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To my father, Buddy, who taught me so much about football … and taught me how important it was to love the game. I am where I am today because of you.

And to all the coaches and players who I’ve been so fortunate to work with so far in my career. Your combined talents have allowed me to enjoy a career that is greater than anything I could have imagined.

— RR        

To Danny Jordan, a mentor in every sense of the word. Thank you for making me better every day.

— DY        




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



  1. 2010 … A Wild Ride

  2. Blunt-Force Trauma

  3. Son of Buddy

  4. Joining the Family Business

  5. Father of My Own

  6. Tackling Dyslexia

  7. Eat, Pray, Football

  8. Loving Baltimore

  9. The Perfect Owner

10. Changing the Culture of the Jets

11. Mark Sanchez

12. Filling Out the Roster

13. The Perfect Formula

14. Taking Risks on Players (and Making My Own Mistakes)

15. Sharing the Big Apple

16. 2009 Season

17. Coach-Speak: Getting Up in Front of the Players and Coaches

18. Hard Knocks

19. Revis: The Art of the Deal

20. Bring It On: Putting Pressure on Yourself

21. Let’s Go Snack

22. We’ll Be Back


Acknowledgments

Photo Insert




1. 2010 … A Wild Ride

On January 24, 2010, I looked up from the sidelines at Lucas Oil Stadium and watched the clock tick down to 0:00. The hard realization set in: Our 2009 season, my rookie season as head coach of the New York Jets, was over. The Indianapolis Colts had won the AFC Championship. Losing is brutal—I don’t think anyone can deny that. But some losses, well, they burn a little deeper. As 63,000 fans cheered for the Colts, and their players started putting on their championship hats and T-shirts, I jogged to the middle of the field to shake Jim Caldwell’s hand with only two things on my mind: 1) Damn … Peyton beat me again; and 2) When do I get another shot at him?

Losing in the AFC Championship was tough enough, but having Peyton Manning take a second Super Bowl ring from me just pissed me off. In 2006, when I was the defensive coordinator with the Baltimore Ravens, we got beat by the Colts in the playoffs. The whole thing just haunts me. Wait, let me rephrase that. Peyton Manning haunts me. In my opinion, simply winning isn’t enough. You have to win against the best, and Peyton Manning is the best. Now, don’t get me wrong, we deserved to lose that 2009 AFC Championship Game. We were outmanned, injuries killing us all over the field during the second half. And no one knows how to abuse your weakness quite like Peyton. But to watch our season end on that note was frustrating, and the only way I knew how to deal with that frustration was to let it drive me. That’s why my first instinct was to imagine how we were going to beat Peyton the next time around … and to envision the Jets, if only in my mind, playing the Colts in the playoffs again.

My moment to mourn was short and sweet, because the second my hand left Caldwell’s, the 2010 season began and we were 0-0.

Setting the tone with my Jets in that postgame locker room speech was a huge step toward a new season. Fortunately, it took very little effort. I just went in, was true to myself, and told them exactly what I believed. I told them that the fastest way to kick ourselves in the ass was to go into 2010 with the assumption that we were going to make it to the AFC Championship Game. From that point on, every team was on a level playing field. There were no guarantees. We knew what it felt like to be right there and lose it. That would make us hungrier. We wanted to take it all. I told them to strive to get a home game in the 2010 playoffs. I said let’s play for it again, let’s win it, and let’s do it in our city, at our stadium, in front of our fans. I wanted them to wear their Jets gear and be proud. We finished in the top four in the NFL, we turned an underdog team into an AFC title contender, and we earned the respect and support of the people in New York. I mean, they lit up the Empire State Building green and white the week of the AFC Championship Game. If that didn’t make my players proud to be Jets, then they shouldn’t be on this team.

The future, I told them right there in the belly of that stadium, came with a challenge. I told the coaches and the players that I was challenging each of them, and myself, to find a way for us to get better. I didn’t know how it was going to happen, but we were going to find a way for each of us to get a little bit better. I knew as a team we were going to have to make some roster improvements. We had to get better in the corner and better in the back end. I also knew it was crucial for us to get a closer as a pass rusher. We needed someone who could close out guys so I wouldn’t have to blitz every snap.

Coming out of that game and going into the off-season, we went right at those weaknesses to prepare for 2010. We signed Jason Taylor and Antonio Cromartie as free agents. We drafted Joe McKnight, who could help us in both the running and passing game; Kyle Wilson, who I know will be a dynamic player down the road; John Conner, who is an outstanding fullback; and Vladimir Ducasse, who is a dynamite player on the field. We also ended up getting LaDainian Tomlinson, Santonio Holmes, Nick Folk, and Trevor Pryce. We were determined to do everything we could to improve in every way possible. We even picked up Mark Brunell, an 18-year veteran quarterback, who has turned out to be a fantastic mentor to Mark Sanchez.

Unfortunately, this business is all about give-and-take. So, as excited as I was to get such amazing guys before our 2010 season, I was equally upset to have to let some go. We released Alan Faneca, Thomas Jones, and Marques Douglas, who was one of my guys from Baltimore, and traded Leon Washington to Seattle. That is, by far, the worst part of my job. These guys are truly amazing players and people. If I had it my way I would keep everyone, but that’s just not how it works in the NFL. Every decision is for the betterment of the team.

