Note: This piece was reported and written in one day.

How Marc Trestman went from CFL to Bears head coach

           BY NEIL HAYES nhayes@suntimes.com January 16, 2013 9:50PM

Talk to enough people about Marc Trestman, and a name pops to mind that won’t conjure pleasant memories for Bears fans.

The Bears’ new coach is like Mike Martz in many ways.

Like Martz, the former Bears offensive coordinator, Trestman is the smartest guy in any room, a mad professor. He approaches the game from a cerebral point of view, using a highly complex system to out-scheme defenses instead of overpowering them. He’s an inventive play-caller with a pass-first mentality who has had great success working with quarterbacks.

What separates him from Martz is his flexibility. Having passed the Florida bar in 1983, he is a lawyer, a mediator. He won’t shoehorn Jay Cutler and Brandon Marshall into an offense just because it’s what he knows best. He found ways for slow-footed Bernie Kosar, uber-athletic Steve Young and aging Rich Gannon to succeed despite their divergent skill sets.

‘‘He has coached so many different kinds of quarterbacks, and he has gotten the most out of them,’’ said Jon Gruden, who hired Trestman as an offensive assistant with the Oakland Raiders in 2001. ‘‘That’s what defines a good coach: getting the most out of your players.

‘‘Marc comes from the philosophy that says if the quarterback is successful, you will be successful as a team. If he can get Jay Cutler to maximize his true potential, the Bears are going to be hard to beat.’’

General manager Phil Emery has hired a coach the likes of which the Bears never before have seen. But questions swirl around the man who will be introduced as the replacement for Lovie Smith at a news conference Thursday at Halas Hall.

If he is such a logical fit, why haven’t more teams expressed interest in him and why did his path to the position once held by George Halas take a sharp detour through the Canadian Football League?

Those who have played for him can’t explain why he has been overlooked for so long, but they know one thing: His offense will be like nothing Bears fans have seen before.

‘‘I never thought I’d say the words ‘Chicago Bears’ and ‘wide-open offense’ in the same sentence, but I am now,’’ former San Francisco 49ers tight end Brent Jones said. ‘‘Bears fans should be thrilled.’’

Sports before music

Trestman grew up playing football, basketball and baseball in St. Louis Park, Minn., a comfortable Minneapolis suburb that was also home to filmmakers Joel and Ethan Coen and comedian-turned-politician Al Franken. His father owned a music store, but Trestman was a jock.

‘‘He was playing sports all the time, but he was really smart,’’ said longtime NFL executive Jeff Diamond, who grew up with Trestman. ‘‘He was just a nice guy who was always fun to be around. He has got a great personality; he had that when he was young. We had a basketball hoop in our backyard, and he was always over shooting hoops and playing football in the street.’’

Trestman was an all-state quarterback during his senior year at St. Louis Park High School and accepted a scholarship to the University of Minnesota, where he backed up future Tampa Bay Buccaneers and Indianapolis Colts coach Tony Dungy before transferring to Minnesota State-Moorhead for his senior year. He started five games for the Dragons in 1978 after taking over for Ed Schultz, now the host of MSNBC’s ‘‘The Ed Show.’’

‘‘He was a very celebrated recruit,’’ former Golden Gophers safety George Adzick said. ‘‘He came in as a passing quarterback with great athletic ability and ended up playing his freshman year because of an injury to Tony. Frankly, Tony was going to be the quarterback at Minnesota, but Mark was right there pushing him.’’

After Trestman went undrafted, his childhood friend Diamond, who was a few years older and had landed a job with the Minnesota Vikings, signed him to a free-agent contract as a defensive back. Despite playing defense for the first time since high school, Trestman made it to the final cut and left an impression on future Hall of Fame coach Bud Grant.

A few years later, Trestman was attending law school at Miami and coaching quarterbacks when he helped Kosar and the Hurricanes win their first national title in 1983. That’s when Grant gave him his first NFL coaching opportunity.

‘‘I didn’t know anything about him when I hired him,’’ Grant said. ‘‘You take a chance when you hire somebody in their 20s, but he’s done well since then, although it’s not because of anything I imparted on him.’’

Trestman would be reunited with Kosar on the Cleveland Browns in 1988. He was promoted from quarterbacks coach to offensive coordinator in 1989, and the Browns advanced to the AFC Championship Game.

Managing investments

Trestman had been an NFL assistant for seven years when Dennis Green chose not to retain him when he was hired to coach the Vikings in 1992.

