’s history.

 


“John Elway is the Michael Jordan of the NFL,” Joe Theisman said. “You expect every one of Jordan’s shots to go in the basket and you expect every one of John’s passes to be something special.”

 


Added Joe Namath: “Everyone should realize that John is special. We might not have seen anyone quite like him before.”

 


Elway’s arm doesn’t look that powerful.

 


It’s 34 inches long. The biceps are a modest 12 inches unflexed. The forearm is unformidable looking. The wrist is inconspicuous. The hand could belong to an average quarterback.

 


But only Elway can throw a football 40 yards at bullet speed, 60 yards with cross-hair accuracy, 70 yards with a tight spiral — while backpedaling — and 80 yards on a powerful whim. Only Elway can fire a 66 mph fireball, 50 yards downfield — and 30 cross-field; or tear the flesh off a receiver’s finger; or stamp an X on a receiver’s chest with the point of the ball.

 


All great quarterbacks have signature assets. Joe Montana was the master of timing and precision. John Unitas had perfect form; Sonny Jurgensen was the best pure passer; no one could see the field better than Dan Fouts; Dan Marino has the quickest release since Joe Namath; Bobby Layne threw an ugly pass but won nonetheless.

 


Elway?

 


His arm is his destiny.

 


It’s carried him through good times, bad times and mad times — on fields richly grained with history and ancient blood — and to AFC Championships, Super Bowls and hundreds of NFL and college games.
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Elway’s signature play is the one in which he sprints to one sideline, stops, scans, pivots, and then throws a rope to the far side. “I used to strain every muscle in my body to throw 70 yards, and he stands there and flicks his wrist,” former Cleveland Browns great Otto Graham said.




 


It’s enabled him to pass for tens of thousands of yards and hundreds of touchdowns in the NFL, to break defenses into ungatherable fragments, to make hyperbole plausible for normally underwhelmed critics.

 


It was generations in the making, too.

 


John’s grandfather, Harry Elway, quarterbacked a 1908 Pennsylvania team that played against Jim Thorpe, one of the century’s greatest athletes. John’s father, Jack Elway, was a star freshman quarterback at Washington State, before an injury ended his career.

 


He passed his skills to his son, who passed ‘em into history.

 


“I’ve been blessed with a gift from God for throwing a football,” John said.

 


In high school, John’s knee almost buckled and snapped during the first half of a Friday night game. At halftime, he was forced to limp to the dressing room. But after a doctor wrapped his knee, Elway headed right back into the action.

 


In the second half, Elway “hopped” to his left on a roll-out, which bought him enough time to locate a receiver streaking to the end zone 60 yards away.

 


Despite his injury, which forced him to rely almost entirely on his arm, Elway fired a perfect scoring strike.

 


The stadium went eerily silent, before a roar arose from the part of a crowd that 16-year-olds rarely touch.

 


“I used to strain every muscle in my body to throw 70 yards, and he stands there and flicks his wrist,” former Cleveland great Otto Graham said.

 


One day, after a Granada Hills practice, Elway stood at the 10-yard line, a teammate at the 50. When his friend threw the ball on a long arc, John knocked it from the sky with a smart bomb. Another time John and his buddies headed to the 35, where they took turns trying to strike an upright with a pass. John hurled perfect strikes.

 


When Stanford’s punter skipped a practice, Elway saved the day by “throwing” punts that sailed as high as real ones. They came down like missiles. Elway’s father warned: “Don’t turn your arm loose” — for show. But that didn’t stop John from a little visual imaging.

“I think I could throw (a baseball) out of the Stanford ball park,” Elway said during his college days. “It’s 335 feet down the line. Everybody has their own security thing. My arm is mine. I have great confidence in it.”

 


Because of his armed might, Elway can deliver the ball into a fast-closing spot, or into the best spot for a receiver to catch it. He can wait an extra second or two before releasing the ball — which is often enough to set a receiver free. And he can do it falling down, getting up, lying down, off one foot, off the wrong foot and against all odds and defenses.

