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			PREFACE:

 THE ESSENCE OF SPORTS

			TEN OR TWELVE GAMES into the New York Giants’ 2006 season, I turned to head coach Tom Coughlin during a players’ lunch and said, “You probably haven’t heard this for a while, but I like your team. It’s a nice-watching football team.”

			“You’re right,” Coughlin said with a smile. “I haven’t heard that for a while.”

			Ernie Accorsi, the Giants’ general manager, had invited me inside for his farewell season. Accorsi and I go back more than forty years, to August 13, 1964, when we spent five hours in each other’s company but didn’t know it at the time. He was a twenty-two-year-old sportswriter for the Baltimore Evening Sun, tramping after Joe Louis in a local golf tournament. I was an eighteen-year-old college student on the brink of sophomore year, caddying for the former heavyweight champion. Ernie and I formally met in the late 1960s—or was it the early ’70s?—by which time I was at the Sun and he had moved into the football business. In 1987, when I was working for Time magazine and Ernie was serving the Browns, I went to Cleveland to write a piece on Accorsi, the fans’ “Dog Pound,” and quarterback Bernie Kosar. At old Municipal Stadium, Ernie and I talked and laughed away a long afternoon in his office overlooking the field. “I’ve known Ernie Accorsi forever,” I used to say, and that was true enough. But now I really know him.

			We had Johnny Unitas in common. “You bull-crappers in the media” was Unitas’ usual salutation to me, especially on the telephone, but he loved Accorsi and Ernie loved him. In 2005, reporting my book Johnny U, I spent a bit of time in the Giants’ front office talking with Ernie. Luckily, I met Wellington Mara there. He didn’t hold 1958 and 1959 against Unitas. The Giants’ owner didn’t hold very much against very many.

			“You should think of writing a book yourself,” I told Accorsi in parting, and that was the beginning of this project. Months later, in a badminton game of e-mails, I said, “If you want to write a book by Ernie Accorsi as told to somebody, I can find you somebody. But it can’t be me. I can only write in my own voice.” He responded, “I’d rather you do it your way.”

			“First, we have to get John Mara’s permission,” Ernie said, and Mara gave it cheerfully. “Are you up to the seventies yet?” he’d kid me when we’d bump in the hallways. “Are you up to the sixties at least?” I asked Ernie, “Don’t we need Coughlin’s blessing, too?” “Coughlin,” he said, “works for me. I’ll tell him about it.” Tom was gracious to me throughout. In fact, when it comes to graciousness, Coughlin is the most underrated football coach I’ve ever been around.

			I moved to Belmar, New Jersey, for the fall and winter to be nearer the ocean than the Meadowlands. I bought an E-ZPass and commuted to Giants Stadium on the Garden State Parkway and New Jersey Turnpike three or four days a week. Pat Hanlon, the Giants’ communications czar, found me a working space in the front office and made a place for me in the press box at all of the games, home and away. Curiously, my affiliation on the media badge and out-of-town seating charts read “Random House.” Thanks to the Giants’ director of public relations, Peter John-Baptiste, I was able to get one-on-one time with the ten or so players I wanted to know better than the others. None of them was exactly sure who I was, but they all knew I had some connection to Accorsi. “Are you the guy who owns Callahan Auto Parts?” Jeremy Shockey asked. I’ll leave it to the reader to judge if Eli Manning, Plaxico Burress, LaVar Arrington, and others were more open with me on the side than they would have been with someone trawling the locker room for the Washington Post or Time.

			I think of this as Ernie’s book more than mine. I tried to get out of the way as much as possible and let him talk. The 2006 Giants season is really just a scaffolding for the life in sports Ernie has led at a post that is suddenly in vogue. Today’s magazine stands are crowded with titles like World Championship of Fantasy Football, Winning in Fantasy Football, Fantasy Football Draft Book, Fantasy Football Guide, Fantasy Football Cheat Sheet, Fantasy Sports, Fantasy Analysis, Fantasy Forecast… In this era of make-believe football, not only fans but players and even sportswriters are thinking and acting like general managers, like Ernie Accorsi.

			The GM isn’t a biography of Ernie. If it were, it might contain a lot of embarrassing personal information, like the fact that he plays the accordion. (“Lady of Spain,” what else?) It’s closer to a biography of a job, or maybe just a long look at an inner sanctum behind the door of the front office.

			Three days after the Giants’ last regular-season game, Accorsi went to the Orange Bowl in Miami on his own hook, not as a scout, as an alumnus of Wake Forest University, as a fan. He didn’t sit in the press box. He bought a ticket for a normal seat in the grandstand, where he fell in with Wake Forest’s famous stable of golfers: Curtis Strange, Lanny Wadkins, Jay Haas, Billy Andrade. They were all there, including Arnold Palmer. Palmer from Wake Forest and Muhammad Ali—sort of from the University of Louisville—were the honorary captains, decked out in game jerseys. Ali wore Unitas’ number, 19, which pleased Ernie, although he knew that John’s Louisville number was 16. Arnie wore 66, six under par. “I don’t think that’s for the 1966 U.S. Open,” Ernie said, “when he blew a seven-shot lead to Billy Casper in the last nine holes.”

			Though Wake lost the game in a downpour, 24–13, its supporters couldn’t stop smiling. Tens of thousands of them, half a stadium full, in gold! Where did they all come from? At one point Strange turned to Andrade and said excitedly, “Billy, Billy, did you ever believe we’d be here?” “That’s a two-time U.S. Open champion talking,” Ernie said of Strange, “standing like a student in the rain, so thrilled to be at a football game that he could hardly stay still. There, right there. Isn’t that the essence of why we love sports?”