Trestman moved back to South Florida. There, he sold municipal bonds and managed investment portfolios for three years before the 49ers hired him to replace Mike Shanahan as offensive coordinator after Shanahan accepted the head-coaching job with the 
Denver Broncos.

‘‘He had been moving a lot and wanted to set some roots down, and he always loved South Florida from when he went to law school,’’ Diamond said. ‘‘But he was always a coach at heart. He loved the game so much, it was only a matter of time before he came back.’’

The 49ers led the league in points scored with Trestman calling plays during the 1995 season, but 1996 was a different story. Running back Ricky Watters had left for the Philadelphia Eagles, and fullback William Floyd still was recovering from a devastating knee injury. Terry Kirby led the one-dimensional 49ers with 559 rushing yards.

When the 49ers’ season ended with a playoff loss to the Packers in Green Bay, coach George 
Seifert was forced to retire. When owner Eddie DeBartolo was questioned about Trestman’s status at the news conference, he grabbed a microphone and blurted: ‘‘He’s gone.’’

‘‘We had one of the most explosive offenses that season with virtually no running game,’’ Jones said. ‘‘It’s so much easier to defend a team with a weak running game, and weak would’ve been an upgrade for us. Looking back, it was miraculous what we did. Expectations were out of this world, and [firing him] was an expectation-driven decision. But he worked magic with a bad hand.’’

Trestman spent a season with the Detroit Lions, and Scott Mitchell threw for 3,484 yards, which was the second-most in team history at the time. He helped Jake Plummer to his best season with the Arizona Cardinals and was their offensive coordinator when they won their first playoff game in 51 years.

Gruden hired Trestman as an offensive assistant the next season. When Gruden left for the Buccaneers, the Raiders promoted Trestman to offensive coordinator before the 2002 season. The Raiders led the league in offense, and Gannon was named the NFL’s most valuable player that season, which ended with a loss to the Buccaneers in the Super Bowl.

‘‘He never got the credit he deserved for the Raiders’ offense during the Super Bowl run,’’ Jones said. ‘‘He was the driver of that. Nowadays, top coordinators like that immediately get top coaching jobs.’’

In 2003, Gannon missed nine games because of injuries and then-coach Bill Callahan eventually would call his players ‘‘the dumbest team in America.’’ The Raiders collapsed like a house of cards, and Trestman was swept aside when Callahan was dismissed by owner Al Davis after a 4-12 season.

‘‘If anybody has had worse timing in the NFL that Marc Trestman, I don’t know who he is,’’ Gannon said.

O, Canada

Montreal Alouettes general manager Jim Popp invited Trestman to be a guest coach at training camp in 2007. This was after Trestman’s one-year stint as offensive coordinator at North Carolina State ended when head coach Chuck Amato was fired.

Popp knew Trestman because Popp’s father had been on the Browns’ staff with Trestman in 1989. Popp would name him coach the next year, and Trestman would go on to lead the team to three Grey Cup appearances and two titles while compiling a 53-26 record in five seasons.

It was an unusual move but a necessary one in Trestman’s mind because it gave him the head-coaching experience that might help him land an NFL job.

‘‘It never made sense to me,’’ Diamond said when asked why Trestman didn’t have more NFL opportunities. ‘‘I can’t think of any specific reason. It was a mistake. He has been extremely qualified with a long track record of success. He has had so much success with quarterbacks, and quarterback play has never been more important than it is now.

‘‘It just doesn’t make sense. He’s someone who should’ve been tapped by an NFL team a long time ago.’’
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Big for both QBs, but bigger for Cutler

BYLINE: Neil Hayes. nhayes@suntimes.com

Leading his team to a lopsided win over the Seattle Seahawks in a divisional playoff game was not a defining moment in Jay Cutler's as-yet-undefined career - no matter how many wrote or said otherwise.

Beating the worst playoff team in history at home is not how legends are forged.

All Cutler proved last week was that a mid-sized moment wasn't too big for him. It's going to take a stronger statement for people to quit viewing him as a more fleet-of-foot version of Rex Grossman. It's going to take a win over the Green Bay Packers in the NFC Championship Game on Sunday at Soldier Field for Cutler to begin to earn the respect every quarterback craves.

Either Cutler or the Packers' Aaron Rodgers is going to emerge from the game with a budding reputation as a big-time quarterback. They are friends; they are rivals. As long as both are playing for contending teams and bitter foes, any success one has will come at the expense of the other.