 


In 1985, Elway spotted receiver Vance Johnson seven yards downfield, and 25 yards cross-field. Oakland Raiders’ cornerback Lester Hayes was a step or two away, in perfect position to pounce, until Elway zapped it by him.

 


“I didn’t even see the ball,” Hayes said. “I barely saw the blur. He nailed me. Elway is unstoppable. He’s done things I’ve never seen before, and I’ve got lots of film.”

 


“He’s the most dangerous because he has the ability to run to his left and throw the ball back to his right with a lot of mustard on it,” ex-Raiders cornerback Mike Haynes said. “When he’s running to his right, he can throw it 60 yards on one foot.”

 


During his Stanford days, in the face of a massive Southern Cal pass rush, Elway was running to save his head while simultaneously searching for a receiver.

 


“I was in deep, deep trouble,” he said.

 


Elway ran to his left, reversed field, then veered to his left again.

 


“He has the instincts to move around as well as anybody in the game,” Fran Tarkenton said. “When I came in I was a freak because I could move around. People said, ‘You can’t win with a quarterback running out of the pocket.’”

 


Then it happened.

 


In blurring succession, Elway planted his feet, cocked his hips, opened up his shoulders, snapped his right shoulder back, and released a missile that traveled 72 yards in the sweet California air for a touchdown.

 


“He was the only quarterback we were ever told not to chase from the pocket,” former Cleveland and Oakland defensive lineman Bob Golic said. “He’s actually more dangerous when you have him on the run. When he’s scrambling and on the run, it just accentuates the power of that gun of his. And it all starts with that gun.”

 


In 1991, with the score tied 16-16, Elway faced third and 17 from his 17-yard line, as time wound down against Kansas City. He rolled to his right, stopped, faced the opposite sideline, then arced a pass to Mark Jackson that went through the Chiefs like an arrow. As the Broncos kicked the game-winning field goal, press box math whizzes calculated the ball had traveled 43 yards downfield, and 43 yards across field, and, when all the figuring was done, 71 yards in all.

 


“He’s extremely well-trained,” former Green Bay quarterback Bart Starr said. “He makes great use of his legs. I’ve been impressed when he’s had to scramble and then he has to come to a position of throwing. When he’s rolled out and regained his position, that’s when you see the fundamentals come into play, because he seldom overstrides. And it’s easy to overstride, after all that moving. But he comes back into control and regains that rhythm.”

 


In 1996, at age 36, Elway was caught in the middle of Oakland’s antic pass rush. Defensive end Pat Swilling grabbed him, but Elway spun 180 degrees and into open sight of a receiver. Then, realizing Swilling had fallen to the turf in the other direction, he spun 180 degrees to come full circle. In a flash, he saw Shannon Sharpe in the back of the end zone. The passage from Elway to Sharpe was too narrow for breathing, but Elway shot a magic bullet straight to Sharpe’s heart.

 


“John Elway is the master of the inconceivable pass thrown to the unreachable spot,” Fox analyst Pat Summerall said.

 


Tell the Washington Redskins about it. In 1995, on a dying September day, the Broncos were breaking down. With six seconds remaining, and the score tied 31-31, Denver had the ball on Washington’s 43-yard line, facing fourth and 10. It was a time to pause and think, but Elway wasn’t in a thinking mood. He was mobilizing. Almost out of habit, he stepped back to midfield, stepped away from on-rushing trouble, then reached back into his pocketful of miracles and produced a pass that sailed into the end zone and Rod Smith’s uplifted hands.

 


While the Redskins staggered around with home-from-the-war stares, Elway swaggered into the Broncos locker room, like John Wayne in cleats.

 


“I wish I was still out there,” he said an hour later.

 


He is — along with his golden arm.

 


“I wouldn’t trade it for anything,” Elway said. “From my youngest days, I always wanted to be the best. Fortunately, I’ve been blessed with this arm, plus a coach telling me what to do. My dad.”
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Elway doesn’t even need to be planted to throw one of his long strikes. “When he’s running to his right, he can throw it 60 yards on one foot, ” ex-Raiders cornerback Mike Haynes said.