With a week or two to go before our 2010 season opener, I was feeling good. We were back in Florham Park after spending training camp at SUNY Cortland, we had officially decided on our 53-man roster, and we had settled some lingering contract negotiations. If you watched us on HBO’s Hard Knocks at the beginning of the season, then I’m sure you’re well aware that two of the contract negotiations I’m talking about were with our cornerback, Darrelle Revis, and our center, Nick Mangold. I’ll get into further detail about this later in the book, but for now, let me just say that compared to the Revis situation, Mangold’s contract was a breeze. Both of these players are great guys, but the way their situations played out was far different. Our owner, Woody Johnson, and our general manager, Mike Tannenbaum, approached Nick about a lucrative seven-year extension, and he signed two weeks later, making him the highest-paid center in the league. On the day he signed, I actually held him out of practice. I mean, we’re talking about a lot of money here! The last thing he needed was to walk out there and fall in a hole with that much on the table.

Revis, on the other hand, signed a big-time four-year deal after one of the most publicized holdouts in recent NFL history. The day he came back to practice might possibly have been one of the happiest days of my life. I have never wanted something to be over more than that whole ordeal.

From the very beginning of the season, it seemed like the New York Jets were the most talked-about team in the NFL. A large part of this was due to our appearance on Hard Knocks. Apparently, some people think I’m entertaining. The truth is, I don’t really care what other people have to say about me, including an NFL blogger, a broadcaster, or even a former head coach. I knew Hard Knocks was going to generate interest. Not everyone was going to like it, and that’s fine; that’s what remote controls are for. I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t like our name constantly in the press. People were talking about us, and that’s really all that mattered. We were exactly where we wanted to be.

We put ourselves in a position where we had no other choice but to prove ourselves. I knew people looked at the Jets and me like, “Okay, Rex, we’ve been hearing about you guys all preseason. Now show us what you’ve got.” I felt challenged by all the media attention, and I LOVE a challenge.

I also don’t mind if the media’s coverage of us isn’t 100 percent positive, but I really don’t like being portrayed as something we definitely are not. We had developed what the media called an “Animal House” image. At first, I think we got this image because people viewed my language on Hard Knocks as offensive, and when they watched the show they thought they saw a team that was all play and no work, a claim I had to defend a million times in the media.

It really escalated in September 2010 when Inez Sainz, a female reporter for Mexico’s TV Azteca, accused some of the players and coaches, myself included, of acting inappropriately toward her during a visit to one of our practices. The story hit the media on Monday, September 13, and we were exactly one week from opening the season against the Ravens in our new stadium … and this is what I’m dealing with. Now, I could go on for pages and pages about what happened, and what definitely did not happen, but at this point the whole incident has been discussed and dissected, and I don’t think anyone on either side found much to talk about.

The incident shook me up beyond belief, partially because my name was being dragged into a situation that I hadn’t even witnessed, and partially because we already had the image of being goof-offs because of Hard Knocks, and now we were on the verge of developing a reputation for being jerks, too. It was, honestly, killing me. It was a poor reflection of our football team, and I knew we were just the opposite of that. We always said we wanted to have some real badasses on the field and gentlemen off the field—and that’s what we had. That’s why this whole thing made me madder than hell.

But in the end this was an example of the kind of distraction you have to expect from out of the blue—these things can either derail you and your team, or you can come together and learn from them.

The Sainz story began to fade after a few more days, and our full attention was on our home opener. Obviously, if I had to choose an opponent to face while opening up our new stadium and starting our season, I never would have chosen Baltimore. They are an outstanding team with a strong defense that plays with everything they’ve got each and every time they take the field. We are the exact same team. We knew going into it that this would be a competition to see who could play more physically. I thought we would kill them, I really did. We were opening up our new stadium, our fans were so into it, and it was supposed to be a special night; unfortunately, it just never turned out that way.

The effort we gave was tremendous, but mistakes killed us. It was tough to get beat 10-9, like taking a punch in the stomach. Offensively, we struggled. We were one for 11 on third-down conversions. When you compare that stat alone to Baltimore, who converted 58 percent on third downs, we should have been clobbered. Defensively, we played solid, but penalties cost us. We took pride in playing great, physical defense, but you can’t have 14 penalties and win. You have to play smarter than that.

Coming out of that long rainy night, the thing we tried to remember is that it was going to be a long season and we could—and would—come back. I had confidence in myself and in our coaches. I knew we were going to get better; the team just had to believe in us.

I’ve always said that every time we play New England, they’re going to think they are better at two positions: head coach and quarterback. Mark Sanchez and I like to laugh about it, because, honestly, we are matching up against Bill Belichick, one of the best coaches in NFL history and the coach I personally admire the most, and Tom Brady, a quarterback who solidified his spot in the Hall of Fame years ago. Well, that might be true, but it doesn’t stop Mark and me from looking at each other before we play the Patriots and saying, “So what? We can take ’em.” I’ve always said as long as the rest of our team can overcome me as a head coach, and Mark as a quarterback, we should be able to beat New England!

Turns out I was right in Week 2. A 28-14 victory over the Patriots was big for us, and I was so proud of the true team effort that we gave. This game definitely saved us from drowning in our loss the week before. It proved just how talented this team really is. The only negative coming out of the game was an injury to Darrelle Revis, but when he went down with a pulled hamstring on a touchdown to Randy Moss, we found a way to overcome it. We held Tom Brady to a 72.5 quarterback rating, forcing him to throw two interceptions and six incompletions in a row. Mark had a 124.3 quarterback rating and started what I would say was the beginning of a beautiful relationship with Dustin Keller. There were no individuals on the field that night. We played like a team. That’s what I was most proud of. New England is a great team; everyone knows that. But this night, we were greater.

