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  To Michael J. Lewis


 


  The Jo-Jo Townsell of writers, the Jerald Sowell of proofreaders,



  the Ryan Yarborough of fathers, the Paul Frase of husbands.



  And a remarkable friend.


 


  (Moment of silence for Dennis Bligen.)



 

We were up north in Wisconsin, deer hunting, and we went to this bar called Hilltop. And every bar had strippers. So we walked in—seven of us—and Brett had a hat pulled on low. It’s just packed inside, and all of a sudden somebody picked up that Brett Favre was in there. All these people started coming up, asking him for autographs. I was like, “You know what? He’s not here to do fucking autographs. Get lost.” We had our own little corner and the people just wouldn’t leave us alone. So I go, “Brett, fuck it. Let’s let the guy get on the fucking PA and say you’re signing autographs for $50. Anyone who wants an autograph, it’s $50. And he’s gonna sign until all your shit is done, then leave us alone.” So the guy gets on the fucking microphone—$50, Brett’s signing autographs! It was all guys. No women at all—except the strippers. It wasn’t a strip club, it was a normal bar. But during deer-hunting opening weekend all the bars had strippers. So Brett signs, probably, Christ, he had to sign over 100 items, easily. And you know what he did? He took the fucking money, rolled it up in a ball, and he threw it at the bartenders. Every fucking dime. Seriously. Every penny. It was the coolest thing I’ve ever seen, and it was total Brett Favre.

 

—KEVIN BURKEL,

owner, Burkel’s One Block Over sports bar,

Green Bay, Wisconsin


Prologue

BRETT FAVRE has a Superman shield tattooed on his left biceps. He has hairy arms and crooked knees. Brett Favre is a lousy texter. His grammar is awful. He’s probably the worst tipper known to humanity. It’s not because he’s overwhelmingly cheap. He just doesn’t like carrying money.

Brett Favre is a bad dancer and an even worse basketball player. Brett Favre used to know all the words to “Rapper’s Delight”—the 14-minute, 35-second version. One of his favorite lines is, “If the chicken had lips, he’d whistle.” He also used to say someone was sweating “like Shaq at the line.”

His favorite hat color was, for many years, red. Now it’s beige. His favorite beer was Miller Lite; his favorite dip was Copenhagen. He likes eating crushed pineapple from a can. Brett Favre is mediocre with names, fantastic with nicknames. Mark Chmura was Chewey, Cary Brabham was Catfish, Patrick Ivey was Poison. For nearly a year he thought Rob Davis, the Packers long snapper, was named Ron. One day he wondered why Ron Davis never responded when he asked him a question.

“Because,” a teammate told him, “you’re saying the wrong fucking name.”

Brett Favre is missing 30 inches of his small intestine. It’s the by-product of a car accident that happened before his senior year of college, and as a result, he produces the worst-smelling gas in the history of civilization. The scent has been described as “skunk,” “crushed worm,” “rotten milk mixed with squid,” and, best of all, “death.”

Brett Favre loved LeRoy Butler, tolerated Sterling Sharpe, had little use for Aaron Rodgers. His all-time favorite coach is Mike Holmgren, his all-time least favorite coach is Brad Childress. He threw the football so insanely hard that Derrick Mayes, a Packers wide receiver, has mangled pieces of fleshy barbed wire doubling as fingers. “Can’t even tell you how many he broke,” Mayes said. Favre used to be able to drive a golf ball in excess of 300 yards. His short game was awful. He once went hunting and finished off a deer that refused to die by submerging Bambi’s head in a pond.

These are the kinds of things a biographer knows, because when you speak with enough people (in this case, 573), you learn stuff. I can tell you every mailing address from Brett Favre’s life. I can tell you what the bushes outside his Green Bay house smell like. I can tell you how he spit, what cars he drove, what he ordered to eat the first time he visited Boston. There are facts upon facts upon facts.

They are interesting.

They are intriguing.

They mean little.

 

There’s this weird thing most of us do with celebrities. We meet them, we shake their hands, maybe we even exchange a few words—and, therefore, we presume to know them. We assign adjectives to their personhoods based upon six minutes of interaction. Ice Cube is a jerk. Eddie Vedder is awesome. Kate Upton is an asshole. Peyton Manning is amazing. On and on and on, until we start to believe one can be wholly surmised in the 140-character Twitter allotment.

It’s nonsense.

In many ways, a biography is a search for definition of character. You can’t possibly re-create every moment, or enter the brain of a subject matter, or know precisely what someone was thinking at any particular moment. (This is something that has forever bothered me about sports media: “Joey, what was going through your mind as you dunked that basketball?” is a near-impossible question to actually answer.) What you can do is understand what causes a person to tick, and how he became who he ultimately became, and what he did to make the world a better, or worse, or more interesting place.

Which leads to two of my favorite Brett Favre stories . . .

First: In 2003 the Green Bay Packers hired a young coach named John Bonamego to serve as the special teams coordinator. He and his family moved down the street from the Favre household, on a cul-de-sac filled with kids who always looked for the quarterback. Bonamego’s oldest son, Javi, was five, and easily impressionable.

One day Favre pulled the boy aside. “Hey, Javi, you and I are buddies, right?” he asked.

“Yes!” Javi said.

“Great,” Favre said. “So there’s this special hand signal, but it’s just for really close buddies to use to say hello to one another. I want to teach it to you, and any time I drive by you can do it to me. How does that sound?”

“Great!” Javi said. “Just for us buddies!”

“Right,” Brett said. “You have to keep it a secret, OK?”

“Yeah,” Javi said. “I won’t tell anyone!”

“You promise?” Favre said.

“I promise!” Javi replied.

“Perfect,” Favre said. “So what you do is you hold your hand in a fist, like this, and then you just lift the middle finger so it’s all alone, and . . .”

Second: When Favre was late in his time with the Packers, he learned of a Wisconsin boy named Anderson Butzine, who in February 2006 was diagnosed with ependymoma, a rare tumor of the brain and spinal cord. The quarterback wrote the child a letter, which—while cherished in the Butzine household—was merely one of hundreds of notes Favre penned to the ill and infirm. “I never saw Brett not respond to a person in need,” says David Thomason, who handled much of the quarterback’s fan mail. “He was amazing when it came to that.”

As the years passed and his health worsened, the one thing Anderson clung to was his football hero. “By the time he was five, he was not doing well,” said Michelle Butzine, his mother. “Anderson was bedridden, he couldn’t move his arms, he couldn’t speak, he was on a ventilator, he couldn’t hold up his head.” Thomason was updated on Anderson’s condition, and reminded Favre that there was a boy in Oconomowoc, Wisconsin, who needed him. One day, out of the blue, Michelle was told that the quarterback (now a Viking) and his wife would like to fly in from Minnesota and visit their home. The year was 2010. “The doorbell rings,” she said, “and there’s this big guy, big smile on his face.” When Anderson saw Favre, he excitedly lifted his right leg into the air. He was wearing a purple-and-yellow Vikings sock. “It took such an effort,” said Michelle, “but he always loved the stinky-toes game, where we’d pretend his feet smelled.” She explained this to the Favres, and Brett bent to one knee, gently held Anderson’s right foot, took a whiff, and said, “Aw, they’re not so bad.” Favre spent three hours with Anderson, at one point sitting by his side and stroking the hair atop his head, whispering warm words into his ear. He complimented the different pictures Anderson had drawn—many featuring Favre in a Minnesota uniform, wearing a backward No. 4 (as the tumor progressed, Anderson struggled to write numbers correctly). “It was the sweetest thing,” said Michelle. “Lots of people have heroes. Lots of people are fans. But to know your hero loves you as much as you love him . . . that’s special.”

