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Dedication

For Jack Orbine, the late, great Mr. O. Thanks for teaching me how to be a dad.

For the memory of Cherry Starr, a Green Bay legend. Thanks for your kindness and trust.
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Introduction: Malibu Man

NICE BACKYARD,” I told Aaron Rodgers.

“It doesn’t suck,” the quarterback replied.

We were staring out at the Pacific Ocean, which appeared close enough for Rodgers to reach with one of his back-foot throws. It was a sunny afternoon in Malibu in February 2024, a chamber-of-commerce day in a season of relentless rain, flooding, rockslides, and mudslides that forced road closures near Rodgers’s place.

His home had the look of an updated Venetian palazzo. At one time a long-shot kid from upstate Chico, Rodgers landed this four-bedroom, four-bathroom spread (and guesthouse) for $28 million in 2019, when it was reported that he bought it with then-girlfriend Danica Patrick, the race car driver.

“I didn’t buy it with anybody,” he told me, correcting those reports.

It was all his, all 4,636 square feet of wide-open California cool, with no walls or windows separating his indoor living area from his resort-style deck overlooking the blue sea. Rodgers’s former teammate with the Green Bay Packers, David Bakhtiari, ribbed him about hanging out with Leonardo DiCaprio and other West Coast elites on a yacht. But it was hard to mock this self-made man about anything while standing in the middle of his charmed life on a beachside bluff.

He was wearing shorts and a tank top carrying the name of the pizza shop, Homecourt, that sponsored the sixth-grade AAU basketball team he led to an Oregon state title. Having added muscle definition to his upper chest and shoulders, Rodgers projected the physicality of a strong safety in his prime, not that of a forty-year-old quarterback coming off a devastating Achilles tear.

We sat across from each other outside, with Rodgers facing the sun and the ocean, working on his tan while I fact-checked anecdotes and claims from the 250 interviews I conducted for this unauthorized book. I had endured a bomb scare on my United flight from Newark to Los Angeles, forcing a seven-hour diversion to Chicago, where law enforcement found no explosives on board despite the reported written threat found in a plane bathroom. I later took that same plane from O’Hare to LAX and drove my Ford Edge rental through the winding mountain roads still littered with debris from the rocks and mud to get to Malibu to meet the world-famous quarterback of the New York Jets.

Rodgers was widely regarded to be among the two or three most talented players ever at the most glamorous position in American team sports. He was a Super Bowl MVP who had won the NFL’s regular-season MVP award four times, more than Tom Brady (three times) or any other player in league history not named Peyton Manning (five). By the metric that used completion percentage and yards, touchdowns, and interceptions per attempt to measure performance, Rodgers was the best NFL passer of all time, a hair better than Patrick Mahomes.

I had parked in the street and pressed an intercom button at the villa entrance before the gate swung wide. As I walked down to the main house on the other side of the pool, Rodgers opened the front door and thanked me for moving up our meeting ninety minutes on short notice. I handed him a gift that I bought on Amazon for $15.99—a set of bamboo wood coasters memorializing his favorite TV show, The Office.

One coaster was graced by an illustration of the boss, Michael Scott, alongside his go-to line, “That’s what she said.” Rodgers seemed to get a kick out of it.

We were meeting at the site of his five-hour summit with Jets officials nearly a year earlier, which led to the April trade that compelled me to abandon (at least for now) my plans to write a LeBron James biography for one on a more mysterious sports superstar who had been dealt into my market. Rodgers hosted Woody and Christopher Johnson, chairman and vice chairman, along with general manager Joe Douglas, team president Hymie Elhai, head coach Robert Saleh, and offensive coordinator Nathaniel Hackett, a Rodgers favorite from their days in Green Bay.

Woody, the former U.S. ambassador to the United Kingdom, presented Rodgers with an interesting gift during the recruiting visit.

“He gave me some honey from the queen’s garden,” the quarterback said.

Honey from Queen Elizabeth’s garden?

“It is a cool gift,” Rodgers said.

I told him that Woody’s gift was better than my $15.99 coasters.

“Well,” he said, “you weren’t ambassador to England.”

We talked about everything from the makeshift radio device that his eighth-grade coach installed in his helmet to his Jimmy Kimmel / Jeffrey Epstein controversy to the heroic feats of his paternal grandfather as a World War II combat pilot in the European theater. While meeting with war-crimes investigators, Edward Rodgers provided details of the maltreatment he endured as a prisoner of war that he never shared with his family. I gave his grandson a heads-up about those details and later mailed him a copy of the war-crimes interview so he wouldn’t first hear about them from this book.

We discussed Mike McCarthy’s coaching, and Matt LaFleur’s too. We discussed the one mistake Rodgers admitted making about his COVID-19 vaccination status, and the one regret Rodgers had about the way he handled rumors surrounding his sexuality.

We talked about the quarterback’s desire to become a father, and about why he did not throw the ball on the opening-night play against the Buffalo Bills in September 2023 that left him with a ruptured Achilles tendon and a broken heart and left the Jets rudderless during a 7-10 season.

We talked about his family and agreed that no credible Aaron Rodgers bio could be written without covering his estrangement from his parents, his two brothers, and other relatives. He had virtually no communication with them for close to a decade.

Virtually.

Before arriving at his first Jets training camp, Rodgers made his annual trip to Lake Tahoe to compete in the celebrity golf tournament sponsored by American Century, which was won by Steph Curry on a walk-off eagle. Aaron finished fifth, just ahead of Annika Sorenstam (not bad!!), after a wild and crazy weekend on the packed course that saw him interact with Jets and Packers fans and even sign a pregnant woman’s belly.

People who were close to Rodgers, or who had been close to Rodgers, all noticed the same things about him throughout the summer of 2023. He seemed happier, lighter, and more approachable. He looked downright unburdened.

“Like the old Aaron,” said one family member.

Amid the golf tournament chaos, Rodgers spotted his first coach in the crowd. His father, Ed Rodgers, a Chico chiropractor, had gotten a ticket to this Saturday round from a patient of his. Getting that particular ticket was critical, Ed thought, because Sunday’s final round was sure to be more crowded, more hectic, and less likely to present an opportunity for visual contact with his middle child.

Aaron’s father was trying to position himself for an acknowledgment or exchange of some sort. “I’m just going to keep praying,” his wife, Darla, had told him from home.

Sure enough, Aaron had seen his old man in the gallery while playing the front nine of the Edgewood Tahoe course. He was walking down the ninth fairway when he realized he needed to take a bathroom break. He figured his father might be standing nearby on his way out of the john, so he reviewed his options.

Should I skip the bathroom? Should I keep walking without acknowledging him? Should I act like I’m talking on my phone?

“I could do a lot of things,” Rodgers said. “But I just thought, ‘What’s best in this moment, and what kind of gift could I give him?’ Because I do love him. I don’t have animosity toward him, even with all the stuff that’s been said and done.”

Ed Rodgers had temporarily lost track of his son. He was looking back toward the tee box from the gallery ropes before turning around and seeing his boy, in the flesh, not even twenty feet away, looking right at him.

Amazingly enough, they found themselves alone in a clearing. The crowd had parted. It was just the two of them, a grown-up child with a golden arm locking eyes with a dad who had taught him how to throw the ball.

“It had been so long since we even looked at each other,” Ed said. “I just kind of froze.”