			I hope some of that essence is in here, too.
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			THE MEADOWS GAME

			IF IT’S TRUE THAT THE olfactory is the keenest of the senses, the most evocative, the best one at recalling the past, then it is little wonder that a man born and raised in Chocolate Town—Hershey, Pennsylvania—can reach back for his childhood whenever he wants. Just a few days ago, on an unofficial and unremarkable playing field called the Meadows, retiring New York Giants general manager Ernie Accorsi returned to November 13, 1954, when he was thirteen. “Smell that air,” he said, breathing in. It smelled like fudge bubbling on a stove.

			Standing just five foot eight, Accorsi might be described as unremarkable, too, except for one thing: he is the only man in the history of sports who ever set out to be a general manager. Even Branch Rickey, the ultimate GM, didn’t set out to be one. He set out to be a major league catcher, as Ernie first read in the Sporting News and later confirmed at the Hershey library. George Weiss of the New York Yankees represented another Accorsi study, but Rickey of the Brooklyn Dodgers was his ideal. When Ernie grew old enough to smoke cigars, he smoked only Rickey’s brand, and still does. From college age on, he wielded the cigar like a baton, using it to conduct conversations.

			Naturally, Accorsi set out to be a baseball general manager—football GMs were never mentioned in the Sporting News—but circumstances and an old college quarterback, George Welsh, redirected Ernie first to the Baltimore Colts, then to the Cleveland Browns, and finally to the Giants for the last decade of a thirty-five-year National Football League career. Now that he had time to look around a little, Accorsi wrote out a list of places he wanted to go and things he wanted to see, like the “Field of Dreams” in Dyersville, Iowa; the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum in Kansas City, Missouri; maybe a small college football game or two along the way, perhaps at Wabash or DePauw. Then there was the leaning tin barn in Commerce, Oklahoma, where father Mutt, a righty, and grandfather Charlie, a lefty, made a switch-hitter out of Mickey Mantle. But at the top of Ernie’s list, a way of going back to the very beginning, was Rickey’s grave in Rushtown, Ohio.

			A whip-armed catcher with just an average glove and bat, Branch slipped through the systems of the Cincinnati Reds and the Chicago White Sox before reaching the big leagues with the St. Louis Browns in a June game versus Philadelphia with its managing owner, Connie Mack, squinting out from under his skimmer into the bright sun of old Athletic Park. Though Rickey should have been giving spitball pitcher Cy Morgan his full attention, he couldn’t resist shooting an occasional glance Mack’s way. Management fascinated Branch. Not just management of the game, management of the sport. Later, on barnstorming excursions, when both teams often rode the same train, he sought out Mack in his private Pullman car, just to sit quietly by as the “Tall Tactician,” a former catcher himself, held forth on general managing.

			Nearly every lesson began “Now, lookit…” and ended with an aphorism like “Don’t ever get rid of a player until you’re as sure as lightning that you have somebody just as good or better to take his place.” On the other hand, “Now, lookit. Anesthetic players will absolutely ruin your team.” An “anesthetic player” was defined as a subtly declining veteran whose past is so storied that it has lulled the organization into thinking at least one position is safely taken care of. Rickey converted this into his own aphorism: “Better to trade a man a year too soon than a year too late.”

			During off-seasons, Branch returned to his college, Ohio Wesleyan, and later to the University of Michigan, to help with football and the other sports, to see to all of the duties in the athletic department that didn’t have titles then but do now. Scheduling, scouting, sports information directing, merchandising, marketing, ticketing, recruiting, and of course romancing—players and newspapermen alike. Along the way, Rickey, who enjoyed putting words together, collected a few bylines of his own. Not so long ago a sportswriter, Ford Frick for instance, could actually end up the commissioner of baseball. These were all roads to where Rickey was going, the same ones Accorsi would take as well.

			More than playing, more than managing, Branch loved finding, gauging, and championing talent. Rickey could spot athletic ability, people said, from the window of a moving train. Though he specialized in beating the bushes for material, among Branch’s most memorable discoveries was an eighteen-year-old freshman engineering student “with dark brown hair, serious gray eyes, and good posture” who just walked up to him one day in Ann Arbor. His name was George Sisler. Though freshmen weren’t usually considered for the varsity, something in Sisler’s bearing persuaded Rickey to ignore his own order and pitch the kid for seven innings in an intrasquad game. George struck out twenty men. On top of that, Sisler hit so well that in subsequent games when he wasn’t pitching, he played first base and batted cleanup. Years later, while Rickey was running the St. Louis Cardinals, he sensed the same quality in a skinny twenty-year-old pitcher who had permanently wrecked his throwing shoulder in a fall. When the Cardinals’ Springfield farm club was about to put the wounded boy on its drop-dead list, Branch said, “No, let’s hold on to him awhile. Try him in the outfield. See if he can hit his way to Rochester.” That was Stanley Musial. Of course Rickey had his misses, too. They all did.

			Walter Wellesley “Red” Smith, the prince of the press box, rattled off Rickey’s final record like an official scorer closing a pitching line: “Player, manager, executive, lawyer, preacher, horse-trader, innovator, husband and father and grandfather, farmer, logician, obscurantist, reformer, financier, sociologist, crusader, sharper, father confessor, checker shark, friend, fighter.” General manager. “And, Judas Priest, what a character!”

