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EAST RUTHERFORD – A
decade ago, in a cramped meet-
ing room tucked behind the back
end of the locker room at the old
Giants Stadium, three quarter-
backs would meet every day to
prepare for the upcoming NFL
season, watching film, talking

game plans and, more than occasionally, bust-
ing chops.

One, a veteran of five different teams who
had just recently signed with the Giants, would
be heading into his final NFL season. Another, a
third-year project with a rifle for an arm, would
also be heading into his last year in New York,
though not in the game.

The third, well he was only facing the most
important year of his football life.

Yet if the start of that 2007 season cast Eli
Manning in a most precarious light, the end of it
would cast him in a championship glow. How he
got from there to here is a story of maturation,
of confidence, of resilience, and of course, of
talent, and how they all intersected to push
Manning through the most formative season of
his career.

DRAFT BUST?

At 26 years old, Manning entered his fourth
NFL season looking nothing like the Ironman
champion we know now, lost amid growing whis-
pers the Giants had whiffed on the draft day
blockbuster to acquire him in 2004, buried by an
0-2 start that included perhaps the most serious
injury of his career, sustained opening week
against the Cowboys.

But what happened across a season that start-
ed in Dallas and finished hoisting the Lombardi
Trophy can be called ‘Becoming Eli,’ in which a
quiet but intense competitor blossomed as a
clutch performer and leader. From potential
draft bust to Super Bowl MVP, 2007 was the year
Eli found himself. Ten years later, he’s more cer-
tain than ever. As the Giants prepare to open the
season Sunday night in Dallas, the deep, abiding 

ROSS D. FRANKLIN, AP

New York Giants quarterback Eli Manning points during the second quarter of the Giants' 17-14 win over the New England Patriots in the Super
Bowl XLII football game at University of Phoenix Stadium on Sunday, Feb. 3, 2008, in Glendale, Ariz. (AP Photo/Ross D. Franklin)

How one season
made Eli’s career 

Giants at Cowboys

Time: Tonight, 8:20

TV: NBC

See SULLIVAN, Page 2B
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PISCATAWAY - Both coach Chris
Ash and offensive coordinator Jerry
Kill were worried about whether the
Rutgers offensive line would stand up
against Washington’s defensive front.

Their fears quickly were allayed
during Rutgers’ respectable season-
opening loss. Not only did the line keep
quarterback Kyle Bolin upright in the
pocket, the unit didn’t allow a sack until
the final play of the game.

And even that was a bit misleading,
as the sack occurred when a Washing-
ton defender pushed a Rutgers lineman
into Bolin, inadvertently tripping him
up.

“I think we made some strides, but
we’ve got a lot more work to do,” said
offensive line coach AJ Blazek in the
days leading up to Saturday’s game
against visiting Eastern Michigan,
showing his perfectionist nature.

Still, even the fiery Blazek was
pleased with the experience being
shown by the line, especially in the sec-
ond year of the Ash regime.

“For me,” Blazek said, “it’s fun now
in Year 2 to see a lot of the football IQ
show up. We know what to expect and
it’s showing up on the field.”

In other words, the linemen are an-
ticipating what their defensive
counterparts are going to do, and ad-
justing on the fly. That’s as opposed to
last season, when they simply were re-
acting.

“A year ago they were just seeing
pictures of plays,” Blazek said.

The line includes center Jonah Jack-
son, who was set to make his second ca-
reer start against EMU.

“I’m really fired up about Jonah,”
Blazek said. “Jonah came out and really
played hard.”

“It was a very exciting day,” Jackson
said of his first start, which came
against the Huskies. “My mom was cry-
ing. My dad was crying. … I’d say for
my first start, I did well.”

Interestingly, Jackson said he felt
more nervers in pre-game warmups
than he did once he and the rest of the
offensive personnel took the field for
Rutgers’ first offensive series of the
game.

“Once they called the huddle up,” he
said, “I was ready to go.”

Rutgers took very few downfield
shots against the Huskies, even though
the pocket-passing Bolin has a strong
arm. 