"We both can't be in different conferences," Cutler said. "If he's very successful, I am probably not going to be quite as successful, and vice-versa. It's a tough situation, and I wish him the best - except whenever we have to play them."

Most people expect Rodgers to win the game; they expect Cutler to lose it.

Few believe in Cutler, and not that many believe in the Bears. We're not just talking about media jackals, either, or a handful of fanatical radio talk-show callers. Cutler's own peers rank among his biggest skeptics.

"Cutler, I think if he gets under pressure, he'll just start slinging that sucker around like free loaves of bread in the 'hood, man," Fox –analyst and former New York –Giants defensive end Michael –Strahan said on Versus' "The T.Ocho Show" on Tuesday. "I don't think that he's –going to sit back there and just hold it and be cool with it."

Before his words, however poorly chosen, were out of the future Hall of Famer's mouth, Cincinnati Bengals receiver Terrell Owens chimed in.

"I feel like the guy's color-blind," Owens said of Cutler. "He's just going to be tossing it and slinging it everywhere. At some point, he's going to be the Jay Cutler that we all know that's going to have those uncharacteristic games where he just throws the ball anywhere, and you'll be like, 'Who was he throwing the ball to and why was he throwing the ball down the field that way?' "

Strahan gets paid to make controversial statements, and such talk always has come naturally to Owens. What the two are expressing, however, is a widely held belief that it's only a matter of time before Cutler makes a dumb throw that will cost his team. It's a belief based on Cutler's history of bad throws - including two that nearly were intercepted against the Seahawks - and is another example of the skepticism that still hovers over the Bears and their quarterback.

Even Bears coach Lovie Smith, when asked what he likes most about how his quarterback is –playing, first talked not about what Cutler has done but what he hasn't done - turn the ball over.

Not that any of this bothers Cutler, of course. When he says he doesn't care what people think, he's sincere.

Critics also can't erase another Cutler character trait that helps and sometimes hurts him.

"Jay is very confident," center Olin Kreutz said. "That's going to help him in any game where there's pressure."

Expect to read a lot of comparisons of Cutler and Rodgers this week. But no matter how comparable they might be, there's one difference that can't be denied:

Cutler has a lot more to prove.
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Between his careers as an NFL safety and a pro boxer, Zbikowski is a real scholar of hard knocks

BYLINE: Neil Hayes. nhayes@suntimes.com

Before Tom Zbikowski signed a pair of boxing gloves during a recent public workout, he wanted to know which autograph he should use.

Should he sign his full name, followed by No. 28, Baltimore Ravens? Or should he sign Tommy Z, the moniker he uses as an up-and-coming professional boxer?

''It's hard to describe what Sunday feels like,'' the former Buffalo Grove High School and Notre Dame standout said while shadowboxing last week at Leo High School. ''It's like stepping into the boxing ring. It's hard to say which is the better feeling. They're both incredible. You can't match it. Nothing matches it. Why do you think I keep doing both?''

It's easy to dismiss Zbikowski spending this offseason in the ring as a lark or a way for him to keep in shape during the the NFL lockout. But he is as serious as a broken nose about his boxing career. After racking up a 75-15 amateur record, he's now fighting as a pro and hopes to gain enough experience to allow him to contend for a championship after his NFL career ends.

It's not as crazy as it sounds. Boxers compete well into their 30s, which means Zbikowski, who will turn 26 next month, can resume his boxing career when his NFL days have ended.

''If he didn't have to go back to football, I'd say in 18 months he'd be the light-heavyweight or cruiserweight champion of the world,'' said Hall of Fame trainer Emanuel Steward, who has trained more than 30 world champions and was in Zbikowski's corner for his last fight. ''He's a good fighter. He has unbelievable coordination, balance and timing.''

Zbikowski is a restricted free agent, which means the contractual obligations that prevent him from boxing during the offseason no longer apply. After primarily backing up perennial Pro Bowl safety Ed Reed for the last three seasons, he is expected to compete for a starting spot opposite Reed when his NFL career resumes.

While his Ravens teammates might consider him a football player who boxes, boxers think of him as a fighter who plays football.

When asked about players such as Ravens linebacker Ray Lewis and Cincinnati Bengals receiver Chad Ochocinco, both of whom have claimed they could whip Zbikowski in the ring, the 2002 Sun-Times football player of the year chuckles and motions with his gloves: ''Bring it on.''