			         

			The Brooklyn Dodgers today purchased the contract of Jackie Roosevelt Robinson from the Montreal Royals. He will report immediately. Branch Rickey

			         

			That defining transaction in 1947 may have been grounded less in sociology than in just a simple, lifelong reverence for talent. But as far as young Accorsi was concerned, breaking the color barrier pushed Rickey over the top. Not that Ernie knew so much about black people. In 1960, the year after Accorsi left Hershey for college, a federal census taker counted six African Americans in all of Derry Township. The Italians were Hershey’s minority, most of them Catholics to boot. Vowel-ending names dominate the headstones at the bottom of the town cemetery, far below the Methodists and Mennonites at the top of the hill, where the grandest marker is for Milton Snavely Hershey.

			Both Ernie’s grandfather, Joe Nardi, and his father, also Ernie, knew Mr. Hershey personally. Just about everyone in town had at least the illusion of being acquainted with the founder, who in this luxuriant valley, surrounded by bush-league mountains and Pennsylvania Dutchmen, built a milk chocolate factory with all of the trimmings. Including, at astonishingly affordable prices and mortgage rates, most of the homes of his employees, as well as a hospital, a stadium, an arena, an amusement park, a theater as acoustically well fitted as any on Broadway, an ornate and splendid movie house, a school, a pool, a library, a life.

			Milton turned over the first floor of his mansion to serve as a clubhouse for the Hershey Country Club golf course, a handsome layout sporty enough to attract resident professionals the likes of Ben Hogan, the country’s ultimate playing pro, and Masters and PGA champion Henry Picard. The ablest teaching assistant during Picard’s tenure was a courtly Oklahoman, Jack Grout, who moved on to a head job in Ohio to show a precocious ten-year-old how to hit the ball left to right. Barbara and Jack Nicklaus honeymooned in Hershey.

			Joe Nardi, who spoke only broken English (his grandson spoke sprained Italian), worked at a conveyor belt in the factory, molding chocolate with a mallet. He shipped over, twice, from Pitigliano in Tuscany, first to find a job and a grubstake, then to return with his family. Living on pasta and bread—meat maybe twice a week, often from rabbits he hunted himself—Joe meticulously grew a savings account to $5,000, enough to purchase a modest home in the 1920s. Carrying a note from a son-in-law spelling out the transaction in English, Nardi went to withdraw the five grand from his bank. But the teller handed him six. Several times Joe tried to point out the error, but the counterman was impatient. “Get out of here, you dumb Wop,” he said.

			In those days, Mr. Hershey knew his longest-serving employees by name, and by more than just their names. That afternoon, as the boss made his regular tour of the plant, Nardi approached him with a worried look. “What’s the matter, Joe?” he asked. Together, in a chauffeur-driven limousine, Hershey and Nardi returned to the bank. When the smoke had cleared, the teller was fired and Nardi was told to keep the thousand, a fortune. Joe continued to be a world-class scrimper, but thereafter put his pennies into Hershey stock. Though Nardi’s high salary was $21 a week, when he died he left each of his four children $11,000 in cash and a little Hershey house, fully paid for.

			Ernie’s father quit school in the eighth grade to begin a life of work. He also started at the chocolate factory, but after about a dozen years he went out on his own, opening a beer distributorship in a backyard shed. The first customer to drive up was Mr. Hershey. “I like my beer, Ernie,” he said. “Run a clean business, and I’ll be here every week to purchase a case. I’ll make a big show of it, too, which won’t hurt your bottom line. But become a hangout for rummies, and I promise you, I’ll run you out of town.” Because there weren’t many beer distributorships in the area, Accorsi and son now and then loaded a small delivery truck and made a run through the Dutch country, testing their German on beer-loving customers. They knew how to say three things: “hello,” “how are you doing,” and “goodbye.”

			Like so many immigrants, Ernie’s dad drew a particular joy from sports, maybe for the slight relief it seemed to offer from hard work and prejudice. He made an early pilgrimage to the Baker Bowl in Philadelphia, where a night game was never played, to see the Dean brothers, Dizzy and Paul, and the rest of St. Louis’ Gashouse Gang. But he preferred the New York Yankees. They had Lazzari and Crosetti, later DiMaggio, Berra, and Rizzuto. Young Ernie saw his first major league baseball game at Philadelphia’s Shibe Park in 1950. Jackie Robinson stole home, but the Phillies beat the Dodgers, 6–4. That year, every Philadelphia victory was critical, especially against the Dodgers. On the final day of the regular season, Dick Sisler, George’s son, hit a tenth-inning home run to beat Brooklyn and win the pennant.

			The Accorsis didn’t have to go looking for pro football; it came to them in 1949 in the form of an exhibition game featuring quarterback Bobby Layne and the New York Bulldogs. In 1951, the Philadelphia Eagles established a regular training ground at the Hershey stadium, and that first summer, the New York Giants won a game there, 21–6, wearing striking red jerseys that stuck with Ernie. Someday he would retrieve those red jerseys from antiquity and dress the Giants in them once a year. In 1952, Ernie saw the Eagles and Steelers play to a scoreless tie that was memorable in its own way, and by 1956 Ernie was firmly on the side of whoever opposed the Eagles. That year the Hershey public address man mispronounced the name of a visiting quarterback making his professional debut, “Johnny YOU-knee-TASS.” Come the finish of Unitas’ career in Baltimore, he would present his last Colts jersey not to the National Football League Hall of Fame but to Accorsi. Ernie would feel entitled then to pass the number 19 on to a fledgling quarterback in Cleveland.

			Two years before Unitas came to Chocolate Town, on a Saturday afternoon in November, the eighth-grade boys of Hershey staged a game of tackle football, without equipment, that turned out to be the game of the century. In the days ahead, players on both sides of that field, including Accorsi, would team up to miss qualifying for the Little League World Series in Williamsport by about a millimeter. Some would make all-city or all-state in baseball, football, basketball, or golf. A few would excel athletically at college. One would participate in two Super Bowls, a victory and a defeat. But of all the games of their lives, the Meadows Game is the one they still talk about when any two of them get together today.