Later that season, the Vikings hosted the Bears in what turned out to be Favre’s final NFL appearance. After the 40–14 loss, he was hit with questions from the press about a rough season and a potential concussion and whether he was, at long last, done with football. When all the pertinent material was supplied, and the media session wrapped, a reporter posed a seemingly meaningless inquiry about the white towel that had dangled from his waist throughout the game.

“Brett,” he said, “this might be a dumb question, but why was there a backward No. 4 written on it?”

Anderson Butzine died less than a year later.
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Beginning



 

THE HOUSE was white and small. Two bedrooms, a kitchen, a bathroom with a dinky tub, a tiny common area. It was located in Gulfport, Mississippi, at 1412 37th Avenue, one block from Milner Stadium, where many of the youth teams in the state’s second-largest city (after Jackson) held their football games.

This is where Alvin and Mary Spikes Favre raised their five children.

This is where the modern Brett Favre story slowly comes into focus.

Alvin was a smallish man—only five feet nine and 160 pounds. He worked as a welder at the nearby shipyard, and when that position was eliminated he was hired by the local wholesale company Wigley and Culp, where he managed a warehouse overloaded with cigarettes and candy. “He’d get there at 5:00 a.m.,” said Janet Peterson, a daughter. “Dad would make sure all the trucks were loaded, make sure the orders were right. Then they’d be sent on their way.” Based upon his gruff facial expressions and calloused hands, one might have presumed Alvin Favre to be a hardened tough guy; a belt-wielding terror; a man you didn’t want to mess with. “He was actually very easygoing,” said Karen Favre, the youngest of the children. “In our house, he wasn’t the parent you feared.”

If the Favre children ran toward Alvin when he entered the front door, they tiptoed hesitantly around Mary, a homemaker who Karen believes, in hindsight, was likely bipolar. “Mom tore our tails up,” said Karen. “She’d hit us with anything she could find—brooms, lamps, belts, whatever. In today’s world, she’d be abusive. Back then, she was just disciplining. But she was not a nice person.”

The oldest child, Jim, was born in 1941. Four years later, on January 5, 1945, a second son arrived. The boy was big and burly, weighing eight pounds, one ounce when he first appeared at Memorial Hospital. He was named Irvin—Irvin Ernest Favre. And, from a very young age, he was the obvious possessor of both serious athletic ability and an indefatigable competitiveness. “If you gave Irv a ball,” said Jim, “he knew what to do with it.”

Back in the 1940s and ’50s, well before specialty sports camps and cable television and Xbox 360s and iPhones, the boys and girls of Gulfport spent their free time outside, running through fields, hiking through woods, fishing, hunting, throwing, kicking. The Favre family was enormous (more than 60 relatives lived in Gulfport alone), and just a stone’s throw down 37th Avenue was the home belonging to Mallett and Nora Spikes, the kids’ maternal grandparents. “We had aunts and uncles, cousins—all nearby,” said Jim. “You were never alone. And we didn’t take vacations. We were home, playing.” Family was everything. Mary made elaborate homemade cakes for birthdays and Christmas, and on Thanksgiving she would bake five scrumptious sweet potato pies, one for each child. “It wasn’t like today, where people move far away,” said Jim. “Being a Favre meant being together. I probably didn’t appreciate it back then as I do now.”

All of the children were bequeathed nicknames by their father. The sisters, Janet and Karen, were Sister and Kay Kay, respectively. Jim was Jimbo; Alvin Jr. was Rock. And Irvin, tightly wound and built like a miniature refrigerator, was Butch. Although Alvin Sr. had played football at Gulfport High, he all but swore off sports after breaking his ribs in a game as a junior flanker. That role-model void, however, was filled for Irvin by Richard, Cecil, Archie, and Lou Cospelich, his older cousins who lived across the street. “When the Cospelich boys played,” said Janet, “they played to win.” Irvin regularly sat on the porch, tattered blue jeans, hand-me-down T-shirt, a wad of chewing gum pinched between his lip and gums, and watched, mesmerized, as the kids threw a baseball back and forth, making it whistle through the air. By the time he was eight, Irv could cross 37th Avenue, glove in hand, and join in. He was strong-armed and hard-headed and—as a kid nicknamed Butch would be—vicious. Few peers remember Irvin crying from a ball to the ribs or a bat to the head, but he was known to storm off in anger after a blown call. Irvin Favre didn’t merely take losing badly. He didn’t take losing at all.


By the time he reached Gulfport High, Irv was a blossoming two-sport star. In football, he played split end and linebacker, using his physicality and fearlessness to excel. His first love, however, was baseball. Irv was one of the best right-handed pitchers in the area; as a senior he tossed a 13-inning no-hitter. He was a serious kid and an average student, with little time for girls or trouble. The closest he came to mischief was when he accidentally shattered a taillight on the family car by throwing a misguided pair of pliers.

 

Shortly before graduating from high school in the summer of 1963, Irvin Favre chose to matriculate at Perkinston Junior College, one of the region’s finest (and only) community colleges. Located 30 miles north of Gulfport in Perkinston, the school was best known for its vast stretches of nothingness. It was home to a creek, a couple of stores, a radio station, a hamburger joint.

Irv Favre knew he needed a college degree, but came to Perkinston because the coaches offered a chance to continue his two-sport path. He would pitch for the Bulldogs baseball team and play end in football (until a broken ankle ended his career during his sophomore season). It was also here, in the middle of nowhere, that his life would forever change.

One night, while attending a beach party in Henderson Point, Irvin was speaking with Jimmy Benigno, the Perkinston quarterback, when he was introduced to a college classmate named Bonita French. Although she was 10 months younger than he, Bonita had graduated from high school at age 16 and was midway through her sophomore year of college. The two chatted for a while, and Irv was smitten. Bonita had a warm smile, defined cheekbones, and chocolate-brown eyes, and smoked cigarettes as if they were two days from extinction. Like Irv, she was straightforward and took no guff. The stereotypical Southern belle of the era was genteel and soft. Save for her accent, Bonita was more New York sass. As for her early impression of the man standing before her? “Nothing special,” she said. “We hung out at the Perk but it wasn’t any big deal. There was nothing to do. So you hung out with people.”

Over the next year, Irvin came to appreciate the improbable story of an improbable woman. The Perkinston Junior College campus was filled with young coeds whose biographies were somewhat standard-issue: two-parent home, raised on the Gulf Coast, here for a couple of years of study with the hope of landing a husband.