[image: e9781461733959_i0008.jpg]

When Elway was traded to the Broncos, the city was electrified. His feats at Stanford were common knowledge to all Broncos fans, who immediately began planning for some Super Bowls. Elway was one of the few sophomore quarterbacks ever to earn All-American honors.




Chapter 2 —

Father, Son and the Wonder Years

JACK ELWAY WAS ENRAGED IN 1981 AS HE WATCHED HIS SON stagger through the blackest day of his college career. John, a Stanford junior, completed only six of 24 passes for 72 yards, threw five interceptions and was sacked seven times.

 


Even worse, a sprained ankle made him a tempting target for even bloodier hits.

 


As angry as he was, Jack could do nothing to stop it. He coached John’s opponent, San Jose State, but he couldn’t tell his blitzing linebackers to take it easy on his son — not on their best day. Underdog San Jose State stunned Stanford with a 28-6 victory. But as father and son walked tearfully together out of Stanford Stadium, Jack was fuming because the Cardinal’s coaches hadn’t removed John from harm’s way.

 


“How did I feel?” said the elder Elway, his hands shaking as he drank a Pepsi.

“As a father, I’m not very goddamm happy. John was obviously injured. He showed great courage.”

 


Jack Elway’s will to win is nearly viral. So is John’s. But their need for one another is even stronger. Over three decades, Jack created some imposing teams from the raw material of youth. But John is his ultimate masterpiece.

 


For purists, Elway is a throwback to classic quarterbacks from the golden past like Johnny Unitas and Bobby Layne, whose will and wit and warrior spirit still enrich the game. They see Johnny Elway and they really see Johnny U. or Detroit’s compulsively competitive Layne.

That isn’t a coincidence.

Elway was taught to pass and run and lead by his dad, who used Layne as one of his prototypes.

 


But no prototype ever prepared him for John’s singular play. Or his signature play — the one in which John sprints to one sideline, stops, scans, pivots, and then throws a 60-yard rope to the far side.

 


“It combines all his strengths — the arm strength, scrambling skills, peripheral vision, instincts and the way he thrives under pressure — all in one play,” Jack explains.

 


Jack’s eyes get a distant look when he describes his son’s ultimate play, as if staring at a priceless canvas that he himself has painted — which, in a sense, he has.

 


“He’s the reason I am what I am today,” John said.

 


Truth is, John nearly became history trying to make it.

 


At his first training camp, he felt like he’d journeyed from Palo Alto to Bedlam. By season’s end, he’d become a bumbling parody of himself. After a couple seasons, the prevailing question about Elway was, “Whatever happened to him?”

 


The questions changed in ensuing years, but not the anguish level. Elway almost single-handily took the Broncos to Super Bowl XXI, but a 39-20 loss to the New York Giants depressed him; a 42-10 loss to Washington in Super Bowl XXII humiliated him; a 55-10 loss to the San Francisco 49ers in Super Bowl XXIV mocked him.

 


Elway saw with lucid misery that Joe Montana and Dan Marino were having the brilliant careers he was supposed to have.

 


In 1989, Elway blew a gasket, saying, “I’m about to suffocate,” from his fishbowl life in Denver. He fumed about coach Dan Reeves’ offense, which suffocated his once-in-a-generation talents.

 


The NFL was eating his heart.

 


But during the darkest days, all of John Elway’s energy was closed like a fist around one thing: football.

 


Football and family.

Jack Elway doubles — or rather quadruples — as father, confidant, guardian and heat shield.

 


The elder Elway armed his protégé — and prodigy — with the emotional, as well as tactical and physical weapons, to withstand the assaults of fate, 300-pound linemen, and even 160-pound columnists.

 


“Being a coach’s son has helped me in so many ways, physically, mentally, technique-wise,” John said. “My dad is my best friend, my confidant. There have been many, many, many, many times I thought I was losing my sense of humor. It was so hard at times. But I always looked at it like it was something I wanted to pay the price for. I always went out and challenged myself to be as good as I can be.

 


“That’s the way I was taught. He was always there when it got so tough. I could always talk to him. He was always there to help.”

 


Father-son duos are a familiar part of football lore.