			It isn’t precisely true that the sons of the town’s workers took on the sons of the men they worked for, but it was pretty close to that. Maybe surprisingly, then, the game wasn’t a desperate or bitter showdown. It was just sports. No class or religious wars were brought into it. No hatreds were played out. All of the players were schoolmates and, within reason, pals. But while it may have been just sports, it was serious. Especially after Paul Hummer of the other side “stole” Ernie’s cousin, Gary Ponzoli, a year younger than everyone else but an all-around athlete bound eventually for West Point. “All bets are off,” Accorsi told Hummer, proclaiming the dawn of free agency. In his first job of general managing, Ernie reached out to the farm areas and a couple of other distant neighborhoods for additional players. Hummer couldn’t keep up, but he wasn’t worried. His side already had the unstoppable Billy Myers, star of the town.

			Accorsi’s best recruit was a quarterback named Jimmy Warfield (Ernie would always be quarterback-oriented; all of the milestones in this story are quarterbacks) who lived over by the stadium and went on to play second base to Accorsi’s shortstop all through high school and American Legion ball, and to have an honored life in baseball as a beloved trainer for the Cleveland Indians. “He was as well thought of as anyone in the game,” said third baseman Travis Fryman on the day Jimmy died of a cerebral hemorrhage. “Where are we going to find a church big enough to hold everybody who loved him?” Ernie would deliver the eulogy at Jimmy’s funeral. (“Somehow today, I have the feeling that my childhood is slipping through my fingers…”)

			The Saturday morning of the Meadows Game, there was a funeral as well. Joe Nardi had died of a heart attack. Because a cousin had to make his way home from the Navy, the services fell on game day, and Ernie’s father was adamant: Italian mourning traditions did not allow for after-burial football games. For a loud while, a Puccini opera was sung through the house. Until, during a pause for breath, the cousin, Ron Gramigni—who knew that nobody was more brokenhearted than Ernie, and that nobody loved Joe more—pointedly informed his uncle, “If you don’t let Ernie play in this game, you might as well sell the business and move to Iowa. Because he won’t be able to live here anymore.”

			Ernie played. On a ten-yard run by halfback Bill Rollins, crossing the two goal line trees on the factory end of the field, the sons of the workers scored first. For hours then, they held on. Accorsi didn’t do much on offense, but he intercepted three Gary Hinebaugh passes on defense. Hinebaugh wore a Brown University sweatshirt. (His big brother went to Brown.) Ernie wore one of those blank blue football jerseys, so popular at the time, with golden shoulders that described shoulder pads although there were no shoulder pads. No helmets, either. The days of wine and bloody noses.

			They had agreed to play from the stroke of noon until the whistle signaling the ten-of-four shift change at the chocolate factory, and it was pretty late in the game when the great Billy Myers ran a sweep to the right, took off down the sideline, and sped the full length of the drainage ditch to tie the score, 6–6. By the way, a parent or two were in attendance that afternoon but none of them was a part of it. At one point, Terry Garman’s father, Francis (of the bosses’ team), charged the edge of the field to double-check an out-of-bounds call or to weigh in on a late hit. “Dad, stay out of this,” Terry said. “We’re fine.” Those were the days.

			With the whistle about to blow, Accorsi’s team was at the five-yard line, looking sure to score the winning touchdown, when quarterback Warfield scrambled toward an opening and was bumped into and knocked down by his own halfback, Rollins. “Bill, you tackled me,” he said. And the whistle blew. By that time, Chocolate Avenue had filled up with townspeople applauding. Shaking hands, Hummer and Accorsi said almost simultaneously, “We shouldn’t play again.” As it was, it was perfect.

			That night, like the Sharks and Jets with a happier ending, they went to the dance at the “juvenile golf course” with its little log cabin clubhouse that Mr. Hershey had built. But they were too sore to dance and too excited to sit down.

			Golf became Accorsi’s game for a time. This was one of the elements that attracted him to Wake Forest University, Arnold Palmer’s school, in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. But Ernie didn’t require all eighteen holes of a practice round with another young aspirant, Jay Sigel, to realize that he wasn’t nearly good enough for Wake Forest. Though Accorsi’s first impulse was to run home, his father talked him out of quitting, not just Wake Forest, but anything else he started. Ernie and Hinebaugh, the bosses’ quarterback in the Meadows Game, became fraternity brothers.

			By Ernie’s count, Wake Forest had a Roman Catholic population of “about five,” one of them a freshman football player, Brian Piccolo. Together Ernie and Pic regularly hitchhiked to Sunday Mass. It seemed that the same family stopped for them every week. A tough runner, adept at lowering a shoulder just before he crashed into the line, Piccolo wasn’t anything like the wisecracker actor James Caan would portray him to be in the weeper Brian’s Song. “In that movie, Caan wasn’t like Piccolo in any way, shape, or form,” Accorsi said. “Brian had this wit, but it came across with Caan as a smart-ass wit. With Piccolo, you’d hear these great lines, but he always delivered them dropping his head looking into his shirt. Most of the time he was quiet. He was always humble. Hell, he was saintly.” A couple of days after Piccolo sprained an ankle in a Friday frosh game at Chapel Hill, Accorsi dropped into Pic’s room to see how he was mending. “Ernie,” he said, “it’s my own fault. In the pregame meal, I ate meat on Friday for the first time in my life. That’s why I got hurt. I took one look at those fish sticks and I just couldn’t bear to touch them.”