And then there was Bonita . . .

Her father, Bennie Lorenzo French, was a character. With his first wife, Hazel, he had six children. His second marriage, to Jessie, was childless. Bennie’s third wife, Izella Garriga, was 18 years his junior, and attended the Bay St. Louis High School senior prom with his son, Bennie French II. Based out of Henderson Point, the elder Bennie French was a man of many trades and talents. He was a womanizer, a gambler, a bar owner, and a rumrunner. He kept a .45-caliber pistol in his pocket and owned a pair of side-by-side taverns—Bennie French’s and the Beachcomber. Both smelled of tobacco and gin and served as a second home to the region’s most notorious gamblers. Every few months Bennie would pack a bag, catch a boat to Cuba, and return with huge quantities of alcohol to bootleg. “We’re not talking about old stump juice that they made out here in the stills,” said Bonita. “This was some good whiskey.” During Prohibition, local moonshine stills were hidden beneath mounds of sawdust.

Bennie French was well regarded by a certain underground element, but was as warm and affable as a brick. He once took Izella to New Orleans for some shopping, and instructed her to meet him at a particular corner at 2:00 p.m. When she failed to arrive on time, he drove home without her—one and a half hours away. “She had to take the bus,” said Bonita. “But she told me it was OK—she was the one with the credit card.”

Shortly after their wedding in 1943, Izella made it clear she desperately wanted a child. Bennie, knowing he would have minimal involvement with his seventh (at least) offspring, begrudgingly acquiesced, and when his young bride was unable to become pregnant, they agreed to adopt. On September 27, 1945, a woman named Audrey Sears—20 years old, married, impregnated during an extramarital fling in Portland, Maine—gave birth to an eight-pound, six-ounce girl and surrendered her to the French family. Izella named her Bonita Ann, after an aunt. Before Audrey returned home, Bennie sat her down and said, “Are you sure this is what you want to do?”

She nodded and left—never to be heard from again.

“The best thing that happened to me was being given up for adoption,” said Bonita. “My mother wanted a baby badly, and she was the greatest. Everything I did and everything she did, it was always me and Mama, me and Mama. I had a wonderful childhood because of her.”

Not that she was easy. Bonita wasn’t one to sit still. As a teenager she brought home boyfriends for her parents to meet, only to hear Bennie snarl, “Ain’t no way you’re dating that McDonald boy again!” Bonita would be out with him the next night. She attended St. Joseph’s Academy in Bay St. Louis, an all-girl prep school with high academic and moral standards. “I remember we had this one teacher, a nun,” Bonita said. “She’d sometimes fall asleep during classes and we’d sneak into her book and read all the answers. I had a mischievous side to me.”

And now, here she was in Perkinston, hanging around with the ballplayer. They were an item for two years—the surly jock who was all about winning and the petite health and physical education major whose goal was to become a teacher. “Irvin’s the only boy Daddy ever liked,” she said. “He didn’t like anybody. But something about Irvin worked for him.” Maybe it was the young man’s utter disinterest in affection. Irv was an attentive and interesting boyfriend, but a fan of neither holding hands nor public kisses. Bennie and Izella never saw their daughter in any sort of lovey-dovey moment with Irv, and they were perfectly fine with that. Why, his proposal was vintage Butch Favre: he took Bonita to the Perkinston baseball field, stood by her side in the parking lot, and grunted, “Eh, let’s get married.”

Did Irvin Favre at least get down on a knee?

“Down on a knee?” said Bonita, laughing. “Irvin? Noooo, honey.”

Both Irvin and Bonita had school to complete. After her sophomore year at Perkinston, Bonita transferred to the University of Southern Mississippi in Hattiesburg. Irvin arrived a year later, joining the baseball team and majoring in education.

The wedding was held on November 27, 1965, at St. Paul United Methodist Church in Pass Christian. A reception followed at the Gulfport Community Center. About 200 people attended. There were no overly emotional or sentimental speeches. Schmaltz and Favre don’t mix. “I was happy,” Bonita said. “But if you’re looking for the cliché, it’s not here.” Both ultimately graduated from Southern Miss—Bonita with a degree in health and physical education, Irvin as an education major. After the wedding, they moved briefly into—of all places—Bennie French’s, the family bar in Henderson Point. Izella hung a curtain to divide the saloon from Irvin and Bonita’s bedroom. “You could have had some drunks fall through,” Bonita said, laughing. “Aw, not really. But a lot of times we helped with the bar at night. You do what you can to assist your family.”

 


A couple of months after her wedding, Bonita Favre—now a 20-year-old physical education teacher and girls’ basketball coach at all-black North Gulfport High—was pregnant. Was she excited? “My biggest goal in life at that time was to marry and have a large family,” she recalled. “I actually wanted eight kids.”

Her colleagues soon found out, and then her bosses learned the news. She was quickly out of a job. “It was a different time,” she said. “Old folks wouldn’t say ‘pregnant,’ they’d say ‘When you lookin’?’ or ‘You’re PG.’ If a job found out you were expecting, they wouldn’t hire you back. And it was allowed.”

Her first son, Scott Earnest Favre, was born on December 22, 1966, while Irv and Bonita were living in Southern Miss student housing (Bonita had already graduated; Irv was finishing up and playing baseball). When Irv graduated in 1967, they relocated to Hancock County, to a piece of property wedged between two small towns (Kiln and Diamondhead) near the Gulf of Mexico. In the early 1940s, Bennie French had purchased just over 52 secluded acres of land in the area, with the intention of one day retiring there. He built a couple of houses on the property, including the one his daughter and son-in-law moved into. It was small, with two bedrooms and one bathroom. The land was tucked in between Mill Creek and Rotten Bayou—a mile-long stretch of the Jourdan River, which passed in front of the house. The waters were so close, Brett Favre later recalled, “that we could spit into it off our deck.” The property was overrun by pine trees and fields, with enough lingering alligators that one needed to keep pets on a very short leash. The actual location of the property is somewhat confusing. It is closest to the tiny village of Fenton, but the mailing address is Pass Christian. And yet, the Favres consider their hometown to be Kiln, which runs parallel to Fenton. Locals refer to it as the Kill, just as they call Pass Christian the Pass. When people asked, Brett Favre would say he’s from the Kill.

“You have to say something,” Bonita said. “So that’s the answer.”

Irv Favre kicked off his teaching career at Long Beach High, where he handled physical education classes and worked as an assistant baseball and football coach. He then went to St. John High, and in 1970 guided the school to the state baseball championship. It was during this span, on October 10, 1969, that the couple’s second son was born. The delivery—like all four of Bonita’s eventual deliveries—was not easy. For Scott, she spent 42 hours in labor. For the second, a painful 10. “[Gulfport] Memorial Hospital back then was not like Memorial Hospital now,” she said. “They had two labor rooms. I was there so long they put me in a hallway with some curtains around it. There was this little black doctor, and he’d come, deliver one baby, leave, come back, deliver another baby.”