Part of that was the fear that Rut-
gers wouldn’t be able to block long
enough to allow Bolin time to throw
deep. Also, Rutgers wanted to control
the clock with runs and short and inter-
mediate passes to keep Washington’s
explosive offense idling on the side-
lines as long as possible.

“That’s the hope,” Blazek said, refer-
ring to the line’s ability to give Bolin
time resulting in more deep throws as
the season goes along. “That’s on our
shoulders, so the better they can get,
the more confident our quarterback
(will) get.”

Blazek added, “Our guys have
shown some improvement. We’re still
working on our consistency in practice.
Individually, each of them have things
we’re constantly harping on. But (their
performance) was better, definitely
better (than last year). We’re moving in
the right direction.”

He also wants to see the reserves
continue to improve.

“When you’ve got to start putting
them in,” Blazek said, “there can’t be a
dropoff. Consistency is the biggest
thing. You’ve got to see it in practice be-

Rutgers
reads
defenses
better 
J.P. PELZMAN
JPELZMAN@GANNETT.COM

See RUTGERS, Page 2B

Sacir Hot remembers a fence and a
gate. Inside was an artificial turf soccer
field, as good as anything he’d played on
while growing up in Fair Lawn. Outside,
hundreds of children “with ripped shirts,
sweatpants, no shoes ... begging to get
in.”

The coach of FC Motown, Hot was
part of a delegation of former profes-
sional soccer players trying to Kickstart
Joy in the Zaatari refugee camp in Jor-

dan in late August. They brought 600 uni-
forms, 200 pairs of cleats and 150 soccer

balls, and taught clinics for the Syrian
boys and girls living in the massive
camp.

“Soccer can be used for a lot more. It’s
bigger than we think,” said Kickstart Joy
founder Mehdi Ballouchy, a Moroccan
emigre who lives in Engelwood.

“To see how happy these kids could
be, getting them out of their situation for
an hour and a half, getting them out on
the field, that was probably the most eye
opening thing. Soccer is way, way bigger 

Former soccer players help refugees 
JANE HAVSY
@DAILYRECORDSPTS

See SOCCER, Page 2B

SAM POWERS/LENS ON LIFE

Young Syrian refugees prepare for a drill
during a Kickstart Joy soccer clinic at the
Zaatari camp.

How you can help
Kickstart Joy hopes to organize another trip
next year. New or gently used soccer uniforms,
including socks, and cleats would be
particularly useful, as would soccer balls,
pinnies and other gear.

For more information, email The Catalyst
Foundation for Universal Education at
info@thecatalystfdn.org
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CYCLING

7 p.m., NBCSN:
Vuelta a Espana,
Stage 21, Arroyomoli-
nos, Spain to Madrid
(same-day tape)

GOLF

6 a.m., GOLF: Euro-
pean PGA Tour,
Omega European
Masters, final round,
at Crans Montana,
Switzerland

Noon, FS1: USGA,
Walker Cup, Day 2,
foursomes, at Los
Angeles

Noon, GOLF: Euro-
pean PGA Tour,
Omega European
Masters, final round,
at Crans Montana,
Switzerland

6 p.m., FS1: USGA,
Walker Cup, Day 2,
singles, at Los Ange-
les

MAJOR LEAGUE
BASEBALL

1:30 p.m., CSN:
Phillies at Washing-
ton

4 p.m., TBS: Colora-
do at L.A. Dodgers

8 p.m., ESPN: Balti-
more at Cleveland

MOTOR SPORTS

4:30 p.m., NBC: Red
Bull Global Ral-
lycross, at Seattle

NATIONAL FOOT-
BALL LEAGUE

1 p.m., FOX: Eagles
at Washington

4 p.m., CBS: Indian-
apolis at L.A. Rams

4:25 p.m., FOX:
Seattle at Green Bay

8:20 p.m., NBC: N.Y.
Giants at Dallas

RUGBY

2 p.m., NBCSN:
English Premiership,
London vs. Worcester
(same-day tape)