We couldn’t make it to our third game of the season before our “Animal House” image was back. On September 22, at 6 A.M., I got a phone call from Mike Tannenbaum telling me that Braylon Edwards had been arrested near the Lincoln Tunnel for a DUI. Like anyone else would be, I was pissed. By that point, I was fed up. I told Braylon and the team that I was tired of dealing with these issues. It’s embarrassing, not just to me, but to our owner. I told the guys that it’s not just about them, that there can be no selfishness on a great football team. They represent a franchise. They wear the logo of that franchise, they wear the colors of that franchise, and every week millions of fans scream for them because they are part of that franchise.

To do something like get a DUI just blew my mind. We have a Player Protection Program available to these guys to prevent situations like this from happening. Not only did it look bad on the organization that Braylon either wasn’t aware of or chose to ignore the program, but two veteran Jets, D’Brickashaw Ferguson and Vernon Gholston, were in the car with him. I was so tired of the Jets carrying around this stigma that we’re just a group of thugs. I had worked long and hard since my first day on the job to improve what people thought about the Jets. I wasn’t going to let the carelessness of a few guys ruin it, and I made sure they knew that.

Once time passed, I was able to calm down a little from the whole thing. I am able to see now that in the long run this may have been the best thing that could have happened to Braylon. He’s really a good kid, and while it’s disappointing what happened to him, sometimes you just have to take the consequences like a man.

I truly thought he had been embarrassed enough. My only punishment was choosing to sit him out for the first quarter against Miami. I heard every opinion possible about my decision. Some people criticized me by saying that being benched for one quarter isn’t a punishment, that I don’t know how to discipline or control my team. Most people said they would have suspended him from the team right then. I just don’t work that way. I think we all mess up at some point in our lives. Now, I’m not going to let someone walk all over me, but I’m not going to turn my back on him either. Braylon was paying for his mistakes, whether the media knows it or not.

As we approached the next game, I decided to share my personal math formula with the team. Basically, I look at every divisional game as if it counts as a game and a half—which means our third game down in Miami could either put us up half a game or down two and a half. I know it’s not everyday math, but it works for us. My point is that the game against the Dolphins in Miami was not just a normal regular-season game. For us, it was huge. There is a history there.

The fact that we were 0-2 against them in 2009 is still a burr in my saddle. And on top of that, you may have heard about a minor issue I had with a couple of fans at the Pro Bowl last year, which of course made front-page news in Miami and New York. I’ll get back to that.

Needless to say, I wasn’t exactly expecting the stadium to give me a standing ovation when I took the field in Miami. Given our past, I wanted to play so hard and so tough that we’d absolutely kill them. In the end it was a bittersweet victory. I was excited that we walked out with a 31-23 win, but I wanted more from my guys. Our defense allowed 463 yards. That stat alone killed me. This game was sort of personal for me because of the relationship I’ve built with Jason Taylor, who had an amazing career with the Dolphins. The truth is he never wanted to leave Miami; they let him go. Fortunately for us, their loss was our gain in 2010.

Jason’s an unbelievable guy. He came to New York, into our building, and immediately became one of the guys. He had the best attitude and was so humble. Our victory over Miami was a memorable conquest for him. Knowing how special it was, at the end of the game I dumped the Gatorade jug on him. It was the first time a coach had ever done that to a player. It was my own tribute to him, and one that he fully deserved.

After returning to New York and before heading to Buffalo for our fourth game, we made some minor adjustments to our roster. We released veteran Howard Green and signed Trevor Pryce. In the time I was with Baltimore, Trevor averaged a quarterback hit for every 10 snaps taken—not 10 passes, 10 snaps. The minute we heard the Ravens had released him, we saw it as an opportunity for us. A lot of people questioned why I would “violate” some apparent unspoken rule in the NFL not to sign a player that another team releases with the intention that it plans to make him active again. I must have been sleeping in Transactions 101, because apparently I missed this rule. To me, that’s part of the game. We released Howard Green and went after Trevor Pryce. That’s the risk you take. In my opinion, you don’t cut a guy as the Ravens did and roll the dice.

The matchup against Buffalo is what they call a classic trap game. We opened the season on Monday Night Football against the Ravens and got beat by a point. Then we had New England and then a huge Sunday-night game against Miami. So already we had three big games right out of the gate. In reality, they were probably the biggest games in the NFL at that stage of the season, and we were involved in all three of them. Now we are headed to play a team that we are physically and strategically better than, so people think it’s an automatic win. That’s a trap game.

We were in the same situation in 2009. We won our first three games against Houston, New England, and Tennessee and then played at New Orleans and ended up getting beaten. We threw six interceptions and lost. That’s why I made it a point to never look past ANYONE. We can’t assume we will get a victory, because it doesn’t always work out the way you plan. Fortunately, in this case it did. The 38-14 win over Buffalo was another great divisional win for us.

The second of the five prime-time games we had scheduled for the season was against the Minnesota Vikings right here at home. The hype surrounding this game was inevitable due simply to the fact that Brett Favre played here for a year in 2008. So here he was, back to take on his former team, and the media storm began. Of course, in the days before our game the focus had shifted from his return to New York to a new scandal involving Favre and one of our former employees. When the story broke, it was like a Tiger Woods media frenzy all over again. To add to the hype, the Patriots made an unexpected change to their roster and traded Randy Moss back to the Vikings. I thought to myself, “Why did Belichick have to trade him this week? Couldn’t he have waited until after we played them?”