 


Marv Marinovich raised his baby to be an NFL quarterback with the cerebral detachment of a research scientist. He began stretching Todd’s hamstrings when he was one-month old, and designed an exercise regimen by the time he could crawl.

 


Todd was certainly the only kid on his block — and perhaps America — who turned 18 without ever having tasted a Big Mac, Fritos or Twinkies. His father forbade junk food.

 


At friends’ birthday parties, Todd took his own cake and ice cream — without sugar and refined white flour. By the time Todd was in school, he had a battalion of experts working with him on quickness, speed, peripheral vision, throwing motions, body control, mind ... seven days a week. He made it to Southern Cal, and was a first-round draft pick of the Raiders. But amid allegations of drug use and declining interest, Todd’s football career crumbled before he could reach the destiny his father had fixed for him.

 


“I wish I could go somewhere else and be someone else,” he said during his USC days. “I don’t want to be Todd Marinovich.”

 


Archie Manning, one of the greatest quarterbacks of his era, may see his son Peyton become the greatest of his era. Archie nurtured and developed Peyton’s talents with a benign and sometimes humorous touch.

 


Archie came home from New Orleans Saints practices every day and organized games for his two sons and their neighborhood buddies. He filmed many with his camcorder, pretending they were being broadcast on national TV, even to the point of simulating pre-game introductions.

 


After Saints’ home games, Manning’s sons played on the Superdome field. As they became more serious about their games, Archie did as well, offering increasingly sophisticated X’s and O’s advice.

 


But Jack Elway could write the ultimate book on raising a quarterback.

 


In 1957, at his parents’ home in Hoquiam, Washington, Jack gave an engagement ring to Janet, his bride-to-be, with one request. “Give me a baby boy.”

 


On June 28, 1960, in Port Angeles, Washington, Janet gave him twins; John and Janna, joining sister Lee-Ann, born 18 months before. Janna played tennis at Stanford, and then became a teaching pro in the San Francisco area. Lee-Ann, is a lifelong sports fan.

 


“I like to tell people I got married, had a honeymoon for 18 months, and then all hell brook loose the next 18,” Jack said. “But having the twins was such a thrill, and all of the kids, being so close to the same age, developed a special bond. Even as little kids, I can remember John crawling on the floor by himself, and looking around to see where Janna was and crawling right over to her. And then the two of ‘em would start jabbering at each other in that special language twins have.”

 


The Elway children grew up in the nomadic ways of a football coach, migrating through three states and six towns as Jack worked his way up to a job at a major university.

 


“We lived from Saturday to Saturday, our emotions riding on a football game,” Jack said.

 


Elway was head coach at Port Angeles (Wash.) High School and Gray Harbor (Wash.) Community College (1961-66), and served in assistant roles at Montana (1967-71) and Washington State (1972-75). Then it was on to Cal State Northridge (1976-78), San Jose State (1979-83) and Stanford (1984-88), where he made his mark as a head coach with creative, multi-dimensional offenses.

 


Before joining the Broncos scouting department, he also coached the Frankfurt Galaxy in the World League (1991-92).

 


Like most coaches, Jack was often only a visitor in his own home, leaving early in the morning and returning late at night during the season. When the recruiting season began, he was on the road more than not, and not until that phase was over could he finally settle into home life like a hammock.

 


With his rumpled clothes — someone once said he looked like an unmade bed — and weathered face, the chain-smoking Elway resembles actor Walter Matthau, with the dry wit to match.

 


During his trying tenure at Stanford, the elder Elway wrote a weekly column for a local paper, gently mocking himself and the school’s pretensions.

 


“I am still in search of the Stanford Image,” he wrote. “I first thought maybe it had something to do with the clothes you wear. I had to admit I thought Brooks Brothers were a couple linebackers for USC.”

 


With Stanford’s rigid academic standards, Elway had to work harder than most just to recruit a core of quality players. In 1985, he traveled to the homes of 75 recruits, from Oregon to Florida to New York, using his humor and the instincts of a politician — his brother was a state representative and congressional candidate — to close the sale.

 


“Survival is the only real goal I’ve had,” he said.

 


Elway didn’t do that at Stanford. He was fired in 1988, which embittered John, who now says he should have played for his father at San Jose State rather than for the Cardinal.

