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forever my inspiration
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Chapter One
YOUNG FACES USUALLY FILLED WITH WARMTH AND wonder were now taut with anticipation and purpose. Eyes were lasers. Hearts were pounding. It was nothing unusual for the explosive combination of testosterone and youth to unleash a wild display of emotions in the minutes leading up to the start of a high school football game—and this was no ordinary game for the boys of Gilman School. This was the season opener, being played in front of three thousand screaming fans, and it featured the type of marquee matchup typically saved for a championship contest at the end of a year. Gilman was the top-ranked high school team in all of Maryland. Its opponent was second-ranked DeMatha.
The Gilman boys were decked out in crisp white jerseys and plain gray helmets turned shiny silver by the stadium lights. They were not only schoolboys now. They were also the mighty Greyhounds. The Greyhounds paced. They gnashed teeth. They pounded one another on the shoulder pads.
“Pancakes,” one of the senior captains growled, meaning he wanted to see opponents knocked flat on the ground. “I’m looking for pancakes.”
A sophomore linebacker, normally a very polite and respectful fifteen-year-old, spoke from behind an overdone smearing of eye black that transformed his face into something of a Halloween mask: “They don’t want to ask us any questions, ’cause I promise you, we’re gonna give ’em some answers.”
“Time to get busy!” another boy shouted toward the Friday night sky.
Joe Ehrmann had already seen and heard it all too many times for any of this to affect him a whole lot. He’d seen and heard it as an All-American defensive lineman—big mountain of a man, six-foot-four, 260 well-packed pounds—at Syracuse University. He’d seen and heard it throughout his thirteen years as a professional football player, most of them as a star with the Baltimore Colts, one of the most storied franchises in the history of the National Football League. He’d seen and heard it during five years of coaching at Gilman. At the age of fifty-two, Joe was no longer fazed by the specific circumstances of any single game. No victory or defeat, no matter how glorious or excruciating for his team, would ever eclipse the only reason he was there. What do points on a scoreboard have to do with teaching boys how to be men of substance and impact? Nothing. And that explained the absolute calmness with which Joe now walked toward his huddled team for final comments just before the start of the 2001 season. Actually, Joe did not walk so much as he shuffled, gingerly calculating his steps, which sometimes moved him side to side almost as much as they advanced him. Joe was prematurely hobbled by the residue of countless full-body crashes on football fields across America, his right side held together by an artificial hip, his left side permanently hampered by long-ago surgery that left him with almost no flexibility in either his ankle or his foot.
Joe’s brown eyes peered through gold-rimmed glasses that conspired with his white hair—with his closely trimmed white beard and mustache as well—to make him look more like a college professor than a jock. He reached into a pocket of his khaki pants for his ever-present tin of peppermint Altoids. That was the only thing Joe carried onto the field. He did not need a clipboard because he coached from the heart. He did not need a whistle because his players automatically fell silent when he stood before them.
“This is one of the greatest experiences of your young lives,” Joe told the boys. “So let’s make sure you’re having fun, all right? You’ve been doing a lot of work the last few weeks to get ready for this. Now’s the time you can let it all hang out. Let’s get after them. We’re gonna get after ’em. But let’s make sure we’re having fun.”
Other coaches spoke. Then Joe initiated his standard question-and-answer sequence.
“What is our job as coaches?” he asked.
“To love us,” the boys yelled back in unison.
“What is your job?” Joe shot back.
“To love each other,” the boys responded.
The words were spoken with the familiarity of a mantra, the commitment of an oath, the enthusiasm of a pep rally.
This was football?
What was going on here? How in the world had I, an out-of-town writer in the final year of my thirties, become so wrapped up in it all? And how could I possibly have foreseen the gift of my own transformative experience that would soon be coming? How could I possibly have known that a season of football with a bunch of high school kids—really a season of life more than anything else—would ultimately help me open doors to my own father that had always been sealed shut?


Chapter Two
THE WHOLE IMPROBABLE CHAIN OF EVENTS STARTED with a brief newspaper story that froze me at the breakfast table. The Maryland Board of Public Works had just approved a demolition contract—a wrecking ball would soon be bearing down on Memorial Stadium in Baltimore. I was lucky not to choke on my Cheerios. To me, that old stadium was so much more than just a tired collection of concrete and brick in an equally worn neighborhood. The people of Maryland were about to obliterate a shrine.