			Years later, at the Americana Hotel in New York, the pro football writers held a gala dinner honoring Piccolo’s Chicago backfield mate Gale Sayers for an inspired comeback from injury. Ernie was in the audience. “Sayers asked all of us,” he said, “when we hit our knees that night, to please pray for Brian Piccolo, who was sick. Gale said he was going to take the award he received at the banquet and hand it over to Pic in his hospital room the next day. I had no idea how bad it was until I heard the words ‘Sloan-Kettering.’ Gale said, ‘I love Brian Piccolo. I want you to love him, too.’”

			Ernie started to walk up to Sayers as the crowd was milling out, but Vince Lombardi got there first. Accorsi heard Lombardi say, “Gale, you’re a great American,” and decided not to follow that. He wasn’t sure he could manage any words anyway.
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			MANNING VS. MANNING

			FOR THE FIRST TIME in sixteen years, the New York Giants were perfect in the preseason, beating the Ravens, Chiefs, Jets, and Patriots.

			By contrast, the New Orleans Saints and their rookie head coach, Giants castoff Sean Payton, were 1 and 3. Obviously these were two teams going in opposite directions in the National Football Conference. “I have no idea where we’re going,” Giants head coach Tom Coughlin said. “I’m not the great philosopher.”

			New York opened the regular season on a Sunday night at home in a game against Indianapolis that was inevitably dubbed the “Manning Bowl.” For the first time in NFL history, brothers were starting at quarterback against each other in a real game. Hours before the kickoff, on different patches of the field, Peyton and Eli Manning were loosening up with their respective teammates, tossing the ball around lightheartedly. Everybody wore comically baggy shorts that went way past today’s basketball bloomers almost all the way back to the boxer Archie Moore. Archie Manning, once a very good quarterback for very bad New Orleans teams, looked down from the press level high above. He was the picture of crossed signals and mixed emotions. “This feeling of dread may be a Saints hangover thing,” he said, “but I know how, if it gets going bad, how really bad it can get—for the quarterback.” Archie and his wife, Olivia, had accepted invitations to watch their sons from the Reebok box upstairs. “Peyton says I like to get to the games in time to see the cheerleaders stretch,” Archie said, “but the truth is, I just like watching warm-ups. I’m completely nuts.”

			This night, more than ever. “Inside of me, I’m not sure what I’m supposed to be hoping for,” he said. “Usually you can relax a little bit during the parts of the game when your boy is off the field, but what am I going to do tonight? Olivia and I didn’t mean to raise quarterbacks, I swear to God. Like all parents, we just wanted them to be well rounded, go to school, grow up to be good people, do the right things. Believe me, I never tortured them on practice fields. Heck, I didn’t mold them or anything. I just watched them have a dream that I understood, that I remembered having myself. I watched them work their rear ends off to attain it. Olivia was always a good sport and only pretended to get mad about spending her whole life cleaning up after football players. ‘And another thing,’ she’d shout, ‘I’m sick and tired of washing jock straps!’ Both Olivia and I mostly stood off to the side and smiled, or moved a little further away and cried.”

			Earlier that Sunday, Archie had told each of his sons the same thing, what he always told them before games: “I love you. Play hard. Have fun.”

			The New York GM, Ernie Accorsi, also stood off to the side, in one of the end zone tunnels at Giants Stadium, the one nearest both the home and the visitors’ locker room, the position he had long since staked out as his game-day headquarters and bunker. Ernie was too nervous to watch from the press box and too appalled by the modern press box in any case. Those gentlemen sportswriters of sentimental memory, most of them decked out in suits, neckties, and fine felt fedoras, have all died off. They have been replaced by a convention of class clowns, some of them dressed like sharecroppers. After every play, three or five or ten or twenty of them yell out strained witticisms, the first things that pop into their heads—absolutely everything that pops into their heads—as though they were auditioning for sports talk radio, which perhaps they are. Though press box wags have existed since the Roman Colosseum, they used to have a drier style. At an early Super Bowl, when streaking was in fashion, a naked woman who ran onto the field was trundled off by four policemen. “And they took her away,” someone in the press box said with a sigh, “two abreast.”

			“Ron Sellers was this big, tall receiver from Florida State,” Ernie said, “who was constantly on injured reserve. He typified the futility of the early-seventies Patriots, who couldn’t get anything right. He was always hurt. So now he’s coming back again, this big bastard with all that talent. Jim Plunkett drops back to pass, and here comes Sellers over the middle. He leaps into the air—the ball is this far from his hands, left safety Jerry Logan is this far from his shoulders, right safety Rick Volk is this far from his legs—and, a split second before the crash, Will McDonough of the Boston Globe yells out, ‘Eight to twelve weeks!’ You had to laugh.”

			One of the Giants exercising in shorts was twenty-three-year-old Mathias Kiwanuka, New York’s first pick in the most recent college draft, a six-five, 262-pound defensive end from Boston College. His grandfather, Benedicto Kiwanuka, became Uganda’s first elected prime minister in 1961 and was assassinated by Idi Amin eleven years later. Only once, when he was a grade-school student, was Kiwanuka ever in Uganda. He was really from Indianapolis. With three and a half preseason sacks, Kiwanuka had made a more than promising start. In the final exhibition game against New England, he shrugged off 320-pound tackle Wesley Britt to bring about a tip and force an interception.