''He's got a lot of ring rust right now, definitely,'' said lawyer Mike Joyce, who coaches boxing at Leo and manages Zbikowski. ''There's no doubt about that. But he's been boxing since he was 9 years old. He's fought against some of the best amateurs. But boxing shape is totally different than football shape. We're assuming there's going to be a football season this year, so we're only keeping him at four-round fights because the training would be different if he got up to six or eight rounds.''

Zbikowski also has something few boxers possess: a back story that makes him a drawing card. Most boxers are trying to fight their way out of the inner city. Zbikowski's suburban upbringing, storybook career at Notre Dame and success in the NFL make him a rarity.

According to Joyce, Zbikowski got a $100,000 purse for his first heavyweight fight in 2006, which was more than ''Sugar'' Ray Leonard or Oscar de la Hoya received for their debuts. If all goes well, his pay-per-view appeal might allow him - eventually - to make more for one fight than he will during his entire NFL career.

''In boxing, there's so much importance in marketing that people don't understand,'' said Trayce Zimmermann, a Chicago-based boxing publicist. ''HBO would love Tommy. He sells eyeballs. You can be a great champion, but if nobody has ever heard of you or if you have a boring style, why watch? Tommy brings an audience.''

Tommy Z is 3-0 this offseason. His last fight was a hard-fought, four-round decision over Caleb Grummet in Atlantic City, N.J. He has fights scheduled for May and June before he hangs up his gloves - at least temporarily - and starts preparing for the upcoming NFL season.

''I'm going to be a champion one day,'' Zbikowski vowed. ''It's too much fun. Why would I want to get these two things over with? I'm going to make it last as long as I can. I don't want to get a real job. It's too much hard work. I want to do this. This is what I want to do.''

April 3, 2011 Sunday

FRIDGE scores again;

DOUBLE SURPRISE: Well on road to recovery, Perry stunned to get Super Bowl ring back

BYLINE: NEIL HAYES. nhayes@suntimes.com

Nobody who has read about William Perry's deteriorating health knew what to expect when "The Fridge" appeared at the Ace Hardware Spring Convention at McCormick Place on Saturday to pitch his latest product. Could a man once so full of life really be near death, as a recent story on a national website suggested? Would fans who lined up for an autograph or a picture see a husk of the former 300-plus pound, gap-toothed defensive tackle who captivated the nation while the Bears romped to Super Bowl immortality at the end of the 1985 season?

Turns out, the "Fridge" looked like you would expect him to look a quarter century later - round, happy and full of life.

"I'm doing a whole lot better," Perry said. "I'm up and moving around. I'm doing what I like to do best - fishing."

Perry suffers from Guillain-Barre syndrome, a hideous auto-immune disorder that damages nerves, causing weakness and paralysis. For that reason, the health of the robust former folk legend remains fragile, but he insists he's laying off the alcohol, watching his weight and exercising to manage this potentially debilitating disorder.

Smile still lights up a room

He has trouble getting around and uses a battery-powered scooter. His hearing has degenerated, and he refuses to use a hearing aid. But the Fridge says he's doing just fine and adds conviction to his words by flashing a smile that still lights up a room.

"Mainly, I'm watching everything, what I eat and what I do," he said. "I'm doing what I'm supposed to do and keeping positive. Being negative, that's not me."

Perry's health didn't allow him to return for the 25th anniversary celebration of the 1985 Bears last season, but this trip was fraught with meaning.

Perry won't say what happened to his Super Bowl XX ring, whether he misplaced it, if it was stolen or if he sold it to pay medical bills. But he was recently contacted by the family of a 10-year-old boy from Pittsburgh who used $8,500 of his college money to buy the ring, which is big enough around for the young sports memorabilia collector to wear as a bracelet.

Instead of keeping it, young Cliff Forrest insisted on returning the ring to its rightful owner, which he did Saturday morning after flying to Chicago with his family.

"I Googled Mr. Perry and saw that he had a disease and had to sell it because of rough times," young Cliff said. "He only played in one Super Bowl. I thought he would want it more than I did."

Perry was overwhelmed by the gesture. He was also thrilled to see his former coach Mike Ditka, who was signing autographs for another sponsor at the convention.

"He looks good," said Ditka, who has always had a soft spot for Perry, and whose "Gridiron Greats Assistance Fund" has helped pay Perry's medical costs. "It's the best I've seen him look in a long time. He's really working at it."