It made me laugh, but in all seriousness, if there is one person you don’t want to have to face twice it’s Randy Moss. He is a freak of an athlete, and we already had to prepare for him once that month. All I could think about was whether I was going to see another ridiculous one-handed catch like he made against us in Week 2.

Fortunately for us, the game went our way. We were dominating the game, yet not scoring touchdowns—just kicking field goals. Games like that you usually lose. Plus, you have Brett Favre on the other side and all you keep thinking is “Oh man, I know any second now this guy’s going to get hot.” We really seemed to drown everything out and focus on the goal, though. When we got an interception to wrap it up and the game was ours, I looked over at Matt Cavanaugh, one of our offensive assistant coaches, and he was smiling because I had predicted that exact ending. We ended up beating the Vikings 29-20 in one hell of a game.

Despite the off-field distractions—the hour-long delay of game, the brutal weather conditions, and a total change to our game plan because of Randy Moss—we still managed to beat what I considered, at that point in the season, to be one of the most talented football teams in the league. Brett Favre is as good as they get in terms of an experienced quarterback, and while he didn’t have a 2010 season anything like he expected, there’s still nothing more nerve-racking as a coach than watching him start to scramble.

Our next matchup was against the Broncos. Denver is a difficult place to play for us. Not only is it a long trip, but the conditions are not anything like we are used to in New York. I don’t care what anyone says, it takes a while to get used to playing in high altitude like that. We left earlier than we usually would for this reason. To sum it up, we walked away with our fifth win of the season, beating the Broncos 24-20. We now had the best record in the league, at 5-1, and it sure felt good. Yes, we definitely made some mistakes against Denver, but I think Bill Parcells is right when he says, “The best record reflects that you are the best team.” I have always agreed with that; I was just waiting for other people to see it, too.

Coming off our bye week, we played Green Bay at home on Halloween night. The Packers handed us our second loss of the season, embarrassing our offense in the process, shutting us out, 9-0. I have to give Green Bay all the credit. They were unbelievable on that day, far better than we were. On a positive note, I thought our defense was outstanding. We held them to only 14 percent on third-down conversions. Overall, we just couldn’t pull it together as a team.

Mark Sanchez couldn’t throw the ball for the first half of the game, and then once he found his rhythm in the second half our receivers couldn’t catch the ball. Nick Folk missed field goals that he usually could make in his sleep. All the way around, we were a mess. It’s frustrating to watch a team you know is so damn good just throw it away like that.

My immediate reaction after a loss is to want to get that moment back. Unfortunately, in this league there are no do-overs. I can spend all day going over the things we could have done differently. We just had a ton of errors, like Steve Weatherford calling for a fake punt when we were fourth and 18 on our own 20-yard line. I love Weatherford; he’s an aggressive athlete, and by giving the guys an option to call their own plays on occasion, they can sometimes get too excited and act before they think.

All of those things contributed to our opening loss against Baltimore, and here they were again. What was disappointing was not only that we tarnished our record, it’s that we lost on our own turf. Losing at your place, that’s never okay. It was the first time all year that we didn’t play like Jets, and the worst part was that our fans had to see it live.

Going up to Detroit after that loss, I was glad to see how we handled the game mentally. Sometimes after teams suffer a loss, they can become mentally defeated, which takes a long time to overcome. Not us. We were still there to take it all. We came away with a 23-20 victory in overtime. I thought this was a huge turnaround for us. This game was all about mixing it up. We took a different approach and ran the ball a lot more, which is something Brian Schottenheimer, our offensive coordinator, and I had been talking about for some time.

I thought Mark did a great job, especially on the last three drives. He was calling two plays in the huddle and our guys were ready to go. We executed well and had so much confidence in our two-minute offense. Going into overtime, Sanchez came up to me and said, “Coach, if we get the ball back, can we stay in that two-minute mode?”

I said, “Heck, yeah, kid. Go for it! If that’s what you want, you go ahead.”

He was so confident, and I thought that was a great changeup for us. Mark proved more than once this year that he can lead this team to victory when we’re behind in the fourth quarter. It was cool to watch him each game as he got better and better. I know people want to rip on us for barely beating a team like Detroit, saying that we didn’t play well and we just got lucky. The way I look at it, we still won. We were 6-2 and felt like there was a lot more gas in the tank.

Sibling rivalry—there’s nothing better. Playing Cleveland, I went head-to-head against my twin brother, Rob, the defensive coordinator for the Browns. Both of us had been looking forward to this match-up all season. It was do-or-die all the way. Rob wasn’t our only connection to Cleveland, though; we were also going up against Browns head coach Eric Mangini, the head coach of the Jets just before me. The entire week leading up to this game, Rob and I did nothing but give each other hell. It was great. Rob and I are so competitive. We would call and rip on each other’s coaches. We would put each other on speakerphone and just go at it. I even went as far as to dress up like Rob in a press conference. The media gave this a lot of attention, but to me, it was just a way to keep things light for my players and to have a little fun. As you’ll see in this book, I think it’s vitally important to have fun with what you do—especially if you’re lucky, like me, to have a job you really love. That’s why I put on that wig and stuffed my shirt with a pillow. If you need a good laugh, look for it on YouTube.

In all seriousness, though, I knew that Cleveland game was going to be a great game. Rob is among the most creative defensive minds in the league; he and Mike Pettine are about as creative as it gets. They are unbelievable in putting their players in positions where they can be most successful. Rob doesn’t worry about what a player can’t do. He focuses on what he can do.