One might think the arrival of a son would render Irvin Favre somewhat emotional. And, indeed, it did. As his wife suffered through labor, he paced the hallways. “Please hurry this up!” he bellowed repeatedly. “Please . . . please.” That evening, St. John had a game scheduled against Hancock North Central, and Irv needed to be there. “He was serious,” Bonita said. “He would have left me if I didn’t have Brett in time for the game.”

At 2:35 p.m., Brett Lorenzo Favre entered the world. He weighed eight pounds, nine ounces, measured 21 inches long, and shared a middle name with Bonita’s father. “He’s a big one, Bonita,” the doctor told her with a smile. “Right now he’s back in the nursery doing push-ups. He’ll be ready for a hamburger in a few minutes.”

Before long, Irvin was out the door. He made the game with time to spare.
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Childhood



 

“MEAN.”

The word is uttered by the youngest of the four Favre children. Her name is Brandi. She is sitting at a kitchen counter, 38 years old and far removed from a childhood of snakes and alligators and her three older brothers ripping the heads off her dolls, then using them as baseballs.

“Brett,” she said with a slight Southern drawl and great emphasis, “was mean.”

When someone speaks like this of a relative, it is often either a joke or intentional exaggeration. One look at Brandi’s facial expression makes it clear this is serious. She is asked for an example, and between sips from a can of Coca-Cola quickly offers one. The third Favre child, Jeff, was a quiet kid, seven years younger than Scott, four years younger than Brett. He was shy and awkward, and struggled to stand up for himself. When Brett was nine, he concocted a drink made from tobacco goop, Worcestershire sauce, and cow manure. Then he urinated in it, and forced Jeff to drink. “I’m not saying Brett’s mean now,” said Brandi, who was born three years after Jeff in 1976. “But long ago . . . God.”

A pause follows, one that suggests Brandi is asking herself, Am I revealing too much? Then, more words . . .

“Brett ran over Jeff with his motorbike,” she said. “Like, completely ran over him. He’d beat us until he knocked us out. Knocked us out cold—no exaggeration. He would grab us by the throat, throw us across the room. He hit me one time in the eye with a shaved block of wood. I don’t know why. Maybe he was searching for something . . . I don’t know.”

Another pause.


“I just don’t know.”

Before he was mean, Brett Favre was terrified. Of this. Of that. Of shadows. Of noises. Of spiders. Of ghosts and wasps and ants and tall people. Whereas Scott seemed to emerge from the womb with the confidence of a five-star general, Brett looked around—then checked twice. Creaks in the floor freaked him out. Wind made his hands shake. “When he got the ESPY Award [in 2004] and they talked about him being tough and courageous, we all laughed,” said Bonita. “If they only knew how, when we’d come home when he was little, he’d turn every light in the house on. If we’d go to a haunted house for Halloween, he’d lock himself in the car. Courageous? Honey, not even close.” Perhaps the nervousness had to do with an incident from the toddler days, when Brett—decked out in an overcoat and cowboy boots—ran from the front yard to the bayou and into the cold water. Bonita’s mother, affectionately nicknamed Mee-Maw by her grandkids, was fishing nearby, and she caught the boy by his boot—“his head still in the water,” recalled Bonita. “We had forbidden the kids from going down to the bayou without an adult but that didn’t stop Brett from doing it.”

Although neither Bonita nor Irv could know that baby Brett Favre would turn into the Brett Favre, there was an expectation that he would toughen up. Little Brett’s nervousness? Not tolerated. In the world of Irv, boys were hard and men were harder. You didn’t cry. You didn’t complain. A 101-degree fever was no excuse. Neither were chicken pox, measles, cuts, bruises, or dents. If there was a game to play, you played. If there was work to do, you did it. Water breaks? What the hell was a water break? Coddling? Hell, no. “Irv was up on the roof one day doing some stuff at the house,” said Clark Henegan, one of Brett’s longtime friends. “He fell off and landed on his head on the concrete. He got up, dazed, blood running down his face, and wouldn’t go to the hospital.”

“When Mom went into town to go shopping, we’d beg her to take us with her because the second she left, Dad would work our tails off,” Brett recalled. “It was like being in the military. Dad would grab the rakes and say, ‘Let’s get after it.’”

When Brett and his siblings speak of their childhoods, there’s often a fuzzy romanticism lifted straight from a Wonder Years marathon. If you listen closely, you can hear Joe Cocker singing as the color fades to sepia. It was, the narrative goes, a simpler time. Because they lived in relative isolation in Kiln, there was an emphasis on togetherness, right down to their address: 1213 Irvin Farve Road—strange even before one realizes the town accidentally misspelled the name on the street sign. “The roads used to have numbers down there, but the police wanted to give them names so they could find people in case of emergencies,” Irvin Favre once explained. “It just so happens that I’m the one living on the road, so they named it Irvin Farve Road in the 1970s.” You were unlikely to find a solitary Favre there. No, it was always 2, 3, 4, 5 . . . 10, 15. Cousins and aunts and uncles and grandparents. Birthday parties were excuses for deep-into-the-night crawfish boils accompanied by large coolers of iced beer and Irv and Bonita’s smoldering cigarettes. Debates could get heated and last for hours. Favre vs. Favre. “We called where we lived the Compound,” said Brandi. “Because it really is a Favre compound.”

At the end of the long gravel road sat the house. “There was always someone there, eating food, taking a nap, talking, whatever,” said Bonita. “That, you could count on.” Without fail, Bonita would wake at 6:00 a.m. to prepare breakfast. And not merely bowls of Corn Flakes. Nope, pancakes, waffles, eggs, biscuits.

The family owned four dogs—a collie named Fluffy, a Saint Bernard named Whiskey, a German shepherd, Bullet, and Lucky, the chocolate Lab. All were beloved and cherished. All were consumed by alligators. (“Alligators don’t eat a dog right away,” Brett once said. “First they roll around and let it writhe awhile before they take it down.”) Or, perhaps, done in by a cottonmouth. It’s hard to say with 100 percent certainty.

The boys—Scott, Brett, and Jeff—shared a room. Brett had his own sofa bed against one wall, Scott and Jeff were together in an adjacent king bed against another wall. The walls and ceiling were covered with sports posters. T-shirts and pants were passed down from kid to kid to kid. Trophies—plastic, topped with the ubiquitous gilded figurines—sat atop a shelf. “It got so dark [in the house] you couldn’t see the brother next to you,” Brett recalled. “We’d lie there and talk about the home run we were going to hit or the football game we were going to have. There was a little weight set by the bed, and I would pump weights in the dark. Scott and Jeff laughed at me.” The brawls were legendary. “We’d tear shit up and move shit around,” Jeff said. “The beds were on cinder blocks, and you’d slam into them, bleed, get cut up. We’d play football right there, in the room. Hard tackle.”