Everybody loves the Fridge, but when you hear stories about him refusing to take his medication, spurning exercise and drinking heavily, as outlined in an ESPN.com story in early February, it makes you wonder how much he loves himself.

Perry insists that he is now focused solely on the future, especially in the wake of a recent tragedy that shook him and his Bears teammates to their core. Perry was always close to Dave Duerson, so close he didn't believe that the former safety committed suicide at first. His agent had to overnight him an article to convince him it was true.

"I was very surprised that he did that," Perry said. "It shocked me real bad because I was close friends with Dave.

"You have to think about yourself first and how you're handling your own business before you worry about someone else's business."

Always the pitchman

Perry is still able to do what he has always done best - pitch products. He signed on to become the national spokeman for The Grill Daddy Brush Co. He shot a commercial in January. Those with him then said he looks even better now.

As he continues to battle his disease, Perry said he often thinks about blocking for Walter Payton, barreling over the goal line and plugging up the middle of the opposing offensive line.

"It was just fun being around all those guys and enjoying myself," he said. "It seemed like it would never end, but it did. Things happen, so you deal with it and keep going. A lot of things went by real fast. You think about it, get a good laugh about it and you move on to the next phase."

The next phase for Perry is obvious: Stay healthy. A man who has always been known for taking the path of least resistance says that's no longer the case. As his –appearance wound down, Perry, showing off his recently recovered Super Bowl ring, had a final –request: Don't feel sorry for him.

"It don't matter what nobody says - everybody gets sick," he said before he steered his cart out of the convention center. "I'm back. I'm healthy. I'm fine. I'm getting better and better."

Chicago Sun Times
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MJ circus still going strong; More than 11 years after leaving Bulls, Jordan popular as ever

BYLINE: Neil Hayes, The Chicago Sun-Times

When Michael Jordan walked into the tiny gym with 6:49 left in the third quarter heads turned and the game momentarily stopped. Dressed in black jeans, a black shirt and hat, and looking as slim as he did while collecting titles with the Bulls, Jordan sat in a folding chair, stretched his long legs out in front of him, and watched 40-somethings, a few with beer bellies, play the championship game of his benefit basketball tournament for underprivileged children.

Does Patrick Kane think he's under the microscope? Does Derrick Rose find it difficult to move around his hometown without drawing a crowd?

The list of retired athletes who scramble to find meaning in their lives when the spotlight goes dark and the crowds slowly disperse is long. Jordan sat laughing, pointing and sometimes even standing and clapping while seeming as content with his present and future as he should be with his past. Seeing him there, as relevant as ever 11 years after playing his last game with the Bulls and seven years after playing in his final NBA game, made me wonder how he emerged unscathed.

Not to say there wasn't controversy, tragedy and bizarre twists during Jordan's otherworldly career. For the most part, however, he avoided the trapdoors that so many athletes have fallen through. He was no angel. But he was never accused of cheating on tests, never photographed flashing gang signs, never charged with robbing a cab driver over dimes and nickels. That's not to imply that Kane and Rose are guilty of anything other than being young, or that they won't end up similarly gleaming legacies. This point isn't being made at their expense. It's amazing, though, given Jordan's stature, that he mostly avoided such incidents.

This was supposed to be a media event. I hoped to ask Jordan if it was harder for young athletes today because of cell phone cameras and instant Internet access. It wasn't to be, which is a testament to his ability to create a frenzy all these years later. It should come as no surprise. When you've accomplished as much as Jordan has, it's impossible to fade away because there's always an event, induction or an anniversary requiring a re-evaluation of your legacy, thus making you contemporary again.

Early last year it was his 45th birthday that made those of us who so vividly remember his leading the Bulls to six NBA championships and Team USA to two Olympic gold medals feel old. Then it was his induction into the Basketball Hall of Fame. Tuesday night's appearance was on the eve of today's induction of the Dream Team into the U.S. Olympic Hall of Fame as well as the 15th anniversary of the summer he spent playing minor-league baseball.

STILL BIG IN BIRMINGHAM

It must be hard to move forward with your life while being constantly bombarded with your past, but Jordan seems to have managed it.

''I'm not surprised people still ask me about that summer 15 years later,'' said longtime Birmingham Barons broadcaster Curt Bloom. ''What stands out most was that he tried to make his world a normal world. He was focused on becoming a better player and tried hard to fit into a locker room that was very foreign to him. It will always be part of my life. Ten or 15 years from now people will still be saying, 'Tell me about that summer with Jordan.'''