Against the Browns, we were able to win our second overtime game of the season, this one 26-20. At the end of the day, I think it’s remarkable that Cleveland pushed us into overtime. I thought we were in total control of that game, but the scoreboard didn’t show what I was feeling. The game showed us that we couldn’t keep relying on fourth-quarter points to pull us through. We had to find a way to score in the red zone. We had the opportunity in the first three quarters, but for some reason we couldn’t make it happen. We had fallen into a bad habit of not scoring until the end of the game. Cleveland really exposed what a problem that was for us.

For the week after Cleveland, we worked in practice on becoming a more aggressive offensive team. It’s a good thing, because when we faced the Texans the following Sunday we scored 30 points—but we gave up 27! Beating the Texans put us at 8-2, a terrific start. It’s safe to say that the standout of that game was Santonio Holmes. He grabbed a six-yard scoring reception with 10 seconds left. He finished the game with seven receptions, 126 yards, and two touchdowns. He’s a stud. There’s not much more you can say.

The next week was Thanksgiving, and in the NFL nothing says “Thankful” better than a win on Thanksgiving Day in front of a massive TV audience. Cincinnati was a great win for us. That game was won because of our special teams and Brad Smith. Our defense did an awesome job, too. Although we rushed for 171 yards, our offense lagged behind a little, at least for our standards. We got off to a slow start, which like I said had been our routine those past couple weeks. But in this case, I felt during the second half that the momentum was shifting in our favor and we were about to take control of the game. Sure enough, that’s what happened. We won 26-10 and felt like things were rolling in 2010 just as we had envisioned. We were confident.

We started into that following week with a laser focus on preparing for our biggest road game of the year—our second matchup against the New England Patriots. Both teams were 9-2, and this Monday Night Football game was being billed nationally as an epic battle. It felt like a critical point in our season.

I’m going to take a break here and come back to this moment. So much happened in 2010 and before. Stick with me—there are a lot of details and stories I need to fill in.


2. Blunt-Force Trauma

I’ve always said that one big hit can change the momentum of a game faster than anything else—faster than a turnover, faster than anything that happens on the football field. I’ve always believed that, and that’s the way we’ve built our teams. I build them with the picture that big hits are part of our game plan.

I want 11 guys who will run to the football, bottom line. Actually, they better haul ass to the football. That’s what I want on every single play, every single down. Make a statement. Knock the snot out of somebody. Not only do I want big hits, which set the tone, but I also want turnovers that are generated from those big hits. We know how to take advantage of turnovers, too. Not only will we get an interception or a fumble recovery, we want to score off our opponent’s mistakes. I create plays off turnovers. Everyone looks at me like I am a dumbass: “Oh, how is this going to work?” It does work.

Midway into the 2010 season, we led the NFL with a plus-10 turnover differential. Our cornerback, Dwight Lowery, iced consecutive wins over Minnesota and Denver when he made good with turnovers. He returned a Brett Favre interception for a touchdown to foil a possible Minnesota Vikings comeback in Week 5 and recovered a bad Denver Broncos snap to stuff a potential game-winning drive in Week 6. We also had recovered nine fumbles at that point, tied for the league lead.

We’ve got players who know exactly what they are going to do with the football when turnovers happen. Take an interception, for example. There are a series of events that automatically happen. We block the intended receiver, and that guy becomes the trailer for the pitch. If you want to pitch the ball there needs to be a trailer, and the trailer needs to be four yards wider and behind the guy carrying the football. That way when you turn and pitch it, you know who you are pitching it to. You could pitch it blind, and that guy would still be there. That’s a relationship you want to keep when you are trailing a play. Then we set edges as fast as we can to give more room for the returner. These are designed plays that we practice. Not a lot of defensive coaches approach the game this way. For us, it’s not enough just to stop our opponent; we want to “traumatize” them from both ends. Ultimately, you have to score.

I remember we blocked a field goal while I was with Baltimore. Our cornerback Ed Reed picked it up and started to return it upfield, and then pitched it back to Chris McAlister. Ed probably could have scored if he hadn’t pitched the football, but he turned and pitched it to Chris anyway. The officials ruled it a forward lateral, but it really wasn’t. We had it schemed perfectly. The point is we will always want to score off a turnover. Our first objective on defense is not to let them score—to keep their points to a minimum. Our second one is to create turnovers off big hits. And our third objective is to score off those turnovers. When a defense scores off a turnover, it is extremely difficult for an opponent to overcome it. It can squeeze the life out of a team and demoralize it. You can see it in an opponent’s body language. That’s why it’s so important for us to try to score when we create turnovers.

Each game we might also designate an opposing player with a dot. Players don’t want to be dotted by the New York Jets, because that means we want that dude knocked out of the game. Of course, it has to be legal and by the rule book. We don’t play dirty, and no way will we intentionally hurt a player with an illegal, cheap shot. We dot players fair and square. There are players out there who think they are badasses, and you just might see two of our players knock the hell out of him. Pow! Pow! That’s our mentality. Everything we do is aggressive and, hey, we may make a mistake, but we will go one hundred miles per hour and we will knock the hell out of you. Big hits create turnovers. You haven’t been Punked—you’ve been Dotted!