When Brett was two or three, Irvin’s grandparents celebrated their 50th wedding anniversary with a large party. While preparing to leave the house, Bonita noticed little Brett sitting on the floor, holding her purse and acting funny. “He took some sort of medicine, which doesn’t seem like a great idea,” Bonita said. “I called the doctor, who told me to bring him in. So I put him in the car, and we have meatballs in the back of the station wagon, because I made them for the party. Well, Irvin is driving and he hits a German shepherd with the car. The meatballs go flying, Brett is high on medicine, the dog can’t be doing so good, what with the bumper in his head and all. We finally get to the doctor, and Brett throws up, and the doctor said I need to watch him, and not to let him sleep for more than an hour. Now we’re at the party, I’m watching him. And he’s fine, but the meatballs never really make it.”

Hunting is a major pastime in Hancock County. One of Brett’s first experiences with a gun and the woods came when he was seven. “He went out one morning, all bundled up because it was kind of cold, and he was going deer hunting,” Bonita said. “On the other side of the creek he came right up on a deer and it scared both of them to death. You know, one of those things where Brett ran one way and the deer ran the other.”

“Our family was always familiar with alligators,” Brett said. “One time three of them were in the backyard. My brother Scott and I got a pack of Oreo cookies. We threw it in the river and watched them tear it up . . . if we didn’t have Oreos we’d throw hot dogs and bread. Then one day Daddy comes home and the alligators are up on the bank by the house, waiting for their cookies. My dad went berserk. He shot all three of them.”

Because the Favre kids grew up in geographic isolation, they did not ride bicycles to town (there really was no town) or catch double features at the local movie theater (there was no local movie theater). No, 95 percent of boyhood activities took place on the property. Blood was often unapologetically spilled. Trash talk was encouraged. “Brett didn’t have many close pals,” said Scott. “We were sort of it.”

“There were no friends around, and that was great,” said Jeff. “All we did was play together. We played ball together. We made our own basketball goal. We’d go cut down trees and make our backboards best we could. We did everything ourselves. We made do with what we had. And it was wonderful. Wiffle ball. We made a ball out of anything. Duct tape, electrical tape, socks, paper. Anything that we could creatively come up with our minds.

“People wonder why the state of Mississippi produces so many athletes. It’s because, here, you make use of what you have. And that brings out the creativity. That’s what allows you to overcome things. You don’t have a ball, don’t say we can’t play ball. Make a ball. Take a piece of paper, crumple it up. Take another piece of paper. Or take a sock, wrap it up with electrical tape, with duct tape. Whatever you have to do. If you want to play, you’ll find a way to make it happen.”

On weekends, the Favre kids would chow down their breakfast, watch an hour or so of cartoons—then exit. Irv’s standard line was, “Inside or out?” and he meant it. “You didn’t go back and forth,” Jeff said. “You picked inside, you stayed inside. You picked outside, you stayed outside. He had some simple ways, but they were mostly good. He’d say to us, ‘Look, you don’t wanna work around the house? Get a ball in your hand, get a bat in your hand, get a glove in your hand.’ Of course, he’d still eventually get the work out of us.”

There were 101 methods to pass the time. Swim in the bayou. Fish for crawfish. Scale trees. Set things on fire. Unload pellets at squirrels and groundhogs. “I wish I had a nickel,” Irvin once said, “for every window that got shot out.” An old barn sat adjacent to the house, and the boys would climb its splintered beams and launch rocks at one another. “We’d see if we could knock each other out,” said David Peterson, a cousin. “See, there wasn’t nothing to do—but we didn’t know there was nothing to do. We did everything we could to stay busy, and it helped that we knew nothing else.”

Once, Brett accidentally shot Scott in the face with a Red Rider BB gun. “I was sure there weren’t any BBs left,” Brett recalled, so he approached his brother, placed the cylinder beneath his chin, and asked, “You want to feel the compression of my gun on your face?”

“Go ahead,” Scott replied. “I dare you.”

With a BB lodged in his chin, Scott ran off to tell his father. “I got whipped good for that one,” Brett said.

Another time, with Scott chasing him around the yard, Brett dashed up to the loft in the barn. He threatened to throw a brick at his older brother’s head if he approached. “You couldn’t hit me if you tried,” Scott replied.

That was all Brett needed to hear. He wound up, let loose . . . and missed. A chunk of the brick broke off, however, and caught Scott beneath the left eye. He was rushed to the hospital, and once again Irv let Brett have it.


When asked which of the parents was softer, all of the Favre children cite their mom. Bonita, said Peterson, was “the mother hen—she would hug you, advise you, take you in, pray with you. She’s a real down-to-earth woman. A saint.” But, even were Bonita a strict disciplinarian, it’s not a hard battle to win. Compared to Irvin Favre, Suge Knight seems cuddly. Which, again, might explain young Brett’s propensity toward cruelty. Although it has often been said that Irvin “refused” to tell his children he loved them, the characterization is misleading. The words “I love you” were not deliberately avoided. They simply never entered his cranium. Not toward his parents, not toward his wife, not toward his offspring. “He was probably a little different with me because I was a girl,” said Brandi. “But it’d be hard for my brothers to know Dad loved them. That’s just fact.” Love and affection were emotions never designed to be verbally expressed. One loved by giving maximum effort. One loved by molding his soft kids into stones. One loved by arriving on time, by putting in nine hours of work, by making certain the bills were paid. To Irvin, Brandi was of little worth. Girls, in his mind, weren’t athletes. And without athletics, what was the value of a person? “My mom went to every dance recital, every event, everything I had,” she said. “But my dad had no interest in my activities, even if they were sports. He would come, but not really by first choice. Looking back, it killed me. You want love. You’re a kid. You need love. And he didn’t offer it in a way a child needed it.”

Irvin ruled the household with a stern voice and a tendency toward violent resolution, and would beat the boys (and, on occasion, his daughter) with whatever appropriate item was closest. It could be a stick from the yard. Or a belt or black rubber hose. Sometimes they’d be offered a choice—a thrashing with an inanimate object, or kneeling for a prolonged period on a rock pile.

“You’d take the rocks,” said Brandi. “Dad had this blue belt. And he would pop it before he’d hit us, just so we knew.”

That.


  Whop!


Was.


  Whop!


Love.


  Whop!


“One time we were on the back of my dad’s truck, and I was fighting with one of my cousins and Dad told us to stop,” said Brandi. “Well, we flipped off the back of the truck while it was moving. I kept beating my cousin up on the ground, and Dad beat me from out there all the way until we were inside. He wasn’t wearing a belt, so he used his hands and knees.”

“My favorite moment has to be the bike story,” said Scott. “We were riding bikes down our road, which was gravel.” Brett was 10, and the cuff on one of the legs of his blue jeans wound up caught in the chain of his Huffy. He pulled to the side of the road, bent down, and repeatedly tried to yank the pants loose. Irv approached in his pickup truck, and Brett yelled out for help. “Dad! Dad!” he said. “Get us home!”

“Nope,” Irv hollered, “gotta go.”