Today's ceremony is fitting not just because he was a member of the star-studded Dream Team, which won eight games in Barcelona by an average of 44 points, but because Chicago might not be in the running for the 2016 Games if not for Jordan replacing Al Capone as the city's international icon and transforming it into one of the world's most famous sports towns. It's fitting because, like the Olympics, Jordan was an international attraction.

While working at a clinic in Kenya, an old friend tells a story about walking through herds of zebra to a shack where women from remote tribes would bring their children for immunizations. The women walked down dusty paths, some with their babies in slings under their arms and earlobes that stretched to their shoulders. My friend would weigh babies on a scale hung from a tree. There was no electricity. No running water. Villages were constructed of cow manure and straw.

It was in this remote and unfamiliar setting that he noticed children peeking out from behind their mothers' tribal robes wearing Bulls jerseys and hats.

MORE POPULAR OVERSEAS?

Jordan was big in Chicago, all right. This city has never seen anybody greater and may not again. But what made Jordan special, and what separates him from every other athlete except perhaps Muhammad Ali and Babe Ruth is that he was just as big in some of the world's smallest places.

''If this is possible, he might be more popular overseas than here,'' Bloom said when asked if sales of No. 45 Barons jerseys have remained constant. ''We don't get a lot of requests from Iowa, Montana and Rhode Island but we get a lot from Japan.''

His drawing power remains substantial. When the game ended Tuesday night he was instantly mobbed by the picture-taking, autograph-seeking crowd. He was probably expecting to hand the trophy to the winning team, congratulate competitors and say a few words about his charity. It wasn't to be, not on this night, not at an event this shoddily organized, perhaps not on any night when there aren't velvet ropes to keep well-wishers at bay.

He ended up being escorted by Chicago's finest to a park district office where he remained until the crowd thinned enough for him to make his escape. No questions, no interviews, nothing but police cruisers briefly blocking the street to protect him from fans seeking a brush with fame.

The question I most wanted to ask was whether it was any easier being Michael Jordan now. It was the only one that he answered.

Chicago Sun Times
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Loving care for an Irish icon; 76-year-old volunteer makes sure that Rockne's simple grave is impeccably maintained

BYLINE: Neil Hayes, The Chicago Sun-Times

DATELINE: SOUTH BEND, Ind.

A van rolls to a stop at a fork in the road that winds through Highland Cemetery. More pilgrims in Notre Dame caps and jackets have come to pay homage to a legend on a Notre Dame football weekend.

An elderly man with snow-white hair tells them that the stone memorial where they're posing for pictures is not former Irish coach Knute Rockne's burial site. Sylvester Cashen leads the visitors to twin cedar trees a chip-shot field goal away and points to the simple granite marker that he has lovingly tended for more than two decades.

''When I'm working, I talk to him,'' Cashen admitted later. ''I tell him who we're playing and say, 'What do you think?' People think I'm nuts, but he told me we were going to have a rough year. People think I'm crazy, but I'm not crazy. He answers me in his own way.''

Despite persistent rumors, Cashen reports there is no visual evidence to suggest Rockne is turning over in his grave during the worst season in Notre Dame history. Cashen would know. He volunteers nine hours every week mowing and trimming, watering and fertilizing, pulling weeds and watching over the legendary coach's final resting place.

''I was told when I was hired that a gentleman takes care of this area, and I'm not to mow or trim because he takes care of it himself,'' cemetery superintendent Lamar Grady said. ''When other people ask if they can do the same for their loved one, I tell them we can't let them do that. Perpetual care is our obligation. Mr. Cashen is an exception.''

The retired meat cutter always has felt a connection to the coach who vaulted Notre Dame to national prominence during a 13-year coaching career that produced 105 wins, 12 losses, five ties and three national championships.

Cashen, 76, was born a month after Rockne was killed in a plane crash in Bazaar, Kan., on March 31, 1931. But his mother-in-law was a friend of Rockne's wife, Bonnie, and his late wife grew up knowing the Rocknes.

His mother-in-law told him that Mrs. Rockne crocheted in the stands while her husband paced the Notre Dame Stadium sideline. He produces vivid black-and-white game-day snapshots his wife took during a game against Army during the Rockne era.