SOCCER

8:30 a.m., NBCSN:
Premier League,
Crystal Palace vs.
Burnley

9:30 a.m., FS1:
Bundesliga, Hertha
BSC vs. Werder Bre-
men

11 a.m., NBCSN:
Premier League,
Swansea City vs.
Newcastle

11:50 a.m., FS2:
Bundesliga, Schalke
04 at Stuttgart

1 p.m., ESPN: MLS,
Sporting Kansas City
at Columbus

3:30 p.m., FS1: MLS,
FC Dallas at Atlanta
United

9 p.m., FS1: MLS, Los
Angeles at Seattle

TENNIS

1 p.m., ESPN2: U.S.
Open, women’s
doubles champi-
onship, at New York

4 p.m., ESPN: U.S.
Open, men’s champi-
onship, at New York

WNBA 

3 p.m., ESPN2:
Playoffs, second
round, teams TBA

5 p.m., ESPN2:
Playoffs, second
round, teams TBA

On the air

Donald ends holdout, reports to Rams
without new deal: All-Pro defensive line-
man Aaron Donald has reported to the Los
Angeles Rams, ending a holdout that began in
May. Donald passed his physical but will not
play in the season opener against Indianapolis
on Sunday. He will not lose a game check.

—Wire services

Sportsbriefs

enthusiasm for another playoff run
rests largely on the quarterback set to
start his 200th consecutive game, the
longest active streak in the NFL and
third longest of all time.

“I think Eli was like, ‘OK, I’m going
to take this as it’s my team now,” re-
called Jared Lorenzen, Manning’s offi-
cial backup at the start of the ’07 sea-
son. “You could see, the first two
games, the first three games, when we
were struggling, that he was hurt. But
then in that middle part of the season,
if it was the end of the game, we just
knew either in the last three minutes of
the game or somewhere in the fourth
quarter, he was going to throw two
touchdowns.”

LINGERING DOUBTS

There were teammates who never
saw it coming. Remember, the 2006
season had closed with a second
straight loss in the opening playoff
game, and was particularly ugly after
a6-2 start had stumbled to an 8-8 finish.
Tiki Barber would head into retire-
ment jabbing Manning on the way, no-
toriously criticizing Manning’s “comi-
cal” attempts at leadership while
knocking the man in charge, Tom
Coughlin, for being too strict and get-
ting outcoached. As Eli’s famous fa-
ther Archie recalled in a phone conver-
sation last week, “I didn’t know who
they were going to run out of town first
– Eli or coach Coughlin.”

That cloud hung over the team as it
headed into a new year, with Coughlin
under a mandate to change or get fired,
and Eli under a similar one to improve
or get benched.

“It was a critical year for him, be-
fore the year even started, we talked
talk as quarterbacks about the situa-
tion he was in,” recalled Anthony
Wright, who started the season as the
third-string quarterback. “It was a
unique situation. I remember we had a
conversation about that. We started off
the season so slow, but then after we
won that Washington game [in Week 3],
it started to come together. Eli’s per-
sonality fits the role of quarterback
very well, just his stoic mentality, just
go out and get the job done, not so much
emotion, keep himself under control at
all times. That’s the kind of leader you
need at the position. You can’t be
fragile, you have to be able to with-
stand anything good or bad. That’s
what he did, we started off the season
tough, but he hung in there, kept chug-
ging.”

‘IS THAT OUR FUTURE
QUARTERBACK?’

He’d learned how the hard way.
There was his first-ever practice as a
rookie, which teammate Jesse Palmer
called “the worst I’ve ever seen in my
life. He was throwing ducks. I know he
was nervous and felt he had to go out and
prove he was the first pick, but guys on
the team were looking at each other like,
‘Did we just draft him first?, like, ‘Oh my
God, is that our future quarterback?’”

Or who can forget his fourth career
start, when a ferocious Ravens defense
pummeled him into a zero passer rating,
sending him to the bench in favor of sea-
son starter Kurt Warner. Warner, now an
NFL Network analyst and recent Hall of
Fame inductee, remembered Manning
as “overwhelmed. It was just too much.”
Unable to even recognize who was at
Mike linebacker, which was one of his
responsibilities to call out at the line of
scrimmage, Manning was a mess. War-
ner finished the game, but in a class
move, backed Manning as the starter af-
terwards. He understood games like
that were painful but necessary.

