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BY BRUCE WOOD

Jimmy Johnson is used to responding 
to challenges. Follow his trail from 
unrecruited walk-on to key contributor.
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Finding 
   a Way
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Not that Johnson was a stranger to defense. As a senior at 
Andover he’d intercepted six passes, returning two for touchdowns. 
So he embraced the opportunity to change positions in the hope that 
it would both help the o!ense improve as well as give him a better 
shot at getting on the field.

It didn’t work out that way.
Not at first, at least.
Although he had two interceptions with the jayvees and earned 

plaudits both for his play and for his team-first attitude, when the 
list of 110 players invited back for the preseason camp came out, 
after spring ball, defensive back Jimmy Johnson wasn’t on it.

FROM A YOUNG AGE JIMMY JOHNSON 
FACED CHALLENGES.

An only child, his parents divorced when he was just 2, and 
he and mother Corinne had to move in with her parents until she 
found a place of her own. Perhaps the divorce was to blame but 
young Jimmy was a bit of a handful in elementary school until the 
patient but firm Corinne settled him down.

A remarkable woman, Corinne earned a bachelor’s degree 
from the University of Massachusetts in 1980 and a master’s in 
environmental engineering from Northeastern in 1990. In 2002 
she became the first female general manager at General Electric’s 
aircraft engine plant in Lynn, Mass., making her the highest ranking 
GE executive in the Greater Boston area.

Despite her hectic schedule as a business person and her 
responsibilities as a single mother, she somehow found time to sit 
on the board of directors of Girls Inc. of Lynn, serve as a trustee of 
the North Shore Medical Center and raise her son.

Corinne, who had successfully battled Hodgkins disease the 
summer after her high school graduation, was diagnosed with breast 
cancer when Jimmy was in third grade.

“She fought that o! without telling me or showing any signs,” 
Johnson said. “She was more worried about me than herself, and 
she was the one going through cancer. I didn’t know anything about 
that until I was 13 or 14.”

Corinne had undergone heart valve replacement surgery shortly 
after her diagnosis with breast cancer in 1980, and she got much 
worse medical news around Thanksgiving of 2007.

“It was my sophomore year in high school, the last day of 

Jimmy Johnson had done what he could during his first fall to help 
the Dartmouth football team. Although he’d caught 38 passes for 
575 yards and five touchdowns as a senior at Andover High School in 
Massachusetts and had come in as a wide receiver for the Big Green, he 
shifted over to the defense not long after arriving in Hanover. The team 
needed warm bodies for the o!ense to practice against during the week 
just as it needed young players to line up on that side of the ball in the 
obscurity of jayvee games on Sunday afternoons.

basketball tryouts,” Johnson remembered. “She brought me home 
and told me she had cancer again. I remember crying all night, but 
she was always upbeat.

“The first thing she did the next day instead of going to work 
was talk to my coaches to tell them what she was going through. She 
was more worried about me than herself.”

Johnson, who hadn’t been much of a basketball player as a small 
boy until Corinne found someone who helped teach him the game, 
made the Andover varsity that winter and was part of an improving 
team that made it to the state tournament.

But while basketball was going well for Johnson, his mother’s 
struggle with pancreatic cancer was worsening.

“For three months she battled hard,” he said. “That was basically 
my whole basketball season. Then one day she collapsed from 
pneumonia and had to be brought to the hospital.

“At that point, they gave her two weeks to live. They brought us 
in and kind of prepared me for that.”

Corinne’s mother and father, Pat and Jim Morris, moved from 
Melrose into the Andover colonial to look after Jimmy while his 
mom was in the hospital. The three spent as much time as they 
could at Corinne’s bedside at Massachusetts General.

“She wasn’t able to talk during those two weeks,” Johnson said. 
“She had tubes down her throat and all she could do was write 
notes. I still have those notes today. I have them in a folder and keep 
them by my bed. I still read them.

“Some of them are funny. Even when she knew she was dying 
she was upbeat. She wrote something like my grandmother needs to 
get a new sweater, funny stu! like that.”

Corinne Johnson died on March 8, 2008. Jimmy was 16.
A Boston Globe story eight days later included this:
At the funeral, the younger Johnson, who plays football, 

basketball, and lacrosse, remembered his mother as his “number 
one fan . . . even if she didn’t always know the rules,” recalled his 
aunt, Carol Morris Galvin of Topsfield.

NOT ALL THE NOTES CORINNE WROTE 
DURING HER LAST HOSPITALIZATION 
WERE FUNNY. 

One in particular struck a chord with her son.
“She wrote, ‘Keep the ship moving,’ ” he said. “The message was 
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Fazio, in particular, pushed exactly the right button by 
channeling Corinne Johnson for her son and his team.

“He grabbed hold of (Keep The Ship Moving) and made it our 
team motto my junior year in basketball,” Johnson said.

COLLEGE WAS COMING. Johnson’s uncle Steve was 
a Dartmouth grad who played a little football for the Big Green in 
the early ‘80s. Uncle Jimmy Morris was a pretty good tight end at 
Harvard a few years later.

Jimmy Johnson was hopeful of continuing the tradition of 
playing a sport in the Ivy League, but not necessarily football.

“I initially came up in my junior year in high school with my 
uncle for a lacrosse tournament,” he said. “I was trying to get 
recruited for lacrosse. I fell in love with the campus immediately.”

While he was in town Johnson met with football coach Buddy 
Teevens.

“He kind of showed me around the football facilities and I saw 
how great they were,” Johnson said. “He kept telling me how this 
team was on the up-and-coming. I believed him. I had followed 
them a little and my uncle had told me all about them.

Although Johnson had been a two-year member of the 
Merrimack Valley Conference all-star football team at Andover, 
a four-year honor student and winner of the football team’s 
Courageous Award, Ivy League recruiters weren’t exactly beating 
down his door. Quite the opposite, actually.

“I eventually narrowed it down to two choices,” Johnson said. “It 
was between Bentley in Massachusetts, where I could play football 
and lacrosse, and Dartmouth. I told myself if I got into Dartmouth I 
would go there, even if I was only guaranteed a walk on position.”

ACCEPTED BY DARTMOUTH BUT 
UNRECRUITED, JOHNSON DID IN FACT 
WALK ONTO THE FOOTBALL TEAM IN THE 
FALL OF 2010. 

While he didn’t make an immediate impact on the field, he did have 
an impact on his coaches and his teammates.

“The thing about Jimmy is, since the day he got here he has 
worked hard to get better. Every single day,” said secondary coach 
Sammy McCorkle. “I don’t think it’s his goal to be the star. It is all 
about what he can do to help this football team.

“We were pretty thin at corner and although he didn’t have much 
experience there he moved right over and not once did he ever gripe 
or did he question. He just went out and did it. He did it because it 
was what we needed to have done. It was for the team.”

Johnson was selected Dartmouth’s Scout Team Defensive Player 
of the Year for the 2012 season.

“We might have some players who are bigger and stronger and 
faster, but in terms of commitment he gives us everything he has 
and that is all you can ask for,” said head coach Buddy Teevens. “He 
always comes to work ready to go. He does everything right. He’s a 
wonderful representative of our program in the community. He’s a 
very good special teams guy who helps mentor the younger players.”

to not be sad and keep the ship moving. That’s a phrase that I try to 
live by, every single day.”

It wasn’t always easy.
After his mother died Johnson had his di!cult days. Although 

he earned a starting role as a defenseman on the Andover lacrosse 
team, he wasn’t looking much like a player who would be a member 
of the Eagle Tribune All-Star Team the next spring. And while he’s 
always been a good student, he wasn’t doing his best work in the 
classroom, either.

Grandmother Julia Morris, who would move with her husband 
into the Johnson house to look after him until he graduated, felt bad 
for him.

“You have to understand, now he is living with two old people,” 
she said this spring. “I am in my late 70s now, and my husband 
is 80, but he had Parkinson’s disease at the time. It was really a 
challenge for us and it was hard for Jimmy.

“The stress of my daughter’s death made the Parkinson’s disease 
worse and so my husband could barely walk. Jimmy would go out 
sometimes and I would have to call him up wherever he was to come 
back home and help me pick him up o" the floor. It was not an easy 
time for him, but he never complained.”

Andover lacrosse coach Wayne Puglisi and basketball coach 
David Fazio, who had lost his own mother as a boy, took Johnson 
under wing.
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One of those younger players is Daniel Gorman ’14, who two 
years after Johnson walked onto the team as a wide receiver last fall.

“He is the best there is, for sure,” said Gorman. “He’s definitely 
one of the older guys I look up to most on the team.

“I remember hearing that he didn’t get invited to camp one year, 
but you would never know. You would think that he was one of the 
biggest recruits here when you look at him physically and watch him 
out on the field.”

JIMMY JOHNSON, WHO HAD ALREADY 
RESPONDED TO DIFFICULT CHALLENGES 
IN HIS YOUNG LIFE, had been determined to rise 
to another one when his name wasn’t on the list to return for 
preseason before his sophomore year.

“I was disappointed with that,” he recalled. “But my family is 
very positive and they always told me if you think positive thoughts 
positive things would happen. So I told myself that if I wanted to be 
invited back for preseason the next year I would have to prove it. I 
decided to let my play talk for myself and I had a really good spring 
last spring.”

Like Michael Jordan, who used being cut from his high school 
basketball team to spur himself on to greatness, not being invited 
to the preseason might have been the best thing that could have 
happened to Johnson.

“At the time it didn’t feel that way,” he said with a laugh. “I was 
pretty upset. But I definitely worked a lot harder because I am a 
person who likes to prove through his actions.”

What he’s proven through his actions at Dartmouth is that he’s 
more than just a surprisingly good football player who got 17 snaps 

    Eventually, going into 
the real world, I will be 
able to wake up early 
in the morning, not 
complain, go to work 
and manage my time 
better. Being part of the 
team has prepared me 
for life af!er college.”

“
in last year’s varsity opener against Butler and finished the year 
behind only first-team All-Ivy League choice Garrett Waggoner on 
the depth chart at free safety.

He served as football’s representative to the Student-Athlete 
Advisory Committee this year and was an ambassador for the 
college at an event for prospective Dartmouth students in Boston 
last year. He’s been a member of the college’s Green Team, helping 
monitor parties for high-risk drinking and has volunteered for Big 
Brothers and Sisters each year he’s been on campus.

He has been a much-respected member of the men’s practice 
team that gets the Dartmouth women’s basketball squad ready for 
games and is considering playing a final spring of lacrosse after 
football ends next year.

Together with teammates Garrett Waggoner and Andy Gay he 
even won a Best in Show award at the 2013 Dartmouth Ventures 
Entrepreneurship Conference for an innovative water bottle the 
trio developed that, with replaceable cartridges, filters and flavors 
drinks.

Johnson serves as a DP2 mentor for the football team but 
perhaps his most meaningful contribution is standing each fall 
before his teammates and telling them his mother’s story of courage 
during the football program’s cancer awareness week.

“I’ve heard him do it three times and I get teary-eyed every 
time,” said McCorkle. “The fact that he is able to stand up there. I 
can only imagine what it’s like to go through that.”

The history major credits football for helping him find his way 
in life and thinks it has been just as important in his development 
as a person as what he has learned in the classroom.

“Football in my opinion may even be more important in some 
aspects,” he said. “You learn a lot about leadership. It helps me 
with my time management skills because football takes a very large 
chunk of time no matter what part of the year. It has definitely 
made me mentally tougher.

“Eventually, going into the real world, I will be able to wake up 
early in the morning, not complain, go to work and manage my time 
better. Being part of the team has prepared me for life after college.”

Football has taught him a lot, but nothing has prepared him for 
life better than the valiant battle Corinne Johnson fought.

“She has inspired me to be the person that I am today and to live 
life to the fullest,” he said. “If she was here I would want her to be 
proud.”