''This is the worst season we've ever had here,'' Cashen said. ''Sometimes I want to ask [current Notre Dame coach Charlie Weis] if he has ever gone out to the cemetery and talked to the man. It might sound funny, but it might help. He probably doesn't even know where it is.''

Lewis A. McGann said Rockne was not buried at Notre Dame's Cedar Grove Cemetery because Mrs. Rockne wanted her husband's grave cared for in perpetuity, and Cedar Grove did not offer that service at that time. McGann's grandfather, Lewis W. McGann, ran McGann Funeral Home and is believed to have sold Mrs. Rockne the plots in the Graceland section of Highland Cemetery.

''Everybody thought Rockne was buried on the campus,'' McGann said. ''I remember one of the priests from Notre Dame said he'd walked Cedar Grove Cemetery trying to find Rockne's grave and couldn't find it. I said, 'That's because it's not there.'''

Decades later, Cashen and his wife began visiting the cemetery regularly to tend the graves of her parents. It was Cashen's dissatisfaction with the perpetual care that Rockne was receiving that prompted him to bring his rotary mower from home and begin trimming the grass around the graves. Soon he was filling up plastic grocery bags with weeds that grew around the headstone.

In 2004, the cemetery staff bought him a new self-propelled mower in recognition of his years of service. It was later stolen.

''I'm not a professional caretaker, but I'm fussy,'' Cashen said. ''Nobody would come out here and do anything.''

Cashen disposes of the shot glasses of whiskey left by admirers who came to share a ''toast'' with Rockne. He scrapes the wax off the grave stone after midnight vigils and throws away the rain-soaked cigars people leave as gifts.

He collected coins people left on the tombstone in a pill bottle that he buried in front of the grave. He was going to use the money to buy flowers. The pill bottle was dug up, the coins stolen.

What angers him most is when people chip off pieces of the tombstone for souvenirs.

''It has become an attraction,'' Grady said. ''All you need is a popcorn machine.''

Cashen sits in a car, out of the biting wind on a gray November day, when another car enters the cemetery and skids to a stop. Two men in Notre Dame windbreakers drain their beers before opening two more and walking to Rockne's grave.

Cashen frowns when they scoop up dirt he has carefully cultivated and stick it in their pockets.

Once they've gone, he walks back toward Rockne's grave, his collar turned up against the cold, his white hair whipping in the wind. He wants to make sure they didn't leave their beer bottles on the unassuming 2-by-1-foot marker.

Who will care for Rockne when Cashen is gone?

''I worry about it,'' he said. ''I don't know who will take care of it.''

Bears great Richard Dent on Hall induction: ‘This isn’t about me’

By Neil Hayes nhayes@suntimes.com August 4, 2011 

Richard Dent will be inducted Saturday into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio, completing a circle that began a half-century ago in Atlanta.

As much as the honor is a testament to the greatness of his 15-year NFL career, including 12 with the Bears, Dent insisted the momentous occasion has little to do with him. This is about those who gave him a chance at a better life and helped instill in him the importance of doing the same for others.

‘‘It has taken me some time to get here, but this isn’t about me,’’ Dent said. ‘‘I could wait 100 years, for all I care. But the people who made a difference in my life, I can’t let them wait 100 years. They’re more important than me getting this honor. I’m full; I’m happy. But those people who helped me get to that space need to be recognized.’’

The three people he most wants to thank aren’t as well-known to Bears fans as legendary coaches Mike Ditka and Buddy Ryan. His induction speech will focus on his mother, who taught him how to approach life and treat people; the late William Lester, his high school coach, who wouldn’t take no for an answer when it came to Dent’s future; and Tennessee State coach Joe Gilliam Sr., who will present Dent during the induction ceremony and taught him life lessons he carries with him to this day.

‘‘Here’s a man who had more wisdom than you can imagine,’’ Dent said of Gilliam. ‘‘I could listen to him for the rest of my life.’’

If not for those three people, Dent never would have led the NFC with 171/2 sacks during his second NFL season. He wouldn’t have been a driving force on one of the best defenses in NFL history, a Super Bowl MVP and a five-time Pro Bowl performer. He never would have racked up 1371/2 career sacks, eight interceptions and 37 forced fumbles.

Chances are, he would’ve ended up dead or in prison.