He drove off, and Brett flipped the middle finger. “All of a sudden, here comes the truck in reverse,” said Scott. “Brett’s trying to run through the woods with the bike attached to his leg. I mean, he’s limping along and it’s really pathetic. He had no chance.” Irv stopped the truck, jumped out, grabbed his son’s middle finger and bent it backward. “You think that was funny?” Irv yelled.

“No, Daddy! I’m sorry . . .”

“You’re what?” Irv said.

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

“You wanna do that again?” Irv said. “You ever gonna do that again?”

“No!” Brett whimpered. “No.”

Irv released the finger and stormed off back to his truck, leaving Brett and his bicycle attached at the leg.

 

Of all the outdoor activities embraced by the Favre children, nothing trumped sports.

In 1972 Big Irv, as he was increasingly referred to, took over as the head baseball and football coach at Hancock North Central High, and Bonita was later hired as a special education teacher. When Irv wasn’t at the school, coaching or teaching physical education and driver’s ed, he was working with his sons on baseball and football, or talking to his sons about baseball and football, or lecturing his sons about baseball and football. Scratch that—not lecturing. Barking. Demanding. Blaming. “You could go out there and say it was just a game; that second place was OK sometimes, but that’s not really true,” Irvin once said. “You don’t go out there to come in second. Heck, you go out there to win.” The idea that his boys would perhaps forgo athletics for, say, drama or music wasn’t an idea at all. They would be jocks, just like their father.

Scott, the oldest of the four children, was prodigious from the very beginning. He started playing Little League baseball at age seven, and also excelled in Pop Warner football. Every town has a child who does what the others cannot, and in Kiln that was Scott Favre. He was the fastest, the strongest, the most confident. “If you picked one guy from back then who you thought could be a pro at something, it was Scott,” said Charles Burton, a childhood classmate of the Favre boys. “He knew the games better than any of us.”

By comparison, Brett was merely good. Because he was three years behind his big brother, Brett could seem small, slow, undistinguished. He was an average-looking kid—floppy, sandy hair, crooked teeth, scabbed knees and elbows. When they played games around the house, Scott ordered Brett around—run this route, throw this pass, play this position. He wasn’t as quick as Scott, or as charismatic. But the one thing he clearly inherited from Big Irv was the snarl. Peterson vividly recalled a backyard game of two-on-two tackle football, when he and Brett teamed up against Scott and another boy. After Peterson surrendered a deep touchdown pass, Brett reamed him out, demanding he use what they referred to as the Mississippi Bulldog method of tackling. “So the next time the kid caught a pass, I Mississippi Bulldogged him just like Brett said,” Peterson recalled. “I jumped on top of his head and brought him down by his head.” The boy rose from the ground, bloodied and lacking his two front teeth. After scanning the ground, Peterson noticed two rectangular white objects embedded in the skin of his right arm.

Brett laughed and laughed, until the boys sought out Big Irv inside the house. He grabbed a pair of pliers, yanked the teeth from Peterson’s body, and covered the wound with duct tape. “Now get the hell out of here,” Irvin said. “Go do something.”

Another time, Bonita took Brett and Peterson to a local Punt, Pass & Kick contest. “I didn’t even want to go,” Peterson said. “But Brett insisted.” The two went station to station, and to everyone’s surprise, Peterson won. “Brett was so mad, I thought we were going to fight,” Peterson said. “He was just that way with everything. He didn’t know how to lose.”

To most American parents, this would be a source of disappointment. Irvin loved it. In his world, losers accept losing. That’s why, in his job as the Hancock North Central High football coach, he didn’t merely browbeat players who disappointed. He removed a wood stick from his desk, ordered teenage boys (many bigger than he was) to bend over, and paddled them. He also cursed kids out, threatened their happiness, worked them to the brink of exhaustion.

This same methodology took place at home. For years, one of the staples of the Favre boys’ entertainment was a game called goal line. Scott and Brett would place a football five yards from an imaginary goal line, then give Jeff—little, understated Jeff—four plays to run for a score. Sweeps were not permitted. “Jeff had to run through us,” Brett recalled. “We beat the shit out of him . . . noses got smashed, fingers got mangled. There’d be blood.”

Irv approved.

 

When Brett Favre was a year old, he received a full football uniform—helmet and pads included—as a Christmas gift from his parents. The little boy wore the duds everywhere, and shortly thereafter was presented with an equally sweet gift—a baseball uniform. Both outfits became regular parts of the Brett Favre wardrobe, and would have never left his body were it not for Bonita’s insistences.

A couple of years later, Irvin Favre started taking his sons to football and baseball practices. Along with coaching the teams at Hancock North Central, Big Irv served as the manager of Joe Graham Post 119, Gulfport’s entry into the summer American Legion baseball circuit, as well as the Gulf Coast Stars of the Connie Mack league. Much of Brett’s time at the fields was spent goofing around with his brothers and the other young children in attendance. When he wasn’t causing mischief, however, the boy paid attention. He loved seeing his father berate the teenaged players. It was fine entertainment. He also liked trying to grasp the strategies that came so easily to his old man. At 5 feet 10 and 220 pounds, with broad shoulders, an anvil-shaped jaw, and a rectangular head, Irvin Favre was physically imposing. But through his boys’ eyes, his stature went beyond mere physique. “God, it was incredible to watch my dad coach,” Brett recalled. “I remember going out to watch the high school football practice thinking, ‘Someday I want to be just like those guys.’” Favre saw the players as gladiators, if not gods. They were skyscrapers, and his father owned them all. “Nobody messed with him,” Brett recalled. “I remember standing on the sidelines thinking, ‘My dad has got some nuts.’”

The games were little Brett’s slices of heaven. That the players knew him—talked to him!—was a $100 million bonus. He was enlisted as a team batboy, so he’d dash back and forth, fetching gloves, chasing down equipment. Before American Legion contests, Irv’s players loved having Brett and his brothers slide across the dirt in their spotless white mascot uniforms. “Who do you think had to get them clean for the next game?” said Bonita. “It wasn’t my husband.” The kids on the teams were usually 16 and 17. They would spit and curse and stick pinches of chewing tobacco between their gums and lips. The lessons were not lost upon the children. “Jeff came to me at the age of three,” Bonita recalled, “wanting to buy Red Man.”

“I saw the catcher adjusting his cup,” Brett said, “so I’d reach down and play with my balls, too.”

Before a state championship game in the summer of 1974, members of the Joe Graham Post 119 squad were goofing around when Brett walked into the practice swing of a slugger named Leon Farmer. The resulting knot on his forehead was the size of a cantaloupe, and Bonita rushed her son to the emergency room. When the attending physician asked Bonita how long her son was out for, she shrugged and said, “He wasn’t.”

“Surely it knocked him down, no?” he said.

“Nope,” replied Bonita.

If the sporting events were intended to motivate the Favre boys toward athletic excellence, mission accomplished. But they also served another purpose. The state of Mississippi’s long and ugly struggles with racism are no secret, and Hancock County is hardly an exception. When, in 1954, the United States Supreme Court decreed via Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka that America’s public schools had to be desegregated, most of Mississippi delayed and hoped the ruling could be ignored. Were there riots in Kiln? No. But many white families greeted the inevitability of desegregation by having their children enroll in Annunciation Catholic School, which opened in 1960 as a rebuke to the Brown ruling.