 


But Jack made all the shrewd moves with John, whose passion for sports needed retaining walls.

 


He started John in kindergarten a year later than normal so he’d have a more fully developed body by high school. When John picked up a plastic bat and assumed his natural right-handed stance, Jack immediately converted him into a left-handed hitter in a pre-emptive strike against curveballs. He wouldn’t let him ski in Montana’s mountains, although his sisters did. If John didn’t become a star athlete, it wasn’t going to be because of a skiing accident.

 


He convinced him to play quarterback instead of halfback. When Jack became Cal State Northridge’s head coach, he scouted the L.A. area for a high school with a high-tech passing attack. And as the 1983 NFL draft neared, Jack helped John play the baseball card against the Baltimore Colts. By threatening to sign with the New York Yankees, who had employed him the previous summer on their Class A team, the Elways triggered a trade to Denver.

 


But Jack couldn’t control one crucial development.

 


“I didn’t have any idea how big he was going to be,” Jack said. “He wasn’t very big until ninth grade. He was slender, 5-8, but he really had a growth spurt from ninth grade on. Entering his junior year he was 6-1 and he spurted up another inch-and-a-half and that took him to 6-3 at college. Then he grew about an inch in his freshman year at Stanford, so that took him to about 6-4. ”

 


During the Wonder Years, John and Jack were wonderful friends.

 


The images are everywhere in the Elways’ memories: Seven-year-old John on the sideline, alone, watching his dad’s team practice, despite incessant rain; John pleading for another game of one-on-one in the driveway, despite a fading sun and gathering chill. “One more time, one more time”; John listening in rapt awe as his father and his colleagues held a post-game post-mortem; Jack and John on a baseball field on an August afternoon, exchanging horsehide tales and ancient banter. “We have the bases loaded and two out,” said Jack, in his best Mel Allen voice. “It’s the bottom of the ninth in the seventh game of the World Series, and the whole season rides on the shoulders of the next batter. Can he do it?”

 


“Yes, yes,” John shouts back.

 


“Even then, John had an ability to concentrate on details and go after it,” Jack said. “He learned early on the difference between winning and losing. He found he liked winning a hell of a lot better.”

 


John made his football debut in fourth grade, as a running back for the Little Grizzlies of Missoula. Because of a conflict, his father missed much of the first half, then played catch-up with Montana basketball coach Jud Heathcote, who later coached Magic Johnson at Michigan State.

“What’d I miss?” he asked.

 


“Well, either every kid on that field is the worst football player I’ve ever seen, or your boy is the greatest player I’ve ever seen,” Heathcote said.

 


By halftime, John, who ran through a pair of sneakers every month, had run for four touchdowns.

 


“When I was eight years old, my favorite player was Calvin Hill, a running back with the Dallas Cowboys,” he said. “They were my favorite team then. I wore his number in Pee-Wee football and went around calling myself Calvin Elway.”

 


But Little John was a quarterback at heart.

 


“I was always throwing things, mudballs, dirtclods. I’d set up bottles on a fence and knock ‘em down all day.”

 


John’s arm was so powerful he switched to quarterback in junior high, with some prodding from his dad. Jack credits his wife’s gene pool for much of John’s success. “From her, he got the size — she’s 5-9. The big hands. Whatever good looks he’s got. Some of my close friends look at me and ask me how I produced a son like that, and I just tell them I was an overachiever when I got married.

 


“But he got the arm from me,” Jack added.

 


Jack revealed his ultimate dreams for his only son when he filled out a questionnaire about him for the Dallas Cowboys, for whom he was a part-time scout. Although John was only 12 at the time, Jack, in a stroke of whimsy, wrote: “He’s 6-2, 185 pounds, has a good arm, good speed, good agility. But he has a bad attitude because he didn’t clean the swimming pool.”

 


Actually, John had little time for anything except sports, even during the summer, when his schedule of baseball, basketball and football camps and contests tested his parents’ aptitude for time and stress management. During the Wonder Years, the Elways took just one family vacation, and even that requires an asterisk, since Jack drove his son to and from a distant baseball camp each day. Why not? The results were invariably positive.