I know when people read about dotting players that they will immediately think of my father. It has been written that where Buddy Ryan led, trouble often followed. He coached the Eagles in the so-called Bounty Bowl in 1989, when he was accused of offering a reward to any Philadelphia player who injured Cowboys kicker Luis Zendejas. “I wouldn’t want to hurt him,” my father told the media. “He couldn’t kick. I wanted to be sure he was in there.” (Zendejas left the game with a concussion after being tackled.)

Michael McCrary, a former Ravens defensive lineman, told The New York Times Magazine: “I loved that Buddy was strictly a defensive guy. I heard from some Cardinals that offensive players hated him. If defensive players got fines, he’d pay them. Offensive guys, he wouldn’t even talk to them. Hated them. Rex used to be the same way. Don’t let him fool you. But he wasn’t as blatant as his father was. Now the whole team’s going to love him; he’s there for everybody.”

That’s right. I am there for everybody, and everybody knows how I want to play the game. We are going to try to intimidate opponents—and how do you intimidate them? You do it with big, vicious hits in your pursuit of the football. Again, that’s part of our game plan. We want our guys and our opponents to know each Sunday will be a double-chinstrap game. Fifty percent of all NFL games are decided by eight points or fewer, which means big hits can change the game’s momentum. That’s an edge I want each week.

I think every team in the NFL preaches about running to the football. We talk about it one time and we don’t talk about it again. We don’t coach effort. If you don’t play with effort on the New York Jets, we will not coach you for long. You might be good enough to play in this league, but it won’t be for us. We run to the football as hard as anyone in the league. If a player doesn’t run hard, he sticks out like a sore thumb when we review game film. We only have one speed—full speed. The Jets don’t have “thud” drills in practice, where defensive players wrap up the offensive player with the ball. It’s always at full speed. We always go at full speed. As far as I see it, there is no point in practicing at half speed. If you want to get better, the only way to do it is full out, every single time—so that’s the way we work.

Big hits happen, but they are coached, too. My defensive coordinator, Mike Pettine, and I are like two peas in a pod. We know each other’s thoughts at all times during a game. We don’t dance around each other, either, because there’s not enough time. If you ever heard us on the headsets during games and what was said to each other, it’s stuff that might end friendships. Not ours. We are shoulder-to-shoulder after wins, smoking cigars, drinking a beer, laughing. We are like brothers. We both get it and see the same things on the football field. We might fill an entire white board in our office with schemes and formations, all great stuff, but the key is to condense it into a plan that makes sense to the players. Mike takes all that information, organizes it, and then we implement it into our game plans.

My defenses when I coached in Baltimore—and in New York, for that matter—were a force of relentless, unpredictable mayhem founded on my premise that “whatever you do best, we’re going to take away from you.” There are six basic defensive fronts in football, and teams usually play one of them. The two most popular are the 4-3, with four down linemen and three linebackers, and the 3-4, with three linemen and four linebackers. We might use all six, each packaged with dozens of variations. We might often line up the defense in one front and then shift to another before the snap. We are going to get to the player with the football and knock him silly.

Even so, we have stayed traditional in our approach. That means we won’t ever get away from fundamentals and proper technique. We are extremely creative on defense, but it is never at the expense of fundamentals and technique. We always want to make sure our defensive players get into a good stance—let’s make sure we get off the ball, let’s make sure we can beat a block. Coaches can have the greatest playbook in the world, but if your technique and fundamentals are not very good, it won’t work. My defensive coaches and I are both very old school in that approach. We constantly preach fundamentals and technique in team meetings and in our daily walk-through with players. We might have the most creative blitz package, but if a player takes a wrong step or he doesn’t release from a block properly, we’re all over it. We have so many schemes and formations that our cutting-edge stuff, our opponents will look at it and say, “My God, I would never do that with 11 guys at the same time.” But it’s important to us that we cover the basics. That will never change, because we have one goal: We need every one of our players to pull the rope in the same direction.

I always use myself as an example when it comes to teaching the proper technique. I can only bench 225 pounds. But this guy over here can bench 500 pounds. Yet I can teach the guy like myself who can bench-press 225 pounds that by just playing with proper technique, I can use a stronger guy’s momentum against him. I teach players to release off blocks. There’s no question it works. Maybe it’s because I was a limited player during my playing days. But I functioned and was successful because my technique was better than most other guys’. Any little thing that I learned I have applied to my players. Even when you have great players, if you teach the proper technique, it’s unbelievable how much better they can be.

Trevor Pryce is a perfect example. He’s a 14-year veteran from Clemson—a great defensive end and a quick learner. One time against Pittburgh, we are lined up and I have him slide across the line and I tell him he has one shot at the quarterback, and this is the technique we will use to do it. It’s a passing down and we expect a pass. Our defensive backs expect the ball to be thrown quickly. So Trevor has one shot and, sure as shit, he slides over, beats the offensive lineman like he was standing still, and sacks the quarterback before he can throw the football. It’s little things like that that just make coaching great. It’s a blast when you pull it off and you see somebody that you’re coaching have success. It makes you feel like King Kong.

—————

There are two kinds of techniques in the NFL. There’s the penetration system, much like what Tampa Bay employed all those years under Monte Kiffin, who is now the defensive coordinator at Southern Cal under his son, Lane. And there’s the two-gap system, much like what Bill Belichick has installed at New England. We are probably somewhere in the middle. We are an aggressive, attacking team, but never from the outside edge—we want to go through our opponent. We call them knock ’em backs. That fits our team’s personality. Most teams in the NFL also talk about fits. How are you going to fit a play? We don’t use the f-word. Our linebackers, for instance, will be aggressive, they will run downhill, but it might not be from the same gap every time.