Tried golf first

‘‘What happens to young guys who grow up in poverty is, the most attractive and easiest things to do are filled with illegalities,’’ Gilliam said. ‘‘This was the environment Richard was in. If he stays in that environment, he doesn’t have a chance. He’s going to get into trouble; he’s going to go to prison. He wouldn’t have survived. Chances were against him being where he is today had he stayed in Atlanta.’’

Dent grew up with seven brothers and a sister. While many of his siblings earned money as musicians, he didn’t have that talent, so he got a job in a clothing store when he was in third grade. He pushed a mower 10 blocks to cut grass. He worked in cafeterias and fast-food restaurants while growing up because not working wasn’t an option.

He learned about work ethic and the perils of alcohol abuse from his father. His mother instilled in him the importance of helping others.

‘‘She would cook, clean and do clothes for two or three families a day,’’ Dent said of his mother, Mary. ‘‘These were people who did not just love her for her work, but for the person she was. They would buy her biscuits in 12- and 24-packs and take them home and freeze them. It was just nice to work beside her and watch how she treated people and how people treated her, understanding what common courtesy and business was about and really just understanding people. She was a very sweet person who did a lot for a lot of folks.’’

Dent didn’t participate in sports until his junior year in high school, when a friend’s words resonated: You’re going to work for the rest of your life. Why not pursue a dream?

Because his uncle caddied for Gary Player, he tried golf first. The golf coach told him to play football. He played basketball, too. He excelled at both.

He became the second member of his family to graduate from high school. When it came to college, he had only one criteria: anywhere but Atlanta.

‘‘I planned on coming back with a better story than the one I left with,’’ Dent said. ‘‘It wasn’t about where you come from but where you’re going. I wanted everybody to be proud of where I’d been.’’

Relentless on the field

Coach John Merritt and assistants Alvin Coleman and Gilliam had transformed Tennessee State into a powerhouse that would win seven black national football titles. Dent grew up idolizing Tennessee State star Claude Humphrey and wanted to be among the many Atlanta-area players to sign with the Tigers, but the feeling wasn’t mutual. Gilliam had no use for a 190-pound offensive tackle. Lester was one of Gilliam’s graduate students and begged his professor to reconsider.

‘‘Coach, I can’t leave him here,’’ Gilliam recalled Lester telling him. ‘‘He’s got to get out of Atlanta.’’

‘‘I just can’t sign him,’’ Gilliam told Lester. ‘‘If I did, I would be a laughingstock.’’

That’s how they left it. But when training camp began, Gilliam spotted Lester walking across the practice field with Dent, who was carrying a small suitcase.

‘‘Here he is, Coach,’ Lester said.

‘‘I thought we had an understanding,’’ an exasperated Gilliam replied. ‘‘I can’t sign him.’’

‘‘It’s like I told you before: I can’t leave him in Atlanta,’’ Lester said. ‘‘He won’t last. I’ll see you in class.’’

Thus began an unlikely success story.

After the first few practices, the offensive coordinator sent Dent to Gilliam, who coached defense, with a simple message: ‘‘I can’t use him.’’

Dent was undersized and couldn’t keep weight on. He was quick but not fast. Gilliam assigned him to the scout team and eventually noticed that Dent wouldn’t stop until the whistle blew — and sometimes not even then. He thought something might be wrong with his hearing. Nothing was wrong with his hearing; relentlessness was part of his nature.

Gilliam had an idea. In those days, teams ran to the strong — or right — side and rarely passed. The best place to hide a poor blocker was at left tackle. Gilliam split Dent out three yards wider than a normal right defensive end and unleashed him into the backfield.

‘‘The more we played him, the better he played,’’ Gilliam said. ‘‘If it was a running back going around the other end, he would run him down. If it was a receiver downfield, he had better look out because Richard was going to catch him. If it was the quarterback, even if Richard got knocked down, he would get back up and run him down.’’

Dent went on to become a three-time All-American before beginning his Hall of Fame career with the Bears. He never has forgotten those who helped him along the way, nor has he reneged on his vow to do for others what his mother, Lester and Gilliam did for him.

His Make-a-Dent Foundation has donated hundreds of thousands of dollars to improving the lives of underprivileged children, and he’s as proud of what he has accomplished as a humanitarian as anything he has done on a football field.

‘‘I just hope I can keep it together when I speak,’’ Dent said of his induction speech. ‘‘It’s telling your story, and with that story are a lot of thank-yous. A lot of people tell stories, and they don’t want to say thank you because they will forget some people. Everybody has their way. For me, there will be more thank-yous than anything.’’