The little boy in me—unmindful of the grown-ups’ rule that virtually nothing lasts forever—felt an immediate wave of sadness. Soon, though, the melancholy yielded to a rush of wonderful memories from my childhood days as a ball-boy with the Baltimore Colts. Wanting to put my hands on something tangible from those days long gone, I went upstairs to my bedroom and dug through a collection of old photos and other keepsakes cluttering the top drawer of my dresser. I found some snapshots I’d taken when I was eleven years old, very large men wearing football gear, frozen in black-and-white Kodak squares for more than a quarter of a century. I smiled when I came across a shot of Joe Ehrmann trudging off the practice field at training camp during the summer of 1974, big mop of brown hair all disheveled after being liberated from his helmet, Popeye-like forearms sticking out from the elbow-length sleeves of a dark number 76 jersey, which I knew to be royal blue, Colts blue. I also found a few old football cards, some Colts bumper stickers, and an assortment of stadium passes that once gave me access to locker rooms and fields wherever the Colts were playing. There was something about going through those knickknacks that made me feel warm and whole.
I wanted to make a farewell visit to Memorial Stadium, just had to see and feel the place one last time, so I called an editor friend at the Baltimore Sun and asked about contributing a story from the perspective of a former ballboy. He was kind enough to indulge me with an assignment, and a state official agreed to open the doors for me.
It was a brisk Friday morning in January 2001, almost seventeen years after the Colts moved to Indianapolis, when I left my Washington, D.C., home for the one-hour drive to 33rd Street in Northeast Baltimore. Just after nine o’clock , I pulled into an empty parking lot and slowly circled my childhood home away from home. Windows were boarded up. Walls were filled with graffiti. The long-vacant building was hermetically sealed, but I was soon joined by Ed Cline, deputy director of the Maryland Stadium Authority, who had keys.
“Bring a flashlight?” he asked me.
“All set,” I said.
We walked through the old Colts locker room. It was cold and empty, not a single visual clue as to who used to inhabit the space. Cline made sure that the tunnel from the locker room out to the field was safe for passage. Then I was on my own. The dark, narrow tunnel was even smaller than I remembered it. But this was not a walk to be measured in anything as finite as height or distance. It was to be measured only in the comfort of fond memories. The first time I made that walk was on Friday, August 9, 1974, when the Colts played a pre-season game. It was the same day Richard Nixon resigned the presidency. How could I even guess the number of times I navigated that tunnel throughout the remainder of my childhood? I could still vividly imagine the loud click-clacking of cleats striking the concrete floor as my Colts marched in and out of battle. It was a defining sound of my youth.
At the end of the tunnel, I climbed the six steps to field level and entered … a ghost town. The grass field was long gone. I walked on pea-size gravel and black patches of ice, working my way around tall, brown weeds, some climbing higher than my waist, as I surveyed the scarred remnants of glory. Most of the stadium seats had been ripped out. The giant scoreboard had been stripped bare. The landscape was littered with garbage. I walked slowly around the horseshoe-shaped structure, especially savoring my steps along the old Colts sideline. I stood where one of my best friends on the team, Toni Linhart, kicked a field goal through the fog to beat the Miami Dolphins in an epic overtime game in 1975. I lingered where I used to play catch with the star quarter-back, Bert Jones, the NFL’s Most Valuable Player in 1976.
After half an hour of absolute solitude in a place that had routinely rocked with the high-octane energy of sixty thousand fans, I was back at the stairs to the tunnel. I took in a deep breath and tried to soak up my final vision of Memorial Stadium. More than anything else, though, I kept thinking about the players with whom I had worked and traveled and even shared a dormitory during summer training camps. So many had taken the time to care about me, to help me learn and grow. I had always kept in touch with a few former Colts. But now I wondered about the rest who had played during my ten years, 1974 through 1983, on the sidelines. What were they doing with their lives?
Walking out of Memorial Stadium for the last time—the rising sun barely peeking over the closed end of the upper deck—I knew exactly what I wanted to do. I wanted to find my Colts. Of course, I had no way of knowing what it would mean to be reunited with Joe Ehrmann.


Chapter Three
WE FIRST MET EARLY THAT SUMMER OF 1974. I HAD just finished sixth grade. Joe Ehrmann was preparing for his second season with the Colts.
I never planned on meeting Joe or anyone else on the team. When my parents drove me down to Baltimore from our hometown of Rye Brook, New York, a small suburb just north of New York City, I had only one thing in mind: having fun. I was going to a tennis camp at McDonogh School.