We put in a brand-new defense in Baltimore and the funny thing is Mike Nolan, the defensive coordinator at the time, couldn’t tell me how to coach a D-line because he had never coached it. I was the D-line coach, but I had never coached these certain techniques that we used—head up on a guy—so I established what we still call the knock ’em backs. To get my point across to my players, I found this video of a guy who was branding a horse. As he is applying the iron, the horse lifts his leg and kicks this dude right in the chest and he goes flying. I thought the horse had killed him. It was an unbelievable hit, I mean the horse kicked the shit out of him. I thought, “That’s exactly what I wanted to establish—the knock ’em back—and that’s how we would play.” I showed the video to our players and asked them, “You get the idea? We want to beat the offensive linemen to the punch. We want to knock them back.” We spent hours on the practice field. We’d run our feet, and I wanted my defensive linemen to lock their eyes on the player across the line of scrimmage. I wanted my guy to look straight through him and I wanted my guy to bust his ass and make the tackle.

Bob Sutton, our linebackers coach, has coached football for nearly 40 years, including 17 seasons guiding officers at West Point. He told The New York Times Magazine, “Around the league, my friends who are coaches are studying what we do. But they can’t see what Rex is doing.” Sutton picked up our defensive playbook and said, “You could take this and give it to somebody else, and it wouldn’t work. It’s the other things he gives you besides phrases and diagrams in a playbook that make the playbook effective. Some say he’s too brash. But he’s just telling you what he really believes. This guy has some tremendous leadership skills. To me, he’s the hard-charging general who doesn’t do everything by the book but wins. He gets other people to buy in.”

I think it’s important not to do everything by the book—that’s what makes it work. I still have a lot of little kid in me, but I also don’t bullshit people. Never have, never will. I won’t piss on you and tell you it’s raining. I expect our players to be prepared, too, and we are fortunate with the Jets because we have a smart team. I am serious. Every one of our players has the responsibility to learn our defense. We give them a playbook over the summer to study and it might just be four or five of our basic installations. But if they don’t open that playbook, they will be in trouble when training camp starts. They will be behind, because that first day of camp Mike Pettine sounds like an auctioneer. He will review nearly 30 defensive packages in rapid-fire succession. This is not the first grade. We don’t ease into training camp. We want to fire bullets from our gun in that first meeting, and it’s the players’ responsibility to learn that defense. I give our owner, Woody Johnson, and general manager, Mike Tannenbaum, credit because they built a Jets team with intelligent players. Our guys are book smart and football smart, and we want them to be working at their full capacity intellectually.

Of course, a coach might have a roster filled with smart players, but you can’t coach with a broad stroke of a brush. Each player is different. There’s a psychology to motivating and teaching players, and it’s the cornerstone of what we do. We have a saying that everyone is treated fairly but everybody’s not going to be treated the same. Players who have been in the league and have played at the highest level and have put together a résumé of experience, they will be treated differently than a rookie or a player who is wet behind the ears and has been in the league just a few years. We do treat everyone fairly, but just not the same in every situation. I think our veteran players appreciate our approach.

Even with veterans, however, you still have to learn how they react to criticism. Everyone is different in that area, too. For instance, Bart Scott is a player I can dog-cuss up and down, all day Sunday, and it doesn’t bother him a bit—goes right off his back. But a guy like Shaun Ellis, well, I might have to be more careful, because he reacts differently to criticism. I simply can’t coach every player the same. Even from a teaching standpoint, there’s a difference. Safety Jim Leonhard, from Wisconsin of all places, is a smart dude. Way smarter than me, but that’s not saying much. He can flip through the playbooks and say, “Okay, I got it.” And, bingo, he does. It’s amazing. But not every player’s Einstein. We implement a variety of teaching tools to help players learn our defense—video, meetings, PowerPoint presentations, walk-throughs before and after practice. We might have more walk-throughs than any team in the NFL, but that’s okay. It’s our job as coaches to understand how guys learn the best. This is a get-it-done business, and we want to get it done—and get it done correctly.

Our approach is different than most teams’, too. We install our defense as a full group, which means every player on defense is in that room. It’s the assistant coaches’ job to separate into their respective segments and coach the individual parts. It’s as if everyone is responsible for a piece of the puzzle, but everyone is responsible to know the entire puzzle. I want our defensive backs to know what the D-line is doing; I want the D-line to know what the defensive backs are doing. I will stand in our defense meetings and ask the cornerbacks what the nose guards’ responsibilities are in a certain package. I will ask the linebackers what the defensive ends’ job is on a certain blitz formation. It makes sense to me, because that approach creates team chemistry. Nobody wants to be the weak link. My intention isn’t to embarrass a player in meetings, but I want our guys to know they are held accountable. It’s a different deal, because we watch game film as an entire defensive unit; players don’t break into their respective position segments. Nobody can hide. If we repeatedly correct a player in front of his peers, one of two things is going to happen. He will get it right, or he will be gone.

When I was with Baltimore, Brian Billick said when a coach emphasized everything, he emphasized nothing. There are coaches in the NFL who overcoach, no question. I coached with a guy in Baltimore who each week passed out a huge packet of tips and reminders to his players. I mean, it was thick, 20 pages or so, and it had all the information he wanted his players to review about Sunday’s opponent. That’s overload. Each game when Mike Pettine passes out his tips and reminders, it’s one or two pages, max. One side is on our defensive scheme; the other side is on our opponent’s offense. We test the guys, because we want to get a feel and make sure our guys understand our plan. I am also not afraid to keep it simple, stupid.