Unlike many of her contemporaries, Bonita Favre was raised with a surprising open-mindedness about race. Could she have dated someone black as a teenager? “No,” she said. “My daddy would not have that. There were lines you didn’t cross.” But come three o’clock every afternoon, Bennie French would drive to the black part of Pass Christian and pick up his cooks and busboys for work at the bar. There was a black dishwasher, Kenneth Youngblood, who was so little he had to stand atop crates of Coca-Cola to reach the sink. “Kenneth and I would cut up and play together, and I never thought about him being black, or like there was supposed to be a separation,” she said. “He was a friend.” Later, when Bonita taught at all-black North Gulfport High, she coached the girls’ basketball team. “When we’d go to games people would say, ‘Here comes that white woman with all them niggers,’” she said. “To me, they were my kids.”

When Brett and his brothers watched Irvin coach, it wasn’t merely a lesson on hitting and throwing and tackling. No, they witnessed a rainbow coalition in action. The teams were black and white, and Irvin refused to play favorites based on race. If you could do the job, you were given the job. Players of all colors would come to the Favre household for dinner. Later, when the boys played varsity sports, their teammates—black, white, whatever—were regularly invited inside the home for meals, for games, for TV. “I can’t speak for my friends, but we never thought about race,” said Scott Favre. “It was about who you were as a person, as an athlete. I looked at blacks as teammates and friends. My brothers were the same way.”

 

Brett Favre’s organized athletic career began at age six, when Irv and Bonita signed him up for the local Harrison-Hancock Baseball League. Although he was technically too young, Brett was assigned to a team of eight-year-olds. He played third base, shortstop, and pitched, the first official inkling that his arm was particularly strong. “He could really bring it,” said Drew Malley, a childhood friend who played for an opposing team. “He didn’t have the best control, and that made you a little nervous when you stepped in the box. But he had a lot more talent than most of us.”

A standard Brett Favre mound appearance would go something like this: strike out, walk, walk, walk, strike out, hit by pitch, hit by pitch, strike out. “Brett’s thing,” said Bonita, “was strike them out or knock them out.” Some opposing coaches questioned his age, wondering if the 6-year-old with the lightning bolt extending from his right shoulder was, perhaps, 9 or 10. Nobody enjoyed stepping to the plate against him. Favre had Nolan Ryan’s velocity and a blind drunkard’s control. In one game, he struck out 15 hitters while hitting 3—in a row. “I thought that was great,” he recalled. “It just made me want to throw it harder.”

His organized football career began as a fifth grader, when he joined the local Hancock Hawks Pee Wee squad. It was an experimental experience both for prepubescent Brett and the town, which had never before fielded its own youth teams. As the high school coach, Irv always wondered why Hancock wasn’t developing his future players. So he asked Paul Cuevas, a former Hancock North Central halfback who had graduated in 1966, to kick-start a program. Cuevas agreed, and one thing he noticed early on in practices was that Irv’s son could really throw a football.

The Hawks’ 17-man roster was comprised of fifth and sixth graders. They wore red jerseys with white pants, practiced on a ragtag field, and traveled the region, oftentimes competing in multiteam jamborees that would require playing three or four games on a single day. On the high school level, Irv’s offensive philosophy was run, run, and run. “You turned and you gave it to the halfback,” said Scott Favre. “That was a quarterback’s job.”

Cuevas felt no fealty toward the system. “We saw right off the bat we had a kid who could throw and we also saw we had a bunch of kids who could catch,” he said. “We would shock the other teams.”

The Hawks were loaded with athletically gifted children destined to one day excel for Irv. There was a tall, fast boy named Tommy Bond, who slammed into opposing ball carriers like the door of a bank vault. There was Delano Lewis, the nifty tailback. Receiver Corey Blaze ran as his name suggests, and Vincent Cuevas, the coach’s son, would spend much of the decade catching Brett’s balls across the middle of football fields. “It was awesome,” Vincent Cuevas said. “I can’t say we knew Brett would turn into a pro. But he had this talent, and leadership, very early on. He was in charge, even as a young guy.”

Brett’s debut was neither noteworthy nor charmed. The Hawks were scheduled to participate in a jamboree in nearby Bay Saint Louis, but that morning Irv decided he first needed a trim at his favorite barbershop in Gulfport. “I’m sitting there in full uniform waiting for my dad to have the finishing touches put on his flattop,” Brett recalled. “I was not a happy fifth grader.”

By the time they arrived, the game was underway. Paul Cuevas inserted Brett at split end, and on one of his first plays he caught a pass for a short gain, fell on the ball, and had the wind knocked from his gut. He rolled around the grass, unable to breathe, tears streaming from his eyes. “You’re in the fifth grade,” he recalled, “and you’re sure you’re going to die.” Upon reaching the sideline, Brett begged his coach for a position switch. “I hate playing split end,” he said. “I want to play quarterback.”


Cuevas acquiesced, and the next game began with Brett Favre under center. For years, people would refer to his debuts as his first games at Hancock North Central, at Southern Miss, in the National Football League. But here, on a small field with 30 or so spectators spread out along the rotted wooden bleachers, was Brett Favre’s legitimate quarterback debut. He wore uniform No. 10. His teeth were crooked, lips thin and fruit-punch red. His helmet had two white bars—one vertical, one horizontally splitting his sight line. Cuevas loved the way Brett walked toward the line of scrimmage. Not like a boy figuring things out, but as a man in charge. “He had a feel for it,” said Cuevas. “Maybe having a coach for a dad does that.”

Brett ran for two touchdowns, threw for one. Memory of the final score has vanished with time. Did the Hawks win? Lose? No one seems to know. But a seed was planted. “I thought to myself, ‘Hey, quarterback is a cool position,’” Favre recalled. ‘It sure would be nice to play this for a long time.’”

The Hawks competed in eight games that first season, winning six. Though no official statistics were maintained, Brett threw between 10 and 12 touchdown passes, with a small handful of interceptions. He also played linebacker, and was allowed to roam the field seeking out hits. “If we needed a big stop on defense, Brett was usually the one,” Vincent Cuevas said. “We all wanted to win, but he wanted to be the best. Even way back then.”
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THE WING-T OFFENSE haunts Brett Favre’s dreams.

OK, this is something of a guess. Perhaps Brett Favre hasn’t given the Wing-T a second thought for decades; perhaps it’s nothing more than a distant memory and a life hiccup, not unlike the aftereffects of eating week-old sushi.

In the fall of 1981, however, as he began his seventh-grade year at Hancock North Central High, 11-year-old Brett was first asked to direct a relative of the wishbone offense his father utilized at the varsity level. Joe Shaw, a teacher at Hancock North Central, served as the junior high head coach, and he was under strict instructions to teach kids to play the game as they would once they reached the Friday-night varsity lights of Hawks Stadium. “So we didn’t throw it,” said Shaw. “Hardly ever.”