Aaron broke the ice. “Hi Pops,” he said as he walked toward his dad.

Father and son embraced.

“I love you,” Aaron Rodgers said.

“I love you too,” Ed Rodgers responded.

It was the first time they had spoken in nearly nine years. “It was amazing,” Ed said. He had dreamed of this moment for so long, imagining how it would feel to hug his son one more time. Tears filled his eyes. Nothing more needed to be said between these men, and Ed’s boy had a tournament round to finish anyway.

“That was a special moment,” Aaron said.

In his car after the round, Rodgers and his caddie and longtime friend, Jordan Russell, had a brief exchange about that moment.

“Dude, that was beautiful,” Russell said.

“Yeah man,” Rodgers replied. “I think that was what needed to happen.”

I spent hours with Ed and Darla Rodgers to find out why so much time had passed without any contact with their son, and why there was no follow-up after this brief encounter at Lake Tahoe. I drove them to and from Aaron’s fateful opening night as a Jet on the 9/11 anniversary in the hope of getting to know them better, and to find out why they still felt compelled to attend their son’s games.

The answers were like everything else about Aaron and his family—complicated. And yet there were words spoken on both sides of the divide that suggested a reconciliation was possible.

Back in Malibu in February, my conversation with the quarterback was briefly interrupted by the sounds of a low-flying helicopter and workers who milled about the property with their machines buzzing. But the soundtrack for the interview was the soothing, rhythmic roll of the ocean, which could take the edge off any question.

Early on, Rodgers put his immense hands over my recording devices and asked if I wanted them moved to avoid the sun. I told him later to let me know if he wanted my phone and tape recorder turned off at any point during our discussion. He never asked for that to happen.

I told Rodgers that there would not be a lot of opinion in this book, but that I was criticizing his brothers for some social media daggers fired his way, and that I was criticizing him for bailing late on a buddy’s wedding—as a groomsman—because that former college roommate had also invited the Rodgers family. Aaron called that opinion “fair” but added, “I don’t think you’re educated enough to understand the complexity of the whole situation.”

The interview was a healthy and respectful give-and-take, with a couple of tense exchanges. This was still weeks before the news that independent presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy Jr. was considering Rodgers as his running mate (RFK Jr. later picked attorney and entrepreneur Nicole Shanahan), which CNN followed with a report that Rodgers had shared loathsome conspiracy theories about the 2012 Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting with one of its journalists during a private conversation at a Kentucky Derby party in 2013.

Rodgers wrote on X the following day that he had already been on record stating “what happened in Sandy Hook was an absolute tragedy,” and that he had “never been of the opinion that the events did not take place.” He was a one-man, never-ending news cycle.

As our February meeting at his house was ending, Rodgers walked me back inside and introduced his personal chef, Jason Pabst, who was joined by the quarterback’s friend of fifteen years, Ryan West. Rodgers asked if a book cover had been selected, and I showed him the image on my laptop.

“Interesting,” he said, before asking where the photo came from. Rodgers promised to email me about any and all mistakes made in this book in one breath, then said in the next breath, “Listen man, you’ve done a lot of research. A lot of stuff I don’t care about, honestly.”

Rodgers escorted me through the front door, toward the pool where he had done early rehab work. We shook hands, and soon enough I was on the Pacific Coast Highway thinking about what past subjects had accomplished in the seasons that my books were published.

Derek Jeter became the first Yankee ever to reach three thousand hits on a home run in the middle of a 5-for-5 day. Bill Belichick won his sixth and final Super Bowl title as head coach of the Patriots. Mike Krzyzewski pre-announced his retirement at Duke and then broke the record he shared with John Wooden with his thirteenth Final Four appearance before saying goodbye.

Coming off major surgery and facing a forty-first birthday before the start of the playoffs, Aaron Rodgers did not figure to lead the Jets to their first Super Bowl appearance since they won it all in January 1969. But if he pulled it off, that would likely stand as the biggest story of my four decades covering sports in New York.

Either way, if healthy, Rodgers would enter the 2024 season as the most talked-about person in the NFL. It did not matter that Mahomes was playing for a three-peat with the Kansas City Chiefs. Rodgers was the most compelling and polarizing figure in professional football, hands down, and he had been for years.

I wrote this book to explain why.
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American Hero

YOU CAN START the Aaron Rodgers origin story in a hundred different places, but there is no more compelling place than the skies above Nazi-controlled Europe on July 7, 1944. There, Rodgers’s grandfather was fighting for control of a B-24 bomber that was on fire and destined to crash.

Edward Wesley Rodgers was a twenty-six-year-old pilot who had done more than his share of damage to Adolf Hitler’s war machine. He had flown forty-three prior missions over enemy territory, at a time when the average mission lifespan for a combat pilot was much shorter than that.

As a member of the 737th Bomb Squadron of the 454th Bombardment Group of the Fifteenth Air Force, Rodgers had navigated his B-24 Liberator through waves of enemy fighter jets and antiaircraft fire, or flak, and attacked oil refineries, marshaling yards, airfields, manufacturing plants, and armament factories. He had earned many medals and honors for his acts of heroism, along with a promotion from second lieutenant to first lieutenant.

Born in Chicago on November 7, 1917, Rodgers grew up in Decatur, Illinois, where he delivered the Herald & Review newspaper. He joined the Boy Scouts of America and, after moving with his family to Dallas, became a car hop at Crater’s Pig’n Whistle restaurant to help pay for college.

Rodgers started out wanting to be a lawyer and studied at the University of Texas. He quickly realized he couldn’t stand law and quit in his second year to focus on becoming a civil engineer.

During his time at UT, Rodgers was a member of the men’s glee club and the staff of the Daily Texan school paper while also working summers as a refrigerator salesman and a road construction laborer. In 1940, as a copywriter at the Austin American-Statesman, Rodgers was making an annual salary of $960, or $240 less than his father, Alexander, was making as a salesman.

On October 20 of that same year, before an altar made up of palms and ferns and a Smilax-covered platform, Rev. William T. Morris married Rodgers and a fellow former UT student and private secretary named Kathryn Odell in the garden of her Hillsboro home. Edward had impressed her with his ability to work a dance floor and the musical instrument of his choice.

Four days before his wedding Rodgers had registered for the draft in Austin, describing himself as 5 feet 10½ inches tall and 145 pounds, with blue eyes, brown hair, and a light complexion. He enlisted on May 5, 1942, five months after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, and joined the U.S. Army Air Corps in September, leaving his job as an advertising manager for the Bonham Daily Favorite newspaper.

Rodgers was an aviation cadet who learned the trade at airfields in Arkansas and Alabama before graduating from pilot training school at George Field in eastern Illinois on June 30, 1943. He was stationed at several U.S. air bases before making stops in British Guiana, Brazil, and French Morocco on the way to a twenty-five-day training period in Tunisia in January 1944. Rodgers then flew to the San Giovanni airfield, five miles west of the southern Italian town of Cerignola.

On February 8, 1944, Rodgers embarked on his first combat mission. He took off at 9:30 a.m. with nine other planes in his squadron and thirty other aircraft from the group to attack the enemy airfield and installations of Orvieto, Italy.