 


At Washington State’s basketball camp, John, a ninth-grader, caught the eye of Cougars coach George Raveling. “George said if John was going into football he was going into the wrong sport,” the elder Elway recalled.
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Jack Elway knew his son was special by his junior year in high school, when he led Granada Hills High to a last-second victory. “What a competitor,” Jack said.




 


Raveling fired off a telegram to Elway before Super Bowl XXI: “Dear Shotgun: Congratulations on your great season. Best of luck in the Super Bowl. I still think you should have played basketball.”

 


“John was always so involved in sports,” his mother said. “About all we ever did was go to different sporting events. There were a few nights in Missoula when it was so cold I couldn’t even get the dogs to go with me to pick up John — much less one of the girls.”

 


Janet is a traditional coach’s wife. She had to console and prepare her children for each move and new school, in addition to all the normal duties of running a house and raising three children. She was the one who drove John to a junior high basketball game, sat in the cold bleachers, then drove home, all the while wondering whether the car battery would last. She was the one who had to calm the house after her son or husband lost a game.

 


“John inherited my total inability to adjust to the depression and pain that comes with losing,” Jack said.

 


Janet also had to deal with the fans who screamed insults at her husband or son from the safety of the stands.

 


“She’s always been kind of an intense fan,” John once told the Denver Post. “And she’s never been afraid to tell anyone what she thinks. From what I’ve heard from my sisters, she told a few people to shut their mouths when she thought they were getting on me for no good reason.”

 


In 1976, Jack took his first college head coaching job at Cal State Northridge. The timing was good, since John was entering high school. Jack was able to scour the Southern California area for a football team that threw 40-50 times a game. He hit gold at Granada Hills High School, and quickly found a nearby home.

 


The Elways’ moves were always choreographed with one another’s interests in mind. When John was pondering scholarship offers, his only real decision was between USC and Stanford because of his desire to remain near his family. It was no coincidence that he enrolled at Stanford the same year his father became head coach at San Jose State. Palo Alto is 15 miles north on Highway 101 from San Jose, a drive the Elways made too many times to count.

 


But that was four years away. In 1976, Elway was far from being a franchise player. Granada coach Jack Neumeier’s first memory of him is as a shy and skinny freshman. But soon he was throwing touchdown bombs with stunning regularity for the junior varsity team. After the varsity got off to an 0-3 start the next season, Neumeier made Elway his starter.

 


“I couldn’t have come to a better program. We threw on almost every down,” Elway said.

 


There were glitches. When an assistant hit his son, Jack went on the attack.

 


“I told the guy he could apologize now or meet me outside and get the (bleep) kicked out of him; or he could wait until John turned 21 and have him kick the (bleep) out of him,” Jack said. “He apologized.”

 


But overall, John’s years at Granada Hills passed like a sweet dream.

 


During his junior season, Elway passed for 3,039 yards and led Granada to the Los Angeles city semifinals. He went to a new plateau in the San Fernando Valley, just over the Hollywood Hills, during the fading minutes of an L.A. city playoff game.

 


San Fernando had a remarkable running game, which Granada Hills couldn’t stop, but San Fernando couldn’t stop Elway’s passing game either. With 1:30 left, San Fernando took a 35-33 lead, and Elway had to take over on his own 32-yard line, the weight of a season on his shoulders. Since Granada had a sophisticated audible system, Elway was able to ad-lib at the line of scrimmage. He quickly moved Granada downfield, and, then, with 20 seconds left, on a play called In-and-Out, he fired a scoring strike to Chris Sutton. But a holding penalty wiped out the touchdown, and the ball was moved back to the 9. Elway calmly called the same play, and scored again, lifting Granada to a 40-35 win.

 


“I wonder if he’s as good as I think he is,” Jack said to his wife as they left the stadium. “I wonder if John realizes just how good he can be.”

 


By that point, Elway was leaving defenses in fragments with both his passing and running. One of Jack’s first lessons to his son was, “Always be ready to run.”

According to the classic mantra, drop-back passers must remain in the pocket, and take the heat or hit, rather than abandon it for who knows what.