“A lot of times you see guys play like
that and you say, ‘oh my gosh, what go-
ing on here, what’s the long term for this
guy,’ but what stood out to me, and you
see it now, even as bad as some of those
games were, it never affected him from
the standpoint of confidence or ‘I don’t
know if I can play at this level,’” Warner
said. “He was able to take his lumps han-
dle whatever criticism, whatever it
looked like on film and bounce right
back. That’s been, to me, his greatest at-
tribute, being able to stand up there and
handle himself and not let himself go
backwards.”

MOVING FORWARD

He did indeed move forward, leading
the Giants to an 11-5 record in 2005 and
back to the playoffs again in 2006. But
the doubts raged on, and most alarming-
ly, were being voiced by his own team-
mates. Their concerns came to a head
after a 2006 Week 10 loss to the Bears,
when Manning threw for only 121 yards
with two interceptions. Tim Hasselbeck,
who’d joined the team as Manning’s
backup the previous season, recalled a
subsequent players-only meeting. Man-
ning took a few more hits. As many mis-
takes as were made in the game – like
Devin Hester’s 108-yard TD return of a
missed field goal – Manning was every-
one’s target.

“It was ugly. It was really, really bad.
He was getting beat up pretty bad, criti-
cized big time. A lot came out,” Hassel-
beck. “After that meeting the two of us
went to watch film for the upcoming
week. I’m sitting in front, Eli’s in the
back. The room was tiny. It was a con-

verted closet. I would sit in front, he’s
back on the computer. It would freeze
every now and then. So we’re watching
and the play was stopped, and I’m think-
ing it’s frozen. It’s dead quiet. He’s look-
ing straight ahead. It’s still there, still
there, he’s staring. Do I turn around? I
turn around. And at that moment he says
‘Wow,’ and he acknowledged some of
what was said, and says, ‘But I’m the one
getting criticized for this and that?’ It
was the only time he ever, that his guard
ever went down on that stuff.

“It’s such a strength of his, that you
didn’t know if he just threw for 500
yards or if his dog just died.”

THEN CAME 2007

Then came 2007. The Giants will
spend part of the upcoming season cele-
brating the 10-year anniversary of that
Super Bowl XLII victory over heavily-
favored, then-undefeated New England,
and of this much they can be certain: It
would not have happened had Eli not
kept chugging. Not prone to public intro-
spection, Manning’s hindsight is clear
enough to recognize what was at stake.

“It was a big year, going into your
fourth year in the starting quarterback
is,” he said in a recent conversation at
the end of practice. “I’d made the play-
offs, hadn’t played great, hadn’t made a
Pro Bowl, hadn’t won a playoff game,
kind of had some up and down games, in-
consistent. I wanted to come out and
play well. I felt good in the offense, good
with the guys we had on the team, the of-
fensive line we had. Still, we got off to a
slow start - we came out in the first
game, played well, lost, but we put up 35
points. Then I get injured a little bit. But
we rallied back.”

Did they ever. What started in Wash-
ington turned into a six-game winning
streak, and after a playoff-clinching
Week 16 win in Buffalo and an even more
pivotal Week 17 loss in New England (the
game that allowed the Patriots to finish
16-0 but that also saw Coughlin refuse to
rest his starters, a decision that paid the
ultimate dividend in the Super Bowl),
the road warrior Giants would become
the first NFC wild card to win a champi-
onship. Manning was fantastic along the
way, beating top-seeded Tony Romo in
the divisional game and besting the all-
time Ironman Brett Favre on the Pack-
ers’ frozen tundra.

Back in Week 2, he’d almost missed
his start against those same Packers, the
separated shoulder suffered the week
before keeping him from throwing until
the day before the game. With a simple
comment tossed at Lorenzen on the pre-
game field – “I think I’m going to give it a
try,” – Manning kept his streak alive.
Sunday in Dallas, it continues.

“That’s something I’m very proud of,
I’ll say that,” Manning said. 