			In the draft room, Accorsi had been the last one to come aboard for Kiwanuka, which was unusual. “I was thinking of maneuvering to get the University of Miami corner Kelly Jennings, who ended up going to Seattle. But Jerry [player personnel director Jerry Reese] and Tom both wanted another pass rusher, and I liked Kiwanuka, too. I decided to let them have their way. A GM shouldn’t always be heavy-handed. The front office is a team, too. This was good for the team. And, obviously, it wasn’t a franchise-changing decision. If it had been a franchise-changing decision, I’d have ignored everybody and insisted on having my own way. If it’s a quarterback, absolutely, I’m making the call.”

			Just then, the franchise-changing decision Eli Manning passed Accorsi in the tunnel on his way back to the locker room to get suited up for the game. “Hi, boss,” Eli said.

			Ernie first saw Eli in person at an Auburn game Manning’s junior year at Mississippi, November 2, 2002. The word then was that Eli might come out of school early. He did not. But the scouting report Accorsi typed out in bold capital letters didn’t change the next year and, to Ernie’s way of thinking (although to almost no one else’s), it hadn’t changed in the years since.

			         

			WEARS LEFT KNEE BRACE…DURING PREGAME WARMUP, DIDN’T LOOK LIKE HE HAD A ROCKET ARM…AS GAME PROGRESSED, I SAW EXCELLENT ARM STRENGTH UNDER PRESSURE AND THE ABILITY TO GET VELOCITY ON THE BALL ON MOST THROWS. GOOD DEEP BALL RANGE. GOOD TOUCH. GOOD VISION AND POISE.

			SEES THE FIELD…IN A SHOTGUN ON MOST PLAYS AND HIS ONLY RUNNING OPTION IS A DRAW…HIS OFFENSIVE LINE IS POOR. RED-SHIRT FRESHMAN LEFT TACKLE. ELI DOESN’T TRUST HIS PROTECTION. CAN’T. NO WAY CAN HE TAKE ANY FORM OF DEEP DROP AND LOOK DOWNFIELD. WITH NO RUNNING GAME (10 YARDS RUSHING THE FIRST HALF) AND NO REAL TOP RECEIVERS, HE’S STUCK WITH THREE-STEP DROPS AND WAITING TIL THE LAST SECOND TO SEE IF A RECEIVER CAN GET FREE. NO TIGHT END EITHER. NO FLARING BACK. SO HE’S TAKING SOME BIG HITS. TAKING THEM WELL. CARRIED AN OVERMATCHED TEAM ENTIRELY ON HIS SHOULDERS. I IMAGINE, EXCEPT FOR VANDERBILT, HIS TEAM IS OVERMATCHED IN EVERY SEC [SOUTHEAST CONFERENCE] GAME…HE’S BIG, NEVER GETS RATTLED. RALLIED HIS TEAM FROM A 14–3 HALFTIME DEFICIT BASICALLY ALL BY HIMSELF. LED THEM ON TWO SUCCESSIVE THIRD QUARTER DRIVES TO GO AHEAD, 17–16. THE FIRST TOUCHDOWN, ON A 40-YARD STREAK DOWN THE LEFT SIDELINE, HE DROPPED THE BALL OVER THE RECEIVER’S RIGHT SHOULDER. CALLED THE NEXT TOUCHDOWN PASS HIMSELF, CHECKING OFF TO A 12-YARD SLANT…MAKES A LOT OF DECISIONS ON PLAY CALLS AT THE LINE OF SCRIMMAGE, BUT THEY ASK TOO MUCH OF HIM. THEY DON’T LET HIM JUST PLAY. THIS IS A GUY YOU SHOULD JUST LET PLAY…WHEN HE’S INACCURATE, HE’S USUALLY HIGH, BUT RARELY OFF TARGET TO EITHER SIDE…PLAYS SMART AND WITH COMPLETE CONFIDENCE. DOESN’T SCOLD HIS TEAMMATES [DID ACCORSI WISH HE DID?], BUT LETS THEM KNOW WHEN THEY LINE UP WRONG OR RUN THE WRONG PATTERN [AT LEAST]…THREW THREE INTERCEPTIONS. TWO WERE HIS FAULT. TRYING TO FORCE SOMETHING BOTH TIMES. HE COULD HAVE RUN ON ONE OF THEM, A FOURTH DOWN PLAY. HE HAS A LOT TO LEARN.

			SUMMARY: I THINK HE’S THE COMPLETE PACKAGE. HE’S NOT GOING TO BE A FAST RUNNER, BUT A LITTLE LIKE JOE MONTANA, HE HAS ENOUGH ATHLETIC ABILITY TO GET OUT OF TROUBLE. REMEMBER HOW ARCHIE RAN? IN THAT DEPARTMENT, ELI DOESN’T HAVE THE BEST GENES, ALTHOUGH I NEVER TIMED MOM OLIVIA IN THE 40. BUT HE HAS A FEEL FOR THE POCKET. FEELS THE RUSH.

			THROWS THE BALL, TAKES THE HIT, GETS RIGHT BACK UP…HAS COURAGE AND POISE. IN MY OPINION, MOST OF ALL, HE HAS THAT QUALITY YOU CAN’T DEFINE. CALL IT MAGIC. AS [FORMER BALTIMORE COLTS DEFENSIVE BACK] BOBBY BOYD TOLD ME ONCE ABOUT UNITAS, “TWO THINGS SET HIM APART: HIS LEFT TESTICLE AND HIS RIGHT TESTICLE.”…PEYTON HAD MUCH BETTER TALENT AROUND HIM AT TENNESSEE. BUT I HONESTLY GIVE THIS GUY A CHANCE TO BE BETTER THAN HIS BROTHER. ELI DOESN’T GET MUCH HELP FROM THE COACHING STAFF. IF HE COMES OUT EARLY, WE SHOULD MOVE UP TO TAKE HIM. THESE GUYS ARE RARE, YOU KNOW.