It was not until I arrived that I found out the Colts would conduct their pre-season training camp on the same grounds. The football practice fields were right next to the tennis courts. That allowed for my up-close-and-personal introduction to professional sports. At first I was just an anonymous kid asking for autographs and taking pictures. But then—just by hanging around before and after practices—I actually got to know most of the guys on the team. I was an outgoing, polite little kid who never really wanted anything beyond their attention and acceptance, and even though a good number of them seemed almost superhuman to me, they still made me feel comfortable in their world. Some of the players came to treat me like a little brother. They played catch with me. They took me to Baskin-Robbins for ice cream. They talked to me about all the important things in life, mainly sports and girls. After a while, the Colts equipment man and trainers were so used to having me around that they let me help with minor tasks such as hanging jerseys in lockers, handing out towels, and pouring Gatorade.
The ultimate highlight was the first time I went to Memorial Stadium with the Colts. For the team it was a meaningless pre-season loss to the Detroit Lions. For me it was the most amazing experience any sports-loving kid could ever imagine. After the game, I cut loose the yellow field pass tied to a belt loop on my shorts. That pass was going home with me—proof that I had not been dreaming.
I also took a poem and a nickname back to New York.
The poem came from a sign hanging outside the Colts locker room at McDonogh. I had no idea who first wrote the words or when they were written. I only knew that I had read them many times and never wanted to forget them. So I borrowed a pencil and notepad from one of the coaches and copied them in the shaky handwriting of childhood.
That Guy in the Glass
When you get what you want in your struggle for self
and the world makes you king for a day,
then go to the mirror and look at yourself
and see what that guy has to say.

For it isn’t your mother, brother or friends
whose judgment you must pass.
the person whose verdict counts most in your life
is the one staring back in the glass.

You can go down the pathway of years
receiving pats on the back as you pass.
but your final reward will be heartaches and tears
if you cheated that guy in the glass.

When I was done writing, I carefully folded up my “Guy in the Glass” and tucked it in a pocket for safekeeping. I would eventually post it on a bulletin board in my bedroom, right next to a team picture of the 1974 Colts.
As for the nickname, it was definitely a strange one. The first time I heard it, I was sitting with some of the players on a hill by the practice fields.
“Hey, Brillo.”
I ignored it at first, not realizing it was me that Joe Ehrmann was addressing.
But Joe could never be ignored for too long. On the field, he was relentless, the proud owner of a stubborn streak—opponents might say mean streak—that made him extremely tough to block. Off the field, though, the tough shell gave way to the fun-seeking free spirit within. Joe was not only one of the hardest workers on the team. He was also the life of the party, an enchanting blend of warmth and wittiness, and he was always reaching out to pull someone else in. He was one of those guys who coaches called “the glue” holding together the team.
“Hey, Jeff,” Joe said, playfully pawing at the top of my Afro-adorned head with one of his impossibly thick hands. “Little white kid like you, where’d you get all that curly hair?”
“I don’t know,” I said.
“Ever thought about doing a commercial for those Brillo pads?”
Joe laughed, a deep, hearty laugh. We all laughed. And now I had a nickname. I was Brillo—not the most flattering moniker imaginable, but at least it was unique and therefore unforgettable. The Colts would always remember Brillo, and I could not possibly ask for anything more than that.
Once camp was over and I was home for the start of seventh grade, I did the best I could to keep in touch with my new football friends. I wrote a lot of letters, and sometimes when I bugged my parents enough, they allowed me to make a few long-distance phone calls. When the Colts came to play in New York, I helped in the locker room and on the sideline. Each of the next few years I helped at a game or two, and when I was sixteen, finally old enough for actual employment, the Colts hired me for the first of four summers as a full-time ballboy.
“Ballboy. A euphemism. The ballboy is the jack-of-all-dirty-jobs in a football training camp. Pick up towels, pick up jocks, launder socks, shine shoes, haul ice, sweep the floor, be there before the players, stay late. Long hours, hard work—heaven.” That’s how it was once described in a book about the Colts. And the conclusion was exactly right. I spent my summers in heaven.
Part of it was just the excitement of being on the inside of something so grand. But being with the Colts went far beyond the constant brush with greatness. It taught me invaluable lessons about the adult world. I learned that a man could at once be both intensely independent and an unselfish team player. I learned that skin color and other labels of division—geographic background, financial status, religious orientation—really meant nothing at all when it came to the contributions any individual might make. I learned that grown men could experience, and even exhibit, the full range of human emotions.