Every bomb hit its target, and no American aircraft was struck by flak. The military’s declassified assessment read this way: “The ‘perfect mission’ was a tremendous stimulus to the morale of the squadron. Ground personnel took great pride in their part in making the mission possible and airmen were elated over the successful outcome. The squadron got a flying head start on an excellent combat record with this first mission.”

Despite their value to the war effort, the airmen were housed in tents and were effectively served different dishes of Spam for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. A fellow B-24 pilot who would join the 737th at San Giovanni that summer at the astonishing age of nineteen, Tom Faulkner, said the food was so terrible that “we finally got to a point where we didn’t even go to eat.

“The conditions weren’t great. We knew the Eighth Air Force was doing the same thing we were doing in the Fifteenth Air Force, and yet they were living in English towns near the big cities, near London, and going out with the English girls and drinking and having a good time while we were living in tents in Italy. When we went into town there were no women to be seen.”

The only women in sight were depicted in provocative, scantily clad poses on the fuselages of B-24s. Ed Rodgers named his Liberator in honor of his wife, a beauty queen in Texas: the words “Sassy Lassy” were painted in white below the Liberator’s cockpit next to an oversize portrait of a curvaceous young woman.

The Liberator was a massive bird with a 110-foot wingspan powered by four Pratt & Whitney engines. The heavy bomber was armed with ten .50-caliber machine guns, and it could carry a maximum bomb load of eight thousand pounds and travel up to three hundred miles per hour. The B-24 had an almost rectangular fuselage that inspired the nickname “Flying Boxcar.” No, it didn’t quite have the same ring to it as the B-17’s “Flying Fortress.”

Pilots were known to joke that the B-24s were the crates that the B-17s were shipped in. The Liberators had a longer range, a higher top speed, and a bigger bomb load than the B-17s, but they were harder to fly. One historian reported that “you could ID a B-24 pilot by his overdeveloped left bicep, flying with his right hand on the throttles.”

Ed Rodgers was flying a workhorse of a weapon that was deployed in the European and Pacific theaters and was particularly effective in destroying the German U-boats that hunted Allied ships in the Atlantic. And yet the B-17 later romanticized by Hollywood (Twelve O’Clock High and Memphis Belle) was considered the safer aircraft because it could fly higher, avoiding flak, and because its broader wings could withstand more damage. German fighters preferred targeting the B-24, inspiring B-17 airmen to joke that, by drawing most of the enemy fire, the Liberators made for the best possible escorts.

The German air force, or Luftwaffe, was hardly the Allied pilots’ only formidable opponent in the sky. At twenty-eight thousand feet in the winter months, the men flying the Liberators could confront temperatures of sixty degrees below zero, which overmatched the electrically heated suits they wore beneath their sheepskin jackets and their wool and fleece clothing. Frostbite was a common occupational hazard.

For Rodgers and his fellow airmen in the 454th Bombardment Group, the missions were grueling, life-and-death propositions. They started a typical day by waking up around 03:00 hours for a briefing and breakfast, and often heard a mission prayer read by a chaplain.

On St. Patrick’s Day, 1944, Rodgers was among thirty-two B-24 pilots who were bombing an industrial area of Vienna from completely overcast skies when his plane was hit by enemy fire on the left side. As Rodgers swerved the Sassy Lassy away from the target, the plane took three direct hits.

Flames engulfed the No. 2 engine on the left side, and the wing was riddled with flak holes. The nose gunner, Sgt. John Baran, said the ship “began to shudder like some giant hand was shaking us violently.” Baran was knocked off his feet. The ball turret gunner, staff sergeant Richard Bell, hit his head and blanked out momentarily.

The tail gunner, Staff Sgt. Thomas Whelan, described the heavens as “filled with all types of fighters and the Krauts, firing rockets, [making] the whole scene look like the Fourth of July back home.” Whelan said that two German twenty-millimeter cannon shells exploded in the tail turret, that he was showered with glass fragments, and that there were eight bullet holes “about eight inches above my head.”

Rodgers was struggling to maintain control of the aircraft. “Almost all of our instruments failed,” he said. “All we had left was a magnetic compass, an artificial horizon, and lots of pea soup outside the window.”

The rest of his formation pulled away and disappeared into the clouds. Meanwhile, Rodgers recalled, “we sank lower off to one side, all alone over Germany. It was the loneliest feeling in the world.”

His wife, Kathryn, and two-and-a-half-month-old daughter, Linda, were staying with Kathryn’s parents in Hillsboro. Rodgers was planning to finally see them when taking leave in August.

The Sassy Lassy was alone from the time it left the Vienna target until it reached the Adriatic Sea. On the journey back Rodgers thought it might be time to abandon ship, and his copilot, second lieutenant Karl Renz Jr., ordered the crew to strap on parachutes and prepare to jump. The crew members responded that they thought the ship could get them back to Italy, and Rodgers listened to his men.

Staff sergeants Grover Dunn and Walter C. Mauser performed a miracle fix of the damaged engine while other crew members threw overboard a half ton of ammunition, guns, and cargo to lighten the load. The plane stabilized at three thousand feet.

After deploying his emergency red flares, Rodgers landed his B-24 at a base in Italy. Whelan, an Irish boy from St. Louis, said that he prayed to St. Patrick as the Liberator limped home and made Rodgers “tie a bit of the green onto his flying suit.” Truth was, the outcome had little to do with luck, and everything to do with courage and poise.

Rodgers, a second lieutenant, was among those granted a rare R&R break on May 27—ten days before the Allied invasion of Normandy—at the rest camp on Capri, where servicemen stayed in villas (not tents). He returned to combat and was promoted to first lieutenant. A few weeks later, on July 7, 1944, he climbed into the cockpit of a different plane.

His beloved Sassy Lassy had been shot down in May, leaving Rodgers and ten fellow airmen to fly in a plane named the “Powder Room” that some called “Sassy Lassy II.” Rodgers took off at 06:30 hours and headed for the Odertal synthetic oil and coking plant in Germany with more than a hundred other B-24s.

The lone Texan aboard, Rodgers had quite an eclectic crew with him, including young men from Illinois, Georgia, New Jersey, New York City, Massachusetts, Alabama, Pennsylvania, Kentucky, and Missouri. They included a copilot, a navigator, a nose gunner, a bombardier, a radio operator, a flight engineer, a waist gunner, a top turret gunner, a ball turret gunner, and a tail gunner. The weather on the route from San Giovanni up the Adriatic Sea and on to Odertal was clear except for the altocumulus clouds above the mountains and a light ground haze at the target area.

While facing intense and accurate flak, the Liberators above Odertal dropped more than two hundred tons of bombs on the target at 11:30 from a range of nineteen thousand to twenty-two thousand feet. One report from the Mediterranean Allied Strategic Air Force stated that there were five direct hits on the vulnerable section of the plant, and direct hits on fuel storage and chemical facilities caused three violent explosions. However, another report from the 304th Bomb Wing headquarters stated that the specific bombs from the 454th “struck to the north of the objective.”

Rodgers and the other American pilots steered their heavy bombers toward what was called a target of opportunity, the Dubnica Armament Works in Czechoslovakia. Once there, the Liberators were confronted by two dozen enemy aircraft—Focke-Wulf 190s and Messerschmitt 109s, which formed the single-seat, single-engine heart and soul of the Luftwaffe. The pilots of the 454th had better luck at Dubnica, where, the Mediterranean Allied Strategic Air Force reported, one wave of bombs “cut across the center of [the] plant with numerous hits on underground workshops.”