 


But Jack Elway believed a quarterback should run often and hard, thus forcing a defense into a potentially paralyzing dilemma.

 


How do you defend against a quarterback who has the power to throw game-bending bombs at will, and the nimbleness to disappear in a puff of smoke from a tackler’s grasp? What do you do when a quarterback can run with the speed and cunning of a halfback one moment, and throw a perfect dart the next — on the same seamless play?

 


Not much, if the quarterback is a first-rate passer and runner like Elway.

 


“Why is it that when experts talk about a ‘complete’ quarterback they never include running as part of the package?” he said. “Defenses don’t account for the quarterback. Nobody does. So it becomes 11 men against 10. Running just puts the pressure back on the defense.”

 


As his reputation grew, so did Elway’s ambition and regard for his future.

 


After finishing his homework each evening, he spent an extra hour studying game film and memorizing new plays. In the summer, while friends headed to the beach, Elway threw 300 passes per day. In practice, he used a stop watch to make sure he dropped back and set up in the same amount of time. By doing so, he knew where his receivers were before he looked up, saving time and grief.

 


At first glance, Elway might appear to be “The Natural,” a rare athlete who prospers by sheer fluid physical superiority. In truth, Elway is an anxious perfectionist who agonizes over a solitary mistake — even in practice.

 


John stayed focused in school, as well. Although math was his favorite subject, he ran into a brick wall in geometry. He couldn’t grasp the relationship between numbers and shapes, but he managed to pass, thanks to intensive cramming. At Stanford, despite all the demands on his time and attention, he earned a degree in economics, with a 3.0 grade-point average. And true to his grinder’s ways, Elway literally slept with his play book — and watched hundreds of hours of game film — after his troubling rookie NFL season.

 


Elway left no detail to chance entering his senior season at Granada High.

Physically and emotionally, he was ready for his ultimate season.

 


“I told him we were going to go for 4,000 yards, shatter the national record,” Neumeier told the Rocky Mountain News before the 1986 Super Bowl.

 


But in Week Four, after throwing for 1,837 yards, Elway crumpled to the turf. His season was over.

 


“He was rolling out in the first half and it — the left knee he had hurt playing basketball — just popped,” Neumeier said. “Nobody even hit him.

 


“My heart just went through the ground. I didn’t even want to go to practice after that. It just about killed me.”

 


Elway underwent knee surgery, went through rehab, and for the first time, tried to imagine his life without football. He couldn’t.

 


The following spring, Elway compensated for his stunted football season in baseball. He was voted Southern California Player of the Year, thanks in large part to his performance in the L.A. city championship game against Crenshaw, which featured future major-leaguers Darryl Strawberry and Chris Brown.

 


Elway, who hit .419 that season, played third base. But after Crenshaw scored three runs in the third inning to take a one-run lead, he was summoned to the mound.

 


“I hadn’t considered that I might pitch because I hadn’t pitched in five to six weeks,” he said. “I threw them nothing but fastballs. I’ve never thrown a curveball because I didn’t want to hurt my arm. Strawberry hit a couple deep ones, but he never got around.”

 


In fact, Strawberry was 0-for-4, Brown 0-for-3, and Crenshaw, 10-4 losers, managed just one hit in all against Elway, whose fastball was once clocked at 93 mph.

 


Elway managed to have some fast times as well at Granada High — at least by “American Graffiti” standards. After the big game, he and his buddies cruised the boulevards of the San Fernando Valley in Elway’s 1964 tan Buick LeSabre, routinely making pit stops at Bob’s Big Boy or the Pizza Parlor.

 


Near the end of their high school adventures, Elway and Co. got a 12-by-12 block of ice, loaded it on the roof of the LeSabre, and headed to a nearby golf course. On the top of a 65-foot hill, they stuck a towel on the ice, hopped on, and slipped into the night.

 


When Elway arrived at Stanford, he was the All-American Boy, circa 1955: blond, blue-eyed, graceful in a muscular way, adored by fawning fans, respected by his large contingent of easy-going, beer-gulping buddies, and eager to do right by everybody.
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