Sullivan
Continued from Page 1B

fore you can put them out there.”

Martin adapts to new role

Running back Rob Martin was in an
unusual situation against the Huskies.
Martin was the starting tailback last
season, but has been replaced in that

role by Miami graduate transfer Gus
Edwards. Still, Martin got plenty of
work in relief of Edwards, as Kill rotat-
ed the two backs to keep them re-
freshed. Martin finished with 55 yards
rushing on 13 carries and earned praise
from Ash.

“Rob Martin probably ran as hard as
Rob has since we’ve been here,” the sec-
ond-year Rutgers coach said. 

Martin said, “I just made sure when
my number was called I knew what I
was doing, so I could execute my assign-
ments and give the offense a spark.”

As for the tandem with Edwards,
Martin said, “I think we kept each other
fresh. We both ran hard. We feed off
each other. We ask each other qustions
when we come to the sideline.”

Edwards rushed for 79 yards on 24
carries, a 3.3-yard average, but that fig-
ure was somewhat skewed by several
plays near Rutgers’ own goal line in
which Edwards mainly was trying not to
get trapped for a safety, as opposed to
breaking off a big run.

Staff Writer J.P. Pelzman: 
jpelzman@gannett.com

Rutgers
Continued from Page 1B

Sports Watch

than I ever thought. ... To see soccer
put that much joy on their faces is
something I’ve never seen. We all get
happy from playing soccer, but the
gap from where they come from, and
just stepping on the field and being
happy is bigger than anything I’ve
ever seen.”

Opened in July 2012 under the
United Nations High Commission for
Refugees, Zaatari is estimated to
have more than 83,000 residents
squeezed into two square miles near
the Syria-Jordan border. It has
evolved into a semi-permanent com-
munity with markets and schools, but
there is no running water, and elec-
tricity is only available for a few
hours each evening. The Asian Feder-
ation Development Program and
Union of European Football Associa-
tions had donated the field. Local
coaches, most of them refugees them-
selves, run practice for about 5,000
children during the week, and a
monthly tournament between teams
from the different camp districts.

Kickstart Joy was the first sports-
themed trip sponsored by the New
York City-based Catalyst Foundation
for Universal Education, with gear
donated by Ballouchy’s former team,
NYCFC, and Major League Soccer.
Since there were not enough shoes for
all the kids, they were worn for the
clinics then left at the field. They are
still being used for soccer training
with the Syrian coaches, boys in the
morning and girls in the afternoon.

“I think people scoff at whether
kids need soccer. ‘Let’s focus just on
the classroom and basics,’” said Eliza-
beth Cheung-Gaffney, a senior pro-
gram officer at Catalyst and former
Columbia University soccer player

who helped with the girls clinics.
“But seeing them there really shows

you how much they need enrichment
programs like that. It was so much joy
for them to play and forget.”

Mid-day temperatures reached 115
degrees, so Hot appointed himself “wa-
ter police.” He kept an eye on the young-
sters — particularly the girls — making
sure the limited supply of water at the
field was carefully rationed.

For Hot, the Zaatari trip brought back
memories of childhood visits to cousins
in Montenegro. His parents, Valbona and
Salih, had fled to Canada in 1991 to avoid
the conflicts, then slipped into the Unit-
ed States in a cement truck. Valbona Hot

was six months pregnant with Sacir, who
grew up in Bergen County, playing soc-
cer at Fair Lawn, in the Red Bulls acad-
emy and United States under-20 national
team, and at Boston College.

“When the kids walked through that
gate, and put on a jersey, socks, shorts,
cleats, they didn’t look like war refu-
gees,” said Hot, part of Montenegro’s
Muslim minority.

“They had smiles on their faces. They
were high fiving, talking, running
around. They forgot about that. They
were kids.”

Staff Writer Jane Havsy: 973-428-
6682; jhavsy@gannettnj.com; 
www.dailyrecord.com/writerjane/
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SAM POWERS/LENS ON LIFE

Sam Powers shows a young Syrian refugee some of the soccer cleats Kickstart Joy brought to
the Zaatari refugee camp.
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