Rodgers and other pilots were attacked by enemy fighters as they made their way south toward Hungary’s Lake Balaton, the largest lake in Central Europe. Flak from antiaircraft guns exploded around them in black clouds, sending jagged shrapnel tearing through their planes.

Rodgers had survived these perilous encounters before, even though he could barely see anything from the cockpit amid the chaos. The enemy fighters were coming from all angles at two, three, six, and nine o’clock. After a half-hour engagement, two Me-109s with white noses, yellow and green stripes, and bluish fuselages came out of the sun at about eleven o’clock and went undetected, drawing no Allied fire.

“Several bursts of twenty-mm burst around us,” said Air Corps captain Jack L. Graham, “and as the enemy aircraft broke away, Lt. Rodgers’s ship was reported to be burning. Lt. Rodgers was flying on my right wing and by looking across the cockpit I could see a large fire burning under his #1 engine.”

His outer left engine was in flames twenty-two thousand feet over Hungary. Mauser, a radio operator from New York City, said the pilot tried to put out the fire with the automatic CO2 extinguisher but found it empty. Rodgers moved his crippled B-24 a half mile away from his squadron. “The pilot pulled us away,” Mauser said, “in case we blew up, so that we would not endanger the other ships.”

Rodgers was under extreme duress with a heavy bomber that had been called a widow-maker, a death trap, and a flying coffin. Safely removed from the forty-plane formation at around 13:15 hours, the pilot told his ten crewmen to strap on their parachutes and prepare to bail out. Minutes later, Rodgers ordered his crew out of the plane.

Airmen in other B-24s saw ten of eleven parachutes open at about twenty-one thousand feet; Rodgers was the last man to exit the ship. The pilot jumped, said Charles Stanley, second lieutenant of the Air Corps, “just as the plane started to nose into a dive.”

The Liberator crashed in the village of Hajmasker, just north of Lake Balaton. The airmen who jumped hit the ground at around 13:40 hours. Everyone survived the ordeal except for the navigator from Atlanta, John Simmons, whose body was found on the ground with his unopened chute. At least one crew member believed Simmons had hit his head exiting the plane and was knocked unconscious.

Rodgers touched down about a hundred yards north of Kadarta, near the lake. Airmen could encounter any number of scenarios upon landing, including friendly locals, hostile locals, or enemy airmen who might treat them with more respect than they might afford Allied infantrymen. Nobody wanted to be captured by the SS, Hitler’s brutal paramilitary organization.

As soon as Rodgers hit the ground, he was met by a group of at least thirty civilians, at least ten Hungarian soldiers, and several Hungarian policemen. These locals gathered around the fallen pilot and began to beat him.

“I was kicked with hobnail boots, beaten with gun butts, and one Hungarian policeman, who seemed to be the ringleader of this group of people, hit me a severe blow and blackened my eye,” Rodgers later recalled.

One of the civilians spoke English and acted as an interpreter for Rodgers and the angry mob. “Apparently the reason for the treatment which I received at the hands of this group of people was the fact that the Germans had put out considerable propaganda in the neighborhood which attributed the loss of civilian life and property . . . to bombings by American airmen,” Rodgers said.

He had suffered two shrapnel cuts—one on his shin and another on his forehead—before absorbing this beating. The pilot asked the group’s ringleader for medical attention. “But he refused to allow anything to be done,” Rodgers said.

Hungarian police jailed him for thirty-six hours before he was transferred to a penitentiary in Budapest, where he remained for a week. Rodgers watched as one of his injured crew members, Grover Dunn, was forced to carry all their flight equipment and paraphernalia—without ever being allowed to set down the load—for the entire train ride and march to the penitentiary. Rodgers and others made repeated requests for Dunn to receive medical care for the extreme pain he was feeling from an apparent ruptured appendix suffered while landing, but those requests were ignored.

Rodgers and three fellow survivors were sent to Stalag Luft III in the Nazi-occupied Polish town of Sagan, arriving on July 19, 1944. In March, this prisoner-of-war camp for Allied airmen had been the scene of what came to be known as the Great Escape. Seventy-six prisoners had crawled through a tunnel to their freedom, only for seventy-three to be recaptured. Hitler personally ordered the execution of fifty of them.

The Nazis were clearly losing the war at this point, leaving their POWs uncertain of how their captors’ desperation might impact conditions in the camps. With the Soviet Red Army closing fast from the east, the Third Reich evacuated Stalag Luft III on January 27, 1945, when Rodgers was forced to join a southwest march of two thousand POWs from Sagan to Nuremberg, a journey of more than three hundred miles as part of what were called the Death Marches.

Rodgers and his fellow prisoners started walking at eleven o’clock at night and didn’t stop until they reached the town of Freiwaldau at ten or eleven the following morning. “During this period the temperature was twenty or thirty degrees below zero,” Rodgers said. “During the march the German guard promised us we would have closed quarters when we got to Freiwaldau, but when we got there, they only had room for about two hundred; there were some two thousand in our group.”

The following day the POWs marched between twenty-five and thirty-one miles through the night in the snow and bitter cold, suffering from frostbite, untreated wounds, and sheer exhaustion. The men in his group, Rodgers said, “fell out of ranks like flies.

“I had running sores on my feet, and even during the rest periods we had to keep moving to keep from freezing.”

Eventually the POWs reached Spremberg, where they were loaded onto a train—fifty men for every forty-man boxcar—and transported to Nuremberg. On arrival, Rodgers recalled, “we had to stand out in the bitter cold for another hour or so while the Germans were trying to find a place to quarter us.”

While at the Nuremberg-Langwasser camp, Rodgers said, “the Germans made no attempt to delouse us. There was no fuel, straw ticks, not nearly enough blankets, and no medical attention. One loaf of black bread was furnished daily. . . . Any soup which we had had worms in it, and one day they brought us cheese which had been exposed to bombing and was covered with ammonium hydroxide. The German guards commented that this cheese was not fit for human consumption. Occasionally we would get a very small piece of meat in our soup, and sometimes we would have two small, spoiled potatoes.”

Years later, Rodgers wasn’t in the habit of telling family members many stories about his treatment in the camps. The tales he did tell often focused on relatively positive interactions and events. Rodgers, for instance, wrote plays that the POWs performed, hoping to earn extra rations if they entertained the German guards.

But in the end, the airman’s experience was a nearly ten-month nightmare. In early April 1945, just before American forces liberated Nuremberg-Langwasser, Rodgers was moved to the Moosburg camp in the south, about thirty-five miles northeast of Munich. He was among the more than a hundred thousand Allied prisoners of war who had been packed into barracks built for ten thousand men—and subjected to subhuman sanitary conditions.

On April 29, Sherman tanks rolled across the emerald Bavarian hills near Rodgers’s camp and barreled through the overwhelmed SS positions. An American flag was raised to the top of a church steeple in town. The tanks of the Fourteenth Armored Division of the United States Army crashed through the POW camp’s double ten-foot wire fences and were immediately swarmed by delirious men who represented every nation that had fought the Nazis.

The following afternoon, Hitler shot himself to death in his Berlin bunker. Seven days later, Germany surrendered, and the Allied fighters who won the war in Europe began making plans to go home.

* * *

EDWARD RODGERS DESPERATELY wanted a son. He had reconciled with his wife after a separation, and they were a day or two away from adopting a boy when Kathryn surprised everyone—including the doctor who told her she couldn’t have any more children—by sharing the news that she was pregnant. Ed Jr. was born in 1955 in Texas but attended a Catholic elementary school in Spain, where his father was serving in the Sixteenth Air Force and where his two younger sisters were born.

After the family returned to the States, Rodgers eventually settled into a career as a lieutenant colonel and chief civil engineer at Vandenberg Air Force Base in Southern California. Fifteen minutes from the base, his growing teenager, Ed Jr., had become a football star at Lompoc High School with hopes of playing big-time Division I ball on the road to the NFL.

The bomber pilot with the Purple Heart and the Air Medal wanted no part of his boy’s vision.

Ed Sr. wanted Ed Jr. to attend the Air Force Academy. Ed Jr. had a rebellious streak that often compelled him to do the opposite of whatever his father wanted him to do.

Ed Sr. also had potential interest in steering his boy to Texas A&M, where he had taught in the ROTC program and, by his account, had once lunched with the great Bear Bryant. “He was kind of overpowering,” Ed Jr. said, “and it didn’t sit well with my personality.”

And yet Ed Jr.’s older sister Linda assured him that he was forever the apple of their old man’s eye. “I always felt loved by him,” Ed Jr. said. Father and son went fishing and camping together. The boy was oblivious to the trauma that the combat and the POW camps had surely inflicted on his dad.

Ed Sr. was fond of his alcohol, sometimes too much so, but he was never mean to his spouse or his four kids when he drank. The pilot’s wife, on the other hand, had a different approach. The way Ed Jr. told it, his mother was a cold and detached homemaker who rarely expressed her love for her children. Ed Jr. said he was surprised his parents had four children; he rarely, if ever, saw them hug and kiss.

In Kathryn’s later years, her only son recalled, she softened up and became affectionate and told him that she loved him. “But I never heard it growing up,” Ed Jr. said.

When it was time to make his college choice in 1973, Ed Jr. had precious little guidance. As soon as his father realized that his boy was not going to follow his military academy plan, Ed Jr. was on his own.

That was how a Division I talent ended up at a Division II school. Ed Jr. was a tall, quick, 235-pound offensive lineman who had drawn varying degrees of interest from the likes of Stanford, Rice, Nebraska, and UCLA, along with his father’s preferred choices of Air Force, Army, Navy, and Texas A&M.

UCLA wanted Rodgers to visit along with his Lompoc teammate Mike Tatum, who accepted the Bruins’ scholarship offer the following year. “I don’t know why I didn’t go,” Ed Jr. said. “I didn’t have that kind of mentorship from my dad. As good a dad as he was in a lot of respects, it all fell by the wayside.”

Ed Jr. needed a plan, and fast. As it turned out, his high school coach had played ball with Pete Riehlman, the head coach at Chico State, a school originally built on a small cherry orchard that was ninety miles north of Sacramento. As a Division II program, Chico wasn’t offering a scholarship. It offered something else that caught Ed Jr.’s eye.

Girls.

“A lot of girls,” Ed Jr. said. “It was a big party school, so I’ll go.”

Years later Playboy magazine ranked Chico State as the No. 1 party school in America, and for good reason. Thousands of visitors poured into the rural college town of Chico every year for the seemingly endless celebration of uninhibited drinking known as Pioneer Week. At the end of every football season, said Chico State tight end Gary Eckley, the players gathered at a club known as the Oasis determined to plow through more kegs of beer than the previous year’s team had emptied. One star player said the police would not arrest a team member “unless you deserved it. They would help you before they’d arrest you.”

Ed Rodgers Jr. did his share of partying in this climate, yet that didn’t stop him from starting on the offensive line as a freshman for a coach who never started freshmen. Teammates took to calling Rodgers “Fast Eddie” because he could explode out of a stance and pull outside quicker than any guard around. Eckley said his friend knew how to engage a defensive lineman or linebacker and almost subtly turn him away from where the hole was designed to be.

The kid was a natural, that was clear. Riehlman, a card-carrying hard-ass, sat him down one day and told him, “If you didn’t screw around so much and worked harder, you could do anything you want. You could be one of the best linemen that ever came through here.”

Chico State wasn’t exactly USC or Michigan or Notre Dame. Rodgers was studying physical education and exercise science and having his fun off the field, and he wasn’t quite as serious as his coach was about competing in front of crowds ranging from 2,500 to 7,500.

Riehlman went 7-3 in the 1973 season before leaving to coach pro ball with the Hawaiians of the World Football League. His assistant Dick Trimmer took over and, for the next three years, failed to push the Wildcats past the .500 mark.

But Rodgers made the all-conference team for him all three years. “He was an outstanding offensive guard,” Trimmer said. “He was big, he was tough, he was smart, and he very rarely missed an assignment.”

Star fullback Dino Visinoni, who ran behind Rodgers as much as possible, called him one of the smartest players he ever met. After failing to make the final cuts in a couple of Canadian Football League tryouts, Rodgers found a semiprofessional home in the California Football League with the Twin Cities Cougars of Marysville, an hour’s drive from Chico.

The Cougars practiced two or three times a week and played their home games at Marysville Memorial Stadium on Saturday nights. Rodgers carpooled with a couple of Cougars teammates and Chico State players from Wingate High School in Brooklyn, Curtis Holder and Kenzie Gray.

“We were best buddies,” Rodgers said. “The stories they told growing up in Brooklyn, and here was this white boy from some little Podunk farming town. It was eye opening.”

Out of the Howard Houses projects in Brownsville, among the toughest neighborhoods in New York, Holder got to see a whole different world in Chico too, and not merely because of its agriculture. He first visited the campus during the Pioneer Week party-fest. “It was crazy,” he said. “I couldn’t believe it. Nobody was going to class.”

As a linebacker, Holder went helmet to helmet with Rodgers nearly every practice. “I used to beat the crap out of him,” he said through a laugh. “Let’s just say we got each other ready for games.”

The Cougars represented Marysville and Yuba City, and Holder described them as a collection of misfits and characters who mimicked the defiant playing style of the Oakland Raiders. As a weekend-warrior team fortified by former major-college talents and veterans cut from NFL teams, the Cougars were a handful too.

They won four consecutive California Football League titles from 1979 to 1982, beating their bitter rivals, the San Jose Tigers, along the way, and Rodgers was part of their two national semipro championship triumphs in ’80 and ’81. The first was a 37–20 victory over the Delavan (Wisconsin) Red Devils—before a standing-room-only crowd of 6,000 in Marysville—that was sanctioned by the Minor Professional Football Association. The second was a 61–7 rout of the Pittsburgh Colts before 4,500 in Marysville that lacked the MPFA’s blessing because of a dispute over postseason travel expenses.

“It was some of the most fun football I’ve ever played,” said Rodgers, who gave up the game after three years.

The good times could not last forever, not with Rodgers preparing to start a family with a woman who was a football fan long before they had met at Chico State.

* * *

DARLA PITTMAN WAS the daughter of a frozen food distribution business owner in Ukiah who was a member of the First Presbyterian Church and a passionate fan of the San Francisco 49ers. Chuck Pittman worked six days a week serving Mendocino and Lake Counties, with Sundays reserved for family time.

Chuck and his wife, Barbara, a dedicated Camp Fire Girls leader, had three daughters and a son. The kids were not allowed to watch TV after school. When they were done with their homework, they could entertain themselves in the backyard pool.

Chuck played pinochle with his wife and taught his children how to stay upright on skis and took his family on long vacations across the country, putting thousands of miles on his cherished Mercury. The Pittman kids worked in their father’s business, starting out as janitors cleaning the bathrooms and working their way up. They had a blast joining their parents on Sunday afternoon trips to watch the 49ers play.

“It was a huge part of our lives,” Darla said. John Brodie, All-Pro, was her kind of quarterback.

Chuck Pittman got his Saturday chores done early just to make sure he could watch ABC’s Wide World of Sports with his youngest daughter. Darla was a cheerleader and a member of the dance team, or song-leading team, at Ukiah High School. She joined her sister at Sacramento State because she was an avid skier who wanted to attend school relatively close to the Lake Tahoe resorts. Darla transferred to Chico State as a junior for its gerontology program and ended up in a community service class with an athlete named Bernie Kelley, who wanted to introduce this natural beauty to his best friend.

“I’ve got a guy for you,” Bernie assured her.

Darla already had a boyfriend and assured her classmate that she didn’t need his matchmaking help. Bernie had been something of an irritant, forever roping Darla into helping him with class projects.

So, when he waved her over one day on campus, Darla headed in his direction only to decline whatever request he was going to make. “Instead, he introduces me to Ed,” she said.

Darla had no time or patience for this. She had gone to Chico State specifically for her major, and she had promised her father that she’d remain focused on her grades.

But before her was this strapping stranger in a blue jacket. “Ed was just ripped and he was really tall,” Darla said. She thought he was quite a sight in that blue jacket.

Meanwhile, Ed couldn’t believe his eyes—or his luck. Later, he said to Bernie, “Dang, is this who you’ve been telling me about?” Ed fell hard for Darla on the spot.

The following weekend Ed asked her out on a date. San Francisco was their favorite place to go for day trips. In 1979, they celebrated their engagement with the sixty-one-year-old war hero, Edward Wesley Rodgers Sr., and the rest of their families at a formal dinner party in the wine cellar of the city’s Blue Fox restaurant. They were married on April 5, 1980, at the United Presbyterian Church in Ukiah, the church Darla grew up in. Bernie Kelley was the groom’s best man.

Ed and Darla were blessed with three children over the following eight years, all boys, including one who would show a special talent for the game of football. And unlike his old man, the combat pilot, Ed Rodgers Jr. was not about to put any obstacles between his son and wherever that talent might take him.
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The Prodigy

AARON RODGERS WATCHED the 1986 season about as closely as any dedicated NFL fan could.

He was two years old at the time.

“I’ve never seen another kid do that and not get distracted,” his father Ed said.

Aaron was studying and understanding the formations of his favorite team, the San Francisco 49ers, before his fifth birthday. His father had made him a little football field out of plywood, and with six-year-old brother Luke in school and baby brother Jordan in his mother’s arms, Aaron spent his entire mornings moving his Starting Lineup figurines up and down the board.

“He developed little play cards, little plays, his own plays,” his father said. “He learned math by looking at stats and players’ heights and weights. . . . He did that for hours.”

Luke was wired differently. He always wanted to go outside and play with a friend while his younger brother was glued to the TV set and the image of his hero, Joe Montana. Aaron knew the year Montana was drafted out of Notre Dame. He knew Joe Cool’s stats in this season and that one.

As a young boy Aaron had an even, room-temperature disposition, and never gave his parents more than a few minutes of trouble. So, with Aaron in kindergarten at Pines Elementary in Magalia, Darla was excited to go to the first parent-teacher conference arranged to discuss her middle son.

But the teacher, Bette Lawler, surprised Darla with a less-than-glowing report. Mrs. Lawler told Mrs. Rodgers that her son was too busy drawing up Xs and Os and organizing football games during his class’s free time.

Darla was confused. “You said this is free time,” she responded. “I don’t see what’s wrong with that.”

“Well,” Mrs. Lawler said, “he’s always the quarterback.”

“And the kids are OK with that,” Darla shot back. “He’s kind of a natural leader.”

Darla was not about to let the kindergarten teacher spin a positive into a negative. She was determined to be her children’s most fervent advocate, and to be the kind of stay-at-home mother that Barbara Pittman was for her.

Ed had earned his Chico State master’s degree in exercise physiology and was thinking of becoming a doctor. As it turned out, the births of Luke in 1982 and Aaron in 1983 sent their father’s big-picture ambitions off course.

Ed planned to apply for physical therapy school. But as Darla put it, “Our children kept messing the whole thing up. Not in a bad way.”

Though Ed and Darla had hoped to stay in Chico, the old combat pilot, Ed Sr., asked them to move into his retirement community in the nearby foothills, Forest Ranch, where he owned property that he planned on giving them. Neither husband nor wife wanted to stay in a retirement place with their young boys for long.

So, they bounced from Forest Ranch to Lakeport to Magalia to Darla’s hometown of Ukiah, where Ed worked in a health club and did some coaching and teaching at Mendocino College. By age nine, their second son was already featured in the local newspaper.

Aaron Rodgers made the front page of the January 3, 1993, edition of the Ukiah Daily Journal by sinking enough free throws in the annual Hoop Shoot contest to become the Elks Lodge’s first district winner since the 1970s.

Aaron also made a name for himself in the classroom at Oak Manor Elementary, where he finished inside the top 3 percent on a state test that earned him a spot in a weekly gifted-and-talented education class taught by Jan Steliga. The GATE subjects ranged from meteorology and oceanography to the humanities, and the class focused on problem solving, science experiments, and interactive studies of topics such as the Middle Ages and Greek mythology.

“No doubt Aaron was one of the higher-level thinkers there,” Steliga said. She took her GATE students on field trips and recalled a visit to the airport weather station and a question about the wind that veteran Mendocino meteorologist Bob Wallen posed to her class.

“Aaron raised his hand and gave the correct answer,” Steliga recalled, “and Bob got all excited about it.”

Aaron’s mother recalled that Steliga once gave her GATE students a test to determine how gifted students process information, asking the children how they would get from Point A to Point B. Steliga wanted to know if they looked at the journey from above, seeing everything, or if they saw it from the ground view as a street-sign-to-street-sign process.

At a parent-teacher conference, Steliga told Aaron’s mother, “He knows at all times what’s going on. He’s up above seeing everything.” That observation stayed with Darla and Ed from youth team to youth team, season to season, year to year, victory to victory.

“We’d have multiple coaches in his travel soccer and in basketball say, ‘Aaron has an uncanny ability to know where everybody is and what everybody is doing simultaneously, and their assignments, almost as if he was above it,’” Darla said. “[Steliga] was actually onto something that ended up gifting Aaron in his athletics.”

As parents who described themselves as very traditional, Darla and Ed were in complete agreement that she should remain a stay-at-home mom for as long as possible. This was a top priority for both.

“We just knew that God would honor our decision for me to be the primary caregiver of our children,” Darla said, “instead of farming them out.”

That decision put Ed and Darla at a significant financial disadvantage, a truth they were willing to accept. “We agreed we would live ten years behind our peers financially,” Darla said. “The peers that were two-income families were going on a different trajectory, and we were OK with that. And I wouldn’t change it for anything, being the one that was home with my babies.”

Over time Ed realized that his rise through the Mendocino College ranks was not unfolding as quickly as he had hoped. He told his wife that he had no interest in remaining at the school for ten years, without a certain promotion in sight, and that the family needed to make yet another move.

In his late thirties, Ed was still searching for what, exactly, he wanted to be. His time in the fitness industry had him thinking he might run health clubs. He also enjoyed coaching and teaching, yet he was fairly certain he did not want to work for someone else.

Ed ultimately decided to become a chiropractor. To earn acceptance into Western States Chiropractic College in Portland, he needed to pass one organic chemistry course at Portland State, a class from hell.

Ed called this decision and this move “a wild risk,” because the family had no income that summer and he was cramming a brutal one-year course into eight frantic weeks. Ed and Darla got by on savings and on the generosity of Ed’s older sister Linda and her husband, Nelson Leonard. They opened their Eagle Point, Oregon, home to Darla, Aaron, and Jordan, with Ed attending school five hours away and Luke playing all-star baseball back in California.

Linda and Nelson lived on a llama farm, and Darla saw it as a chance for her boys to enjoy a summer adventure while getting to see their father on weekends. Uncle Nelson was an archaeologist who did not have any children, so Darla made sure Aaron and little Jordan earned their keep.

Uncle Nelson and Aunt Linda had about fifty llamas on the farm, and Darla and the boys raked their pens and cleaned their poop. They worked around the farm and around the house to earn their video game time. Meanwhile, Ed earned a B-plus in that organic chemistry class. He enrolled in Western States, then moved with his wife and sons to Beaverton (the home of Nike), where Aaron started in fifth grade. With Jordan heading into all-day school, Darla returned to work as a preschool teacher.

Though Aaron did not fully appreciate the sacrifice at the time, he watched his father retreat to the family garage for quiet time to study for four hours at a clip. The man was taking exams on little or no sleep. Aaron would say years later, “He was doing it all for us.”

Ed was a fan of boxing, the Showtime Lakers, and just about any competitive event on TV. He wanted his boys to remain active in sports, to play a different one every season to stay occupied and out of trouble. Darla felt the same way, and yet tackle football was not an option in the boys’ middle school years.

Though Ed had loved the game when he played it, he had seen too many youth coaches who acted like they were competing for a spot in the NFC Championship Game, and who did not appear overly concerned with player safety. He did not want his sons subjected to an unnecessary series of blows to their developing bodies and brains.

Outside their home, Ed did teach his boys a thing or three about the sport during a family game they called “Pass Patterns,” with the father in the role of quarterback (sometimes Jordan snapped him the ball), and Luke and Aaron in alternating roles as receiver and defensive back. The wideout ran designed routes against the sibling covering him, Ed fired away, and then all hell broke loose as the brothers battled for the ball in the air.

As the older, bigger boy, Luke did not mind imposing his physicality and will on Aaron. The brothers were fiercely competitive in everything from basketball to Wiffle ball to soccer to roller hockey to a preferred car seat to who would get the biggest chicken breast at dinner.

The front yard, the backyard, and the street were their usual arenas of engagement. Their games often included physical altercations that Luke almost always won. When Aaron finally blocked one of Luke’s shots in a one-on-one basketball game, it was an occasion worthy of celebrating. When the boys took their rough-and-tumble competitions too far, their mother half-jokingly wished she’d had a daughter.

Aaron thought that his mom was worthy of sainthood. “The stuff that she dealt with is amazing,” he said.

Darla and Ed allowed their boys to play Sega Genesis games for an hour on weeknights if their homework was completed, and for two hours on Saturdays (Sundays were off-limits). Sometimes on Saturday mornings, Aaron and Luke woke up extra early, at 6 a.m., to get some unsanctioned time in while their parents slept, before playing again during their sanctioned 8–10 a.m. slot.

When Jordan thought he was old enough to play with the big boys, Aaron, a pro-wrestling fan, wasn’t above hurting his kid brother with a WWF move. If Jordan wailed for his mother, Aaron faked an injury to intentionally enrage Jordan and redirect his attention away from summoning Darla, who was always close enough to the action to intercede.

The boys talked about someday being star players in the NFL and the NBA, and Darla and Ed never tried to temper their sons’ ambitions. Luke was more naturally athletic than his younger brothers. “He was super fast, he could throw a ball like crazy, and he could jump like crazy,” his father said. “But his personality wasn’t one to work on stuff. . . . As much talent as he had, he just didn’t like the work. He liked to play.”

Aaron, on the other hand, had the talent and the desire to maximize it. Darla recalled driving around Aaron and his friends and hearing them in the back of the car talking about Bo Jackson and trying to decide what two sports they would play professionally.

Aaron loved the San Francisco Giants (especially when Kevin Mitchell was in the lineup) and the NBA of the 1990s. He was a Chicago Bulls and Michael Jordan fan, along with a Chicago Cubs and Harry Caray fan (on good nights his TV antenna picked up WGN telecasts). He was a real player in both sports.

As a young point guard in basketball, Aaron could dribble behind his back, shoot with both hands, shoot the three, and blow by perimeter defenders. He executed one crossover dribble so effectively that he toppled one middle-school rival in Oregon, Scott Dougherty, a future Division I player who had a scar on his knee for years after that fall.

“Aaron was also further along mentally than the rest of us in youth sports,” Dougherty said.

He described Aaron’s jump-shooting form as perfect, and likened his burgeoning game to those of John Stockton and Steve Nash. And yet Ed Rodgers was certain his eleven-year-old son was a better prospect on the baseball diamond, in the Raleigh Hills Little League.

Ed thought his boy was destined to become a major leaguer. “He’d hit home runs like crazy and nobody could touch him as a pitcher,” Ed recalled.

Aaron played for the Nickel Ads team coached by Dr. Joe Kaempf, who saw him at tryouts and figured he would never get a chance to draft him with the second overall pick. The doctor lucked out when the guy holding the first pick drafted a friend’s son, Grant Zimmerman, so the two men could coach together.

Kaempf was a believer in visualizing success before taking the field or the court, so he told Aaron and his teammates that they should close their eyes and picture themselves throwing a strike, or hitting a double into the gap, or sinking the game-clinching foul shots. Aaron practiced that technique for the rest of his competitive life.

Kaempf’s team won the Little League title two straight years with Aaron, the pitcher and shortstop with a cannon for a right arm. “Every Little League has a star kid who usually matured early, has underarm hair when he’s eleven and a mustache when he’s twelve, with an August birthday,” said Kaempf’s son Joey, Aaron’s teammate and friend. “Aaron was that good but he was really small, a late bloomer.”

Joey recalled that their team was a dominant force in their second year together, and that his father removed Aaron from the mound in the last inning of the championship game with Nickel Ads holding a 22–0 lead. Dr. Kaempf assigned the final outs to Joey’s ten-year-old brother, Abraham, who gave up a run. At the pizza party afterward, Aaron approached Joey with a dour look on his face.

“I’m really pissed at your father now,” Aaron told him. “I can’t believe he took me out. He owed it to me to get that complete-game shutout.”

Aaron played on the thirteen-year-old Beaverton team that reached the Babe Ruth regional final. He also starred on a sixth-grade AAU basketball team with Kaempf, sponsored by Homecourt Pizza, which won a state title. But deep down, Aaron always thought he was a football player first. A quarterback first. That sentiment was handed down by the same man who had installed a temporary ban on the ultimate full-contact sport.

“My dad gave me my passion for football,” Aaron said.

While attending Vose Elementary in Beaverton, Aaron brought a Nerf ball to class and diagrammed plays that he used to pick apart opposing fifth graders at recess. Life was good for the middle child, except when he was forced to spend ninety minutes in the after-school program before his mother could pick him up. Aaron was miserable until a kindly teacher named Mary Mayer sensed his unhappiness and pulled him out of the program so he could throw around the football while cleaning a few bulletin boards.

The Rodgers family adored the Beaverton experience, aside from the rain, but Ed finished four years of schooling at Western States in three years and turned down an enticing local job offer to head back to Chico. And so, in 1997, the family returned to the college town of more than fifty thousand residents that sat in the Sacramento Valley between the snow-capped Sierra Nevada mountain range to the east and the Sacramento River to the west.

Chico was known for its surrounding almond trees and rice fields, for the Sierra Nevada Brewing plant, for summer temperatures that could soar past 110 degrees in the shade, and for the state university with the Animal House reputation. Some faculty members were embarrassed enough by Chico State’s party-school rep that they sometimes conveniently forgot to wear their identification badges at academic conferences. “It was a terrible blight and very painful to all of us who were serious people,” said one such longtime faculty member.

In truth, of course, there were far worse places to earn a degree. Ed Rodgers was proud of his alma mater; he and Darla loved their friends in Chico and loved their church there too.

“We didn’t do anything without turning it into a prayer project,” Darla said. “We just really felt like God was telling us to return to Chico.

“Everyone was on board with that except Aaron. Aaron was very unhappy to return.”

He did not want to leave his Whitford Middle School friends or his winning teams. It was a dizzying series of moves for a thirteen-year-old who called his maternal grandparents’ home on West Mill Street in Ukiah “the Forever House” because it was the one constant in his childhood, owned by Chuck and Barbara Pittman since 1954.

Darla explained to Aaron and his brothers, “God would not have this be the will of your father’s life without it also being the will of your life. We’re supposed to return to California.”

In one profound respect, Ed and Darla were returning to a different Chico than the one they had left. Ed’s father had died just after Christmas in 1996, at age seventy-nine. The old combat pilot had heart issues that led to surgery before he succumbed to congestive heart failure. Ed Sr. had retired in 1985 after twenty years as chief civil engineer at Vandenberg Air Force Base. His heroism in World War II earned him a burial in Arlington National Cemetery.

A few months before Ed Sr.’s death, Ed Jr.’s mother gave him a treasure chest of his father’s combat and service medals, along with reassuring postcards from his dad’s days as a prisoner of war. Ed Jr. regretted that as a kid he did not realize he was living with such a distinguished American hero. Ed Sr. was older than the fathers of Ed Jr.’s friends, and the distance between them conspired against the son’s appreciation of the father’s feats.

Ed Jr. remembered a B-24 being part of a Chico air show and getting in the plane and feeling awed by what his father and his crew accomplished with such a modest-looking machine. Ed Sr. did not talk much about his combat service, with one exception: the St. Patrick’s Day mission. His B-24 was shot up and on fire over Nazi Germany, and Edward Wesley Rodgers felt like the loneliest man in the sky, and still he found a way to get that plane back to Italy and to get his men back on Allied ground.

“My father was most proud about that,” Ed Jr. said. “He had to be a pretty amazing pilot.”

Ed Jr. cherished the picture he had of himself and his son Luke in front of Ed Sr.’s headstone at Arlington National, Section 60, Grave No. 2951. Aaron recalled how much he appreciated the Swiss Army knife that his grandfather had given him for his tenth birthday, and how much Ed Sr. cherished the train set he brought home from Germany.

In his own way, even after disregarding his only son’s pursuit of a football scholarship at a nonmilitary school, Ed Sr. was proud of his boy’s athletic career. He attended some of his Chico State and semipro games. Despite their differences, Ed Jr. understood that his father loved him. He also knew that he wanted to deploy a different approach in parenting his own boys.

“Ed and I were huge about launching our sons,” Darla said. “Ed felt like he was never launched, being from a military dad who always wanted to be in control. We purposefully decided we would equip our sons as best we could, through eighteen years under our roof, and there would be rules.”

Those rules included no tattoos and no long hair, at least until the Rodgers boys were on their own. Of greater significance, a commitment to Christianity was at the very least an expectation, if not an outright mandate.

Darla was raised Presbyterian and Ed was raised Roman Catholic, though he said his family included a number of atheists. Together they decided to express and celebrate their faith through the Neighborhood Church of Chico, part of the evangelical Christian and Missionary Alliance. They were introduced to the Neighborhood Church by their best friends, Larry and Diane Ruby, while Ed and Darla were having problems in their first year or two of marriage.

Darla said her husband, who started his Catholic education as a schoolboy in Spain, “didn’t have a clear understanding of a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. It felt like the priests were the ones who talked to Jesus, so that was a revelation, and actually Larry Ruby brought that all to fruition and helping in his friendship with Eddie to understand, ‘Hey, I’m not saying it’s going to fix everything in your marriage, but if you have the opportunity to put Jesus in the center of your marriage, you guys would at least have a fighting chance.’”

Darla and Ed signed up for couples’ Bible studies and made the church the underpinning of just about everything they did. Without that foundation, Ed said, “we probably wouldn’t be here.”

Ed was eternally grateful that the church helped grant him the opportunity to raise three boys. “He would have given his right arm for a brother,” Darla said, “so the fact that he got to have one son, let alone three, and they could have that brother camaraderie, he was just in heaven.”

On the family’s return to Chico, Ed started essentially going door-to-door to treat his chiropractor patients, with Jordan tagging along and carrying his father’s table. Meanwhile, Ed and Darla found a junior high for Aaron, who was entering eighth grade. Given that Aaron had left Oregon kicking and screaming, his parents decided that he needed a supportive environment at his next school, leading them to Champion Christian.

Ed knew fathers who had sent their kids there. He set up an interview with the school’s principal, who asked young Aaron what he planned on contributing to the Champion Christian culture.

“I’m going to improve your sports programs,” he replied.

Ed and Darla thought Aaron’s response got the family off to a bad start with the school. Even when Aaron was young, Darla thought his confidence was mistaken for something it was not.

“They’ve always said he was arrogant, which he’s not, but that’s the first label they’ll put on it,” she said. “There’s a little disconnect right there, so it becomes ‘arrogant young man’ instead of ‘a confident young man.’

“Aaron knows he’s going to a small private school. He’s just coming off a regional [final] in baseball, a state championship in basketball. I think he figures he can probably raise their level . . . and he said it confidently. And he did. The tiny private school with half a dozen boys ended up beating the big juggernaut junior highs in basketball.”

Aaron was a small point guard even by eighth-grade standards, in the five-foot-two range, and yet he made big-boy plays all over the floor. His shooting, playmaking, and court vision had people talking as Champion Christian
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