			ERNIE ACCORSI

			“I remember everything about that day,” Eli said. “It was a heartbreaker. I threw an interception on the last play to lose the game, actually. It was fourth down. I tried to scramble—maybe I could have run it in. I probably should have tried. The receiver was crossing, but he turned away just as I threw it. The ball went flying right by him. That one hurt for a long while. Still does.”

			Following Eli up the tunnel, Jim Finn, almost the rarest animal in the league—a fullback from the University of Pennsylvania—offered his own scouting report on the Mannings, and on the night. “Peyton always shows his excitement and always shows his disappointment,” Finn said. “He walks off the field with his head shaking one way or the other. Eli doesn’t show anything. A touchdown and an interception look the same. That’s who Eli is. He keeps it inside.”

			“Yeah,” quarterback coach Kevin Gilbride said, “but I think there’s something in there that would like to show his big brother a thing or two.”

			“Any little brother has to be tough,” offensive left tackle Luke Petitgout said, “but Eli is Peyton Manning’s little brother. He has to be tougher.”

			At school—Tennessee and Ole Miss—Peyton was the antisocial one, the football geek tethered to a film projector. Eli was the one who liked the night, music, and beer. Who wouldn’t have guessed the opposite? Peyton at thirty, the omnipresent pitchman from Madison Avenue, was the oil-painted portrait of a commander in chief who, up close, appeared taller even than six-five. Eli at twenty-five, with permanently tousled hair, stood only an inch shorter, but somehow it seemed a foot. No NFL quarterback was in more extreme need of black stubble on his chin, a jagged scar across one cheek, or at least a misspelled tattoo.

			“I’ve been playing nine years,” Peyton said. “Eli’s beginning his second season as a starter. Let him breathe, will you?”

			He said this after the game. Before it, the Colts’ quarterback reappeared in Ernie’s tunnel ahead of any of his Indianapolis teammates, helmet on but with the chin strap unsnapped, standing completely still. Not ten feet separated them, but Peyton didn’t seem to see Accorsi or anyone else. “Look at him,” Ernie said, not bothering to whisper because Peyton couldn’t hear him, either. “He isn’t moving a muscle. He isn’t bouncing from one foot to the other the way they do. He’s come to a stop. He’s calm. Now does he remind you of Unitas? The best ones all have this same moment of serenity just before the storm. There he is. Tiger Woods on the first tee.”

			Adam Vinatieri, the most dependable placekicker in the NFL, opened the scoring with a couple of field goals that Peyton stretched to a 13–0 lead in the second quarter with a short touchdown pass to tight end Dallas Clark. Near the end of the first half, beginning at his own fourteen-yard line, Eli finally replied.

			GIANTS

			1-10-G14 (out of the shotgun) Eli passes to Tiki Barber for 17

			Two-minute warning

			1-10-G31 (shotgun) Barber runs for 11

			1-10-G42 (shotgun, no huddle) Eli passes incomplete

			2-10-G42 (shotgun) Barber runs for 11

			1-10-C47 (shotgun) Eli passes to Amani Toomer for 6

			2-4-C41 (shotgun, no huddle) Eli passes to Barber for 7

			1-10-C34 (shotgun) Eli passes to Plaxico Burress for 34 yards and the touchdown; Jay Feely kicks the extra point

			Indianapolis 13, New York 7

			But twenty-eight seconds remained for rebuttal, enough time after a nice kickoff return for Peyton to push the Colts back inside Vinatieri’s range.

			COLTS

			1-10-C38 Peyton passes to Marvin Harrison for 16

			1-10-G46 (shotgun) Peyton passes to Harrison for 5

			Time-out (:15)

			2-5-G41 (shotgun) Peyton passes to Harrison for 9

			Time-out (:10)

			1-10-G32 Dominic Rhodes runs for 1

			Timeout (:05)

			2-9-G31 Vinatieri kicks a 48-yard field goal

			Indianapolis 16, New York 7

			Up in the Reebok box, Archie Manning said, “They aren’t football players out there. They’re my little boys.”

			Receiving the third-quarter kickoff, New York spent nearly eight minutes moving sixty-nine yards on eleven plays to close within two, 16–14, on Eli’s fifteen-yard touchdown pass to tight end Jeremy Shockey. “Shockey reminds me of Ted Kwalick,” Ernie said, recalling a Penn State tight end from the 1960s. Of course, nearly everything reminds Ernie of Penn State. “Looking at Kwalick once, Joe Paterno said, ‘What God had in mind here was a football player.’”

			Two points were still the difference, 23–21, with about five minutes to go in the game, when everything was resolved on a four-play Giants possession. “The reason I’ve always preferred baseball,” Ernie muttered in his tunnel, “is that their umpires can’t just blow a whistle and take away a three-run home run.”

			GIANTS

			1-10-G10 Eli passes to Toomer for 6

			2-4-G16 Barber runs for 2

			3-2-G18 Eli passes to Tim Carter for 17

			But Carter is called for interfering with defensive back Nick Harper, a venial sin all but invisible in the replay

			3-11-G9 Eli’s pass to Toomer is intercepted by Harper

			

			Vinatieri made another field goal, and the final score was 26–21, Colts. “Good game,” Eli told Peyton at the center of the field. “I love you,” Peyton said. “I’m proud of the way you competed.”