When we play Tennessee, for example, we might want to remind our linebackers that they need to set the edge: No way can we let Tennessee running back Chris Johnson get to the outside—set the edge and turn him inside. I am a bullet-point coach, too. We are in the NFL and these players are the best of the best. I am not going to stand in front of them in a meeting and act like the Swing Doctor in golf: “Step here, wrap your thumb around the club, lock your hips, roll your hips, head down, follow through.” That’s not me. Sometimes I simply challenge my guys to line up and whip the other guy’s ass across from them on the line of scrimmage. Fans might shit because we might make millions and millions of dollars as players and coaches, but sometimes it’s that simple. Let’s kick somebody’s ass and make a big hit.

We give our players our game plan, give them the concept of how we want it run, and we let them fail or succeed. If they fail, we as coaches get it corrected. It’s teamwork. Let them play and we will coach them on the big stuff. When I was with Baltimore, I had one guy raise his hand in a defensive meeting and ask me when I was going to collect the playbooks and check their notes. Check their notes, my ass. Class is on the practice field and in games. That’s when all of us are graded.

With veterans, for example, it’s difficult at times to break old habits. They get it done on the field, but it just might not be the way we draw it up on the board. Ray Lewis, one of the all-time great linebackers, sat in our defensive meetings in Baltimore and he prepared himself in his own way. He understood football. He was not one of those guys who look at the playbook and remember each detail. But he studied film, he understood angles, personnel groups, and what opponents would do on down-and-distance from the outside hash mark. Ed Reed was the same way. Those guys are special, but they prepared in their own way and I never had to worry about them. Nor did I micromanage them.

With the Jets, I told my defensive guys when we headed into the 2010 preseason, let’s go graduate level. We installed our scheme in our first season in 2009. They understood the basic concepts, the finer points of our plan. Now let’s take that next step mentally. Each week it’s like we pull items from a menu. We might change our blitz package, we might tweak a formation, but it’s also about remaining true to our fundamentals and technique. We reviewed three years of cutups from when I was with Baltimore, and, from a technique standpoint, we had the ability to shed blockers better than anyone in the NFL. The players may have changed over those three years, but our approach did not.

Of course, I always want the big hit. That hasn’t changed either.

In 2009, I signed linebacker Bart Scott, who I had coached in Baltimore. When we were with the Ravens, Scott had one of the best big hits I have seen, against Pittsburgh quarterback Ben Roethlisberger. I knew we could get to Ben if we could make him slide his pass protection a certain way at the line of scrimmage. When we watched film, we knew their center snapped the football to Ben the moment he put his head down after Ben said his cadence at the line. So Bart lined up in one spot, and the moment the center put his head down, Bart sprinted to the opposite side of the line. It was too late for Ben to audible his pass protection for the play, because the ball had been snapped. Ben thought he had backside protection, and, of course, he did not. Ben never saw Bart, who said he had hoped to God that Ben didn’t have the time to unload the football. Bart said it was the cleanest hit he ever had on a quarterback. All I know is Bart’s hit jacked up our entire defense and changed the game’s complexion. It was like watching a baseball game and seeing a guy hit an over-and-out-of-the-stadium home run.

Even baseball has a place in our football game plan when it comes to big hits.


3. Son of Buddy

My dad, Buddy Ryan, began his young adult life in foxholes as a soldier. He ended up changing the way the NFL game is played, both defensively and offensively. He was brave, he was tough, he was a leader, and he left an indelible mark on the greatest game in the world.

Who wouldn’t look up to a man like that? Who wouldn’t want to grow up to be just like that, just like his old man? You hear about that all the time. Sons of lawyers grow up wanting to be lawyers. Sons of doctors grow up wanting to be doctors.

I grew up wanting to be Buddy Ryan.

Of course, that kind of goal isn’t without some serious complications. My dad has all those great characteristics I just mentioned and, well, he was a little over the top from time to time. For instance, my dad got fired from his first job as a high school coach. He was in Gainesville, Texas, serving as both football coach and athletic director.

The only problem is that he thought he was athletic director of one sport, football. The school fired him when he spent all the money in the budget on the football team. Likewise, my dad has never been afraid to get in someone’s face or to make a point, even a brutal one. As my older brother Jim once said: “There’s no diplomacy to Buddy. If you don’t want to hear the answer, don’t ask the question.”

As I said, my dad was that way from a very early point in his life. He grew up near a little town called Frederick, Oklahoma, as one of four brothers: my dad, Pat, D.A., and George. We’re talking about the 1930s and 1940s, when rural kids would basically fight all the time to toughen each other up. D.A., who’s real skinny, would get into a fight with George, the youngest one. George was well built, but D.A. would whip his ass, then Pat, who’s a big man, would whip D.A.’s ass, and then my dad would whip Pat’s ass like it was nothing. Then the old man, my grandfather, would whip my dad’s ass for getting into it with the other brothers. That’s just the way they all were, young, tough, hardheaded as hell. Hey, it’s genetic, what do you want me to say?

It’s like when Buddy and Pat went into the National Guard and they’d be out on these training hikes. They’d go 10 miles and my dad was right there along with him. My dad would end up carrying Pat’s pack. That’s just how tough my old man was. He would carry both his pack and his brother’s pack.

When the United States got involved in Korea, my dad went over there as a teenager. When he was 18, Buddy was in the Korean
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