As the son of a stoic, that was a major revelation for me. My father, Richard Marx, was remarkably dedicated to all three of his children. He was supportive, kind, patient, gentle, steady … but much more rational than emotional. Highs and lows were for a weatherman reporting the temperature; my dad’s emotional thermometer was generally stuck somewhere in the moderate middle. I always knew that he had strong beliefs because he showed them through his actions, never wavering in his commitments to family, to always doing the right thing, and especially to treating other people well. But actually talk about his feelings and emotions—express them in words? No. That was a foreign concept for my dad. Even his job—actuary for a life insurance company, a numbers cruncher—was a perfect extension of putting the rational before the emotional.
I never could have imagined my dad crying after being cut by a football team. I never could have pictured him celebrating with reckless abandon the outcome of a sporting event—or anything else for that matter. I never could have conjured up a set of circumstances that would have enabled my dad to speak freely with me about a girl I liked or to discuss the general concept of love. With the Colts, I saw and did all those things with men who sometimes felt like supplementary fathers. I learned that it was okay to feel and to express my feelings.
That would never be mistaken for the primary promotional message of the NFL. But it was a big part of my behind-the-scenes experience with professional football—and Joe Ehrmann played a major role in that.
“Brillo,” Joe would bellow from high above my small frame. Joe always had a big smile and an equally high-wattage greeting for me. He might as well have been injecting me with some magical formula that offered instant acceptance and inclusion. Sometimes he would share a joke with me. Sometimes he would tease me the way an irrepressible brother goes after the little guy in the family, just for the heck of it, nothing serious. In addition to the fun stuff, whenever I saw Joe during the regular season, meaning I was back in school in New York, he wanted to know how I was doing in my classes. “Doing great,” I would tell him, and he always made me feel so good about that. In fact, he was an endless source of affirmation. In training camp, I might be doing something as menial as carting equipment out to the field, but Joe would somehow make me feel proud of my insignificant contributions. He would say, “Way to go, man, glad you’re here, Brillo,” and the echo of his words could spend hours bouncing around in my head.
After being picked in the first round of the 1973 NFL draft, Joe played for the Colts through 1980. He was co-captain of the team and became an All-Pro while leading a celebrated defensive line known as the Sack Pack. But it was really Joe’s giant personality—not his ability to knock people down and mess up an offense—that made him such a wonderful character.
Joe was always pulling some sort of a prank. Teammates beware: Those inviting doughnuts on a table in the locker room might have been surreptitiously glazed in a tub of paraffin the trainers used for strictly non-dietary purposes such as treating a hand injury. Or perhaps Joe was loading up the bottom of a football with a fistful of mud while nobody was looking.
Away from the field, he was unofficial social director for the Colts. On Wednesday nights, Joe was the gregarious host of a poker game during which a firm grip on a cold beer or a tightly rolled reefer easily trumped the possession of, say, the king or queen of hearts. He was also the vibrant ringleader when it came to full-scale team parties. Then unmarried, Joe told people he had bought a big house “just with team parties in mind.” Yes, the ridiculous-looking guy dressed as a toilet for the annual Halloween affair—that was Joe at his absolute best.
He was constantly working on material for his irreverent Bonehead of the Week Awards, which he presented to teammates in honor of their most embarrassing moments. A personal favorite: the spiked dog collar he ceremoniously wrapped around the neck of wide receiver Brian DeRoo during a team meeting just days after a coach had placed DeRoo in a temporary choke hold while cussing him out for a botched play.
Most of the players preferred the solitude and sameness of suburbia, but Joe shared his late nights with hippies and bikers in what he called the “freak scene” watering holes in a no-dress-code, no-rules section of town called Fells Point. Joe’s nocturnal “uniform” was fairly standard: old pair of blue jeans; loose-fitting T-shirt, sometimes covered with a flannel button-down or sweatshirt; Colts-issued turf shoes with little rubber grippers on the soles; and his trademark brown-leather cap. It did not exactly come as a shock when a newspaper writer in Buffalo, New York, one of his hometown guys, placed Joe on an annual “Pro Football All Everything List” as one of the worst-dressed players in the NFL. A friend was quoted as saying, “If Joe ever donates his clothes to the Salvation Army, they’ll turn
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