			To the media in the Giants’ locker room, Eli admitted forthrightly, “I think I was throwing to the right guy on the interception, but it was definitely the wrong kind of pass. You can’t float that one. It has to be a line drive.” Some days later, alone in a small classroom just off the clubhouse, Eli said, “Peyton is one of the best quarterbacks in the NFL, if not the best. In my opinion he is the best. He’s the benchmark not just for me, but especially for me. He always has been.

			“I’m five years younger than Peyton, seven years younger than our older brother, Cooper. When they were growing up, my dad was still playing. Cooper and Peyton hung around the locker rooms, got to know all of the players. They went along to Hawaii when Dad made the Pro Bowl. They were around it. They saw it. I just heard about it. On family car trips, Cooper and Peyton were always playing this numbers game. They would pick out a uniform number at random—eighty-four. Then, back and forth, they’d name all of the players in the NFL who wore eighty-four—sometimes college players, too. Sometimes high school players! They knew everybody. They knew everything. I was more than a little bit behind.”

			After Peyton elected Tennessee over Archie’s alma mater, Ole Miss, “our whole family was harassed,” Eli said, “especially my dad. There were death threats and everything. People expected him to force Peyton to go to Ole Miss, because he had starred there. But they didn’t know Dad. ‘I’m not doing that,’ he said. ‘It’s not my job. He’s a grown man. It’s his decision.’ Those fathers you hear about who force their kids to play sports, who hang over them at school and try to be their coaches, my dad was never that. Never. He had lived his own athletic life. He’d already had his high school days, his college days, his pro days. He didn’t have to live it through us. He said, ‘You know what? I went my way, you go yours. If you love football, heck, go ahead. I did. But if you don’t love it, don’t worry about it. It’s not that important.’” It’s just sports.

			In 2004, when overall number one draft choice Eli maneuvered his way out of San Diego and into New York, Chargers fans considered Archie the puppet master. “The heat he took in San Diego wasn’t deserved,” Eli said. “It was my call, it was always my call. I did what I thought was right for me. He actually got involved only to take the pressure off me, because I asked him to. I wanted him to kind of speak for me at one point, but I told him what to say. ‘No problem,’ he said, ‘I’ll draw the fire.’ He did it to protect me, as always. It’s like, it was entirely my decision to go to Ole Miss. I could have gone to Texas. There were other places where I might have had a shot at a national championship. But I had to do what I thought was best. And, whatever I decided, Dad was going to back me. I can’t tell you what it’s meant to me to have his support, and Peyton’s.”

			When Eli signed with Ole Miss, Peyton presented him a thick notebook he had been filling out all season on airplanes to and from Colts games. “Full of protections, plays, and reads,” Eli said, “pages and pages and pages. He sat down with me and tried to teach me all of these things. I didn’t ask him to do it. At the time I hardly knew what was going on. Everything in that book was new to me, and it all came into play. Now Peyton and I talk every week, a couple of times. Right after the game, I might call him just for a minute. Often I’ll catch him on the team bus. Then, on Monday or Tuesday, we’ll talk a bit longer. We’ll actually talk some football. If we didn’t see each other’s games, we’ll go over them a little, you know, a series here and there. I may have seen a highlight of a pass to Marvin [Harrison]. ‘Hey, what was that? Take me through that, will you?’ You can’t have conversations like these with everyone. Not even with your closest friends. ‘Yeah, yeah, they were playing a cover two, so we ran, you know, the end thing, and got a great look until they shifted the strong safety, and we had to slide the protection, and…’ Only another quarterback really understands. I’ll tell you, it’s lucky to have somebody to talk to who knows exactly what you’re saying, exactly what you’re feeling, exactly what you’re going through, without having to spell everything out.”

			Statistically their final passing marks were twenty-five of forty-one for Peyton, twenty of thirty-four for Eli, 276 and 247 yards. Peyton threw one touchdown pass, Eli two. They both had a solitary interception, though Peyton bounced a few incompletions off Giants defenders’ chests. A two-time NFL Most Valuable Player, the only man ever to throw forty-nine touchdown passes in a season, Peyton likely wasn’t halfway through his career, but he was more than halfway to Dan Marino’s all-time passing record of 61,361 yards. Of course, the Indianapolis quarterback was also married to Marino at the top of the list of statistically accomplished quarterbacks who had never won a Super Bowl. In Peyton’s case, he had yet even to play in the ultimate championship game.

			Eli, meanwhile, was still pretty fresh out of the egg. The year before, his first as a full-time starter, he led the Giants to an 11–5 record and a division title before showing his age in a 23–0 play-off loss to Carolina at home. Bart Starr was in his fourth pro season before he got out from behind Lamar McHan and Joe Francis in Green Bay. At Eli’s stage, Jim Plunkett hadn’t yet been run out of New England, let alone San Francisco, on his long way to Super Bowl titles with the Raiders. At that juncture, coaches Dan Reeves and Chuck Noll were losing patience with John Elway and Terry Bradshaw. Noll was about ready to take a harder look at “Jefferson Street Joe” Gilliam.

			Obviously New York isn’t the kind of town that wants to hear any of that when its twenty-five-year-old quarterback throws an interception on what was supposed to be the winning drive. At the same time, wide receiver Plaxico Burress, known for a mastery of jump balls and an economy of language, made a quiet suggestion: “Shouldn’t four hundred and thirty-three yards of total offense have been enough?”

			Coach Coughlin was steely in the locker room. “We have to stop talking about being good,” he said, “and get good.” When Coughlin

			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			For Ernie Accorsi

			Setting no conditions, 
asking nothing in return,
 he let me in

		

	
		
			The acknowledgment is also singular. Thank you, John Mara, president of the New York Football Giants, for tolerating such a conspicuous fly on the front office wall.
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