This was fun for pretty much nobody. Shaw, a University of Southern Mississippi graduate who had been hired by the school district in 1976, loved high-flying football. Brett, a fan of quarterbacks like Roger Staubach and Archie Manning, loved high-flying football. Irvin Favre, however, believed the game was won via stout defense and ball control. So he devoted the Hancock program to following the offense made famous by Coach Tubby Raymond and the University of Delaware Blue Hens—multiple backs, misdirections, 95 percent running. “We sat down with the Delaware coaches, got their numbering system, took their concepts, and tried to use them effectively,” said Shaw. “When you watched Hancock, you were watching a high school version of Delaware.” According to Irv, there would be no deviating from the system. Whatever the Blue Hens did, the young Hawks would do. “Irv’s thing was, ‘We’re gonna run over people,’” said Shaw. “And his teams did.”

Which was great. Only most people hated it. The Hancock football program was blessed with marvelous athletes and a coaching philosophy that shunned that very athleticism. Through the years, as his son emerged as an icon, Irvin Favre was repeatedly hailed as a genius, a guru, a football coach for the ages, a developer of legends. In reality, his offensive approach was simplistic and stale, quietly criticized by peers and assistants too intimidated to suggest upgrades. At the same time men like Bill Walsh and Don Coryell were revolutionizing passing in the NFL, Hancock’s coach was living in a philosophical cave. “Irv was tough and hard-nosed,” said Rocky Gaudin, his longtime assistant. “He was also unyielding.” Were the Hawks successful, perhaps the steadfastness would make sense. Between 1979 and 1984, though, Hancock’s varsity was a model of mediocrity, posting only two winning seasons and drawing so-so crowds. Everyone, from opposing coaches to opposing players, knew the Hawks’ limited playbook.

The junior high team was composed of seventh and eighth graders, and while Shaw initially positioned Brett Favre at split end (“He was big and could run”), he was permanently moved behind center midway through the second game. “He had a great arm,” said Shaw. “But since we never threw, that didn’t matter so much. The reason I put Brett at quarterback was because he just had this way about him. The other kids would play better with him out there barking out things.”

There was also the Irv Favre factor. The varsity coach was adamant about his boys playing quarterback. Not because he aspired for them to be stars, but because he knew they would always show up and show up on time. A team could survive without a defensive lineman or a fullback. But the quarterback had to be there.

Irv Favre’s kids were always there.

In Brett’s two years as a junior high quarterback, his teams went 14-1, often playing before 12 people and a couple of squirrels at Hawks Field. He averaged, by one teammate’s estimation, three throws per game—usually screens to the halfback or short outs. Joy for the boy came primarily on defense, where he excelled as a hard-hitting linebacker/safety hybrid. Although Brett didn’t love being tackled as a quarterback, he relished popping receivers and halfbacks as they crossed the middle of the field. In practices, when his balls were intercepted, he went out of his way to show his displeasure. “You’d pick him off, he’d try spearing you,” said Drew Malley, a teammate. “He wanted you to know how he felt.”

“At Hancock we’d refer to players as either milk drinkers or whiskey drinkers,” said Gaudin. “Whiskey drinkers are full of piss and vinegar and drive you crazy. Brett was all whiskey.”

Off the field, Brett Favre was as memorable as a brown leaf. He attended school, earned ordinary grades (he was a dependable B student). “In the classroom, I was a follower,” he once told ESPN’s Jeff Bradley. “But on the field, I was always a leader.” His clothes were often hand-me-downs from Scott: plaid shirts and jeans. Browns, grays, blacks. Peers began to experiment with alcohol and marijuana, but Brett abstained. First, he knew of the paternal beating that would accompany a slipup. Second, he wasn’t that guy. “I remember Brett telling me he was disappointed in me because a bunch of us were out having a good time, and we were drinking,” said Jesse Dupree, a classmate. “He showed up at a dance, saw us drunk, and let us have it.” A Friday night for Brett Favre involved lifting weights in the garage and dreaming of the 50-yard spirals he wasn’t allowed to throw. He wanted greatness, but wasn’t entirely sure what the stuff looked like. “Everybody else was going out, hanging out with their friends, and Brett would be doing a full workout at home,” recalled Brandi. “And I used to think, ‘What is wrong with him?’ I’d say that all the time—‘What is wrong with you?’”

Brett’s springs were consumed by baseball, the high and wild pitches consistently high and wild. He gave winter basketball a quick try, but displayed a precise inability to dribble and shoot. “He once took the ball out at the end of the gym and hit the fire extinguisher on the wall on the back side of the gym,” recalled Bonita. “He didn’t like the sport.” He noticed girls, but rarely mustered up the courage to approach. He cracked jokes and pulled pranks with teammates and friends, some of them mildly funny. At home, he feared his father, loved his mother, idolized his older brother (Scott joined the Hawks’ varsity in 10th grade, and started at quarterback for three years), and continued to torment his younger siblings, Jeff and Brandi. If there were parties going on in Hancock County, Mississippi, Brett Favre either didn’t know about them or wasn’t invited. Which was fine with him. “We had a pretty simple life,” said Scott. “The way we liked it.”

Then, toward the end of his eighth-grade year, Shaw pulled his quarterback aside. “Brett,” he said, “I’ve got you a running back coming.”


“Is he fast?” Favre said.

“Yeah,” Shaw replied. “Charles Burton is fast.”

 

His first-ever football team was named the Rockets. Although Charles Burton was but a fourth grader at the time, his school—Charles B. Murphy Elementary in Pearlington, Mississippi—was willing to make an exception and add the 8-year-old to the squad. Even though rules stated one had to be 11 or 12 to play. Even though he was as tiny as a peanut, with the skinny legs and pipe cleaner arms to match. Even though there was no precedent.

“They took me,” Burton said, “because I could fly.”

Indeed, from the time he was walking, Charles Burton was sprinting. Up the stairs. Through the yard. Down the block. Often with a football tucked beneath his arm. His mother, Diane Burton, worked as a janitor at the Stennis Space Center on the banks of the Pearl River. His father, Charles Burton, was a construction grunt. As was the case with Irvin and Bonita, the Burtons insisted their three children (Charles has an older sister, Angela, and a younger sister, Dietra) devote as much time as possible to being outdoors. So after school, Charles bounded from his family’s small shotgun house and joined the neighborhood kids in spirited games of tackle. “They were all older and bigger,” he said. “It caused me to grow up quickly.”

In Hancock County, Irvin Favre was working to create a family football dynasty. Only, one already existed. Throughout the 1970s and ’80s, a string of Burton relatives not only played for the Hawks’ varsity, but excelled. There was Don Lee, the uncle halfback who wore No. 30. There was Andrew Willis, the cousin halfback who wore No. 30. And now, entering Hancock Central High School along with Brett Favre, was a new No. 30.

“The first time I met Brett, I was struck by how big he was,” said Burton. “I was like, God dang, they grow these boys big here!”

To Brett’s delight, the affable Shaw coached the